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Life was precious. People used to say things
like that all the time, but none of them realized how true that
saying would turn out to be. Life was precious, indeed. Each person
in the room had lost someone or everyone.

They huddled near the fire trying to block
out the nocturnal noises, the rain, the thunder, the other sounds
that could be more than just an animal outside.

Outside, the noises, every last one of them,
seemed ominous now, even if they were probably just animals,
creatures of the night moving around. Every little sound made
people startle now. Every noise a potential threat. Every
reverberation in the air a possible harbinger of danger. The
howling wind caused the few remaining windows to rattle. It didn’t
help the nerves.

Then there was silence. Sometimes silence
was even more frightening. Just straining to listen and wade
through the silence was often stressful and nerve rattling. The not
knowing was sometimes as bad as the knowing.

A commotion, a racket of some kind banging
near the garage caused even him to jump. Was it one of them already
on their property?


Chapter One

September

“Tell me your earliest childhood memory, Tristan,”
Dr. Andersson requested. “Good or bad.”

Tristan had to think about it for a minute.
Good memory? No, that wasn’t gonna happen. Bad was easier. “I guess
I was probably around three.”

“Go on,” she encouraged like she always
did.

“I was hiding under my bed,” he explained.
“Ralph was on a bender again. I heard him hitting her. I didn’t
like that. Even when I was that little, I didn’t like it. I knew it
was wrong.”

“Do you have other memories from that young,
any good?”

He shook his head. “Nah, not really, Doc.
Sorry, but it didn’t get good till I got out.”

“Not even when you were sent away from your
family, ordered by the state? You were…seven?”

“Yeah, around seven. I was sent to live with
my grandparents in Iowa,” he told her.

“And did you like it there?”

He shook his head and toyed with the brass
tacks nailed into the burgundy leather sofa. It was a nervous tick,
fidgeting. Being the kind of person who didn’t like weakness,
Tristan stopped.

“It wasn’t much better than home,” he
answered. “I don’t think the apple fell far from the tree. My
grandfather was just like my dad. They lived on a farm, though, and
I liked that part. It was fall, so I remember helping my
grandmother pick apples in their orchard.”

“What was your relationship like with
her?”

“She was beat down by him, so she was just
like my mother. Just like my mom was by my dad. Everyone in their
paths were either beat down or literally beaten.”

“Do you feel like you learned what it was
like to be in a relationship from them?”

“Are you serious, Doc? Do you see me in a
relationship? No way. No thanks. I suck at it just as bad as
them.”

“Why do you say you aren’t good at
relationships then?”

“’Uh, ‘cuz it’s true,” he pointed out the
obvious. “That’s why. I’ve tried the relationship thing. It doesn’t
work out for me like it does for other people.”

She tapped her blue pen twice on the tablet
and then asked, “Why do you think that is? Are you abusive with
women?”

“What? No way. I’d never…No,” he ended
firmly. Tristan swiped a hand through his hair and tugged at the
short sleeve of his t-shirt. It suddenly felt too small, the air in
her comfortably furnished office too thin. “’Cuz I’m messed up.
‘Cuz of the way they were. I don’t trust people. The only family
I’ve ever had was the Army.”

“But the Army sent you to me, so that
relationship must need some work, too.”

“They sent me to you for PTSD. I don’t have
that.”

“Yes, and we talked about that on your first
visit,” she said quietly. “It’s not a diagnosis that makes you any
different. It just means you need to learn how to deal with the
feelings you have. Did you take my advice and start running
again?”

He offered a partial grin. “Sure. ‘Bout
killed me, though. Pumping weights is one thing. Running? Damn,
that’s tough.”

“Then quit smoking cigarettes,” she said in a
no-nonsense manner.

“That’s not gonna be possible, Doc.”

She shifted in her seat and crossed her other
leg over for a spell. “Why not?”

“Smoking helps me. I just get…stressed and
stuff.”

“Smoking isn’t helping you if you can’t run
three miles. My kids run three miles by noon each day,” she said
with a smile that he returned. “Now, you said, ‘stressed and
stuff’. Describe that. Tell me about this ‘stuff’.”

This was their seventh session. She now knew
more about him than any other person, ever. For a shrink, she was
pretty cool, though. The Army first sent him to counseling while he
was stateside about a year ago, but it was a crusty old dude with a
lot of judgment and a tweed jacket with elbow patches who drank soy
milk in his coffee. Not a good fit.

“Just stuff. You know, bad dreams, nightmares
and shit.”

“What else?” she prompted patiently.

Dr. Andersson’s first name was Ophelia. She’d
written books about childhood trauma, soldiers with PTSD, countless
papers for college lectures, and had foster kids of her own. In
Tristan’s opinion, she was the perfect person to work with for his
problems. Not that he had any, but just in case.

“Sometimes I get a little…jittery,” he said.
“That’s all. No big deal, right?”

“Describe that to me, feeling jittery,” she
requested politely.

“Just nervous.” That was the understatement
of the year. The last kook gave him pills that were supposed to
help him sleep the night through, but they just gave him wicked
strange hallucinations. He’d flushed them down the toilet after
three nights of crazy acid trips where the walls were melting, and
he was seeing spooky shit coming down out of the ceiling. Also,
waking up in a puddle of his own sweat thinking the end of the
world was coming was way worse than the anxiety he sometimes got.
Dr. Andersson hadn’t even mentioned prescriptions.

“What brings that on? Anything in
particular?”

She was dressed in dark beige wool dress
slacks, matching leather pumps, and a cream-colored silk blouse
with a strand of pearls around her neck. She also wore a beige
cashmere cardigan. They were in her house, a mansion if he ever saw
one. It was more of a Frank Lloyd Wright style cedar home built
overlooking a fantastic backyard, which was what her wide row of
picture windows mostly faced from her office. The doc’s office had
a side entry door and spots for two parking spaces on the gravel
lot where he always parked. He knew she had a lot of kids, some
fosters, but he’d never seen any of them.

“Sometimes crowds,” he shrugged
noncommittally. “Don’t like being in loud crowds. Unless it’s a
party with some of my friends or something. Other than that, I
don’t like big groups or loud noises, unless I’m the one making
them with my gun. It’s hard to think straight when people are all
talking at once.”

“You should see dinnertime at my house,” she
joked. “So, no large groups. What else do you think triggers these
feelings of panic?”

He hadn’t used the word ‘panic’ exactly, but
Tristan didn’t correct her. She was right. Sometimes it did feel a
little like a panicky feeling. Doc had zeroed in on that quick.

“Sometimes noise.”

“What kinds of noise?”

He shook his head. That one was too hard to
answer and probably too complex to understand. She wouldn’t
understand that one. He didn’t even know why certain things
bothered him.

“Okay, we’ll come around to that another
time,” she suggested. “Can we circle back to the time you spent
with your grandparents in Iowa?”

He nodded. “Sure, but there ain’t much to
tell. I was only there for about six or seven months.”

“Why was that?”

“CPS came out, saw the way it was, moved me
quick.”

She removed her readers and let them dangle
between two long, graceful fingers, the nails painted a pale tan.
For an older woman, Dr. Andersson was attractive. She had dark
blonde hair that she always wore in an elegant bun at the base of
her neck.

“They saw signs of abuse,” he said and
sniffed through one nostril. Tristan really didn’t want to linger
on his childhood. That wasn’t what did this to him, made him nutty
or whatever the hell the clinical diagnosis was. He was pretty sure
he knew what the diagnosis was, though: impulsive, PTSD, quick to
start a fight, or finish one depending on the perspective, problems
controlling anger.

“Do you remember the abuse?”

“Yeah, some of it, I guess,” he said and
looked at her. She offered a single nod as if she wanted him to
expand on that. “He was like my old man. A real prick. He’d get
pissed if I just spilled some milk on the counter pouring it.
Knocked me around. Bad temper. Drinker. It was all just the same as
home.”

“You were sent back to your parents in Ohio,”
she said and made a note on her pad. “How long were you there
before you were placed in foster care for the first time?”

“Not long at all. They knew about his abuse.
After my mom…you know after all that, I was removed from the house
permanently.”

“What did you think of your first foster
family? You were there for two years, maybe a little less?”

He pursed his lips and rubbed a hand over his
bearded face. Then he rested his elbow on the arm of the sofa. “Not
good. They were bad. Different from my old man but not better.”

“How?”

“They weren’t in it to help kids. They had
eleven of ‘em in that house, including me. They were just raking in
the government funding and used us for doing all the housework and
yard work.”

“But you were removed because you struck the
husband,” she said, flipping through his juvenile record. “Multiple
times, actually. He was hospitalized.”

“Yeah, well, he was a prick,” he
answered.

“What did he do that would make a not quite
ten-year-old boy hit a man with a baseball bat while he was asleep
on the sofa?”

Tristan hung his head. Then he chewed his
thumbnail and stared out the floor-to-ceiling window near him at
the green, peaceful forest beyond wishing he was out there hiking
or target shooting or anywhere else really.

“Tristan?”

He didn’t answer but continued to stare. A
flash of movement in the woods caught his eye, sparked his
attention, gave him a reason to ignore her. Then he saw a swatch of
red as someone ran from tree to tree and hid. His eyebrow arched,
but he didn’t feel apprehensive about the person.

“There’s someone in your woods,” he
remarked.

She calmly answered, “Probably the children.
They play out there. Are you going to tell me why you beat a man
with a baseball bat?”

“Doesn’t it say in that file?”

“No,” she replied. “It says you served less
than a month in juvenile detention. Then you were released. Did
they drop the charges?”

“No, but it didn’t matter. He was
arrested.”

“Your foster dad?”

He sneered and stared out the window again.
“Not a dad. Just a foster prick.”

“Sorry. That probably isn’t a good term to
use when referring to a man you clearly didn’t like.”

“Not everyone’s foster parents of the year
like you and your old man, Doc.”

“I’m aware of that,” she said. “It was one of
the reasons my husband and I wanted to become foster parents in the
first place.”

“Couldn’t have kids?”

She smiled. “No, we have six of our own.”

“Six? Jesus. That’s a lot of freaking kids,
Doc.”

Dr. Andersson just smiled wider. “Yes, we
both wanted a big family.”

“I guess.”

“Why’d you do it?”

Her tone had turned serious in a flash.
Tristan was getting sick of her. She was nice, but he didn’t want
to be prodded like a damn pin cushion.

“Fine. Guess you ain’t gonna let up till I
tell you,” he said, challenging her. She didn’t back down, just
patiently waited. “He was molesting a couple of the young girls. I
caught him. I knew something wasn’t right with them. There was
just…something wrong. There was something wrong with them.”

“And at nine you figured that out?”

“Yeah, well, when you were raised in a house
like mine, you recognized f’ed up shit like that. I saw him with
the one on his lap one morning before the other kids came down for
breakfast. He had his hands on her…well, you know where, Doc.”

“But it would’ve taken a lot of bravery for a
young boy like that to stand up to an adult.”

“I might’ve been ten. I don’t remember.”

“Tristan, what you did,” she said and paused.
“My God. What a courageous thing to have done in a selfless attempt
to save someone from such egregious torture.”

She seemed to approve of or at least respect
what he’d done. Nobody else had ever acted like that about it.
They’d arrested him. It eventually came out what the pervert was
doing. Then Tristan was released from juvie. Nobody congratulated
him. Nobody called him brave. He was sent to therapy, lived in a
group home for nearly three years until another foster family
agreed to take him in. They weren’t horrible, just absent most of
the time.

“Perhaps your future in the military was
solidified in that moment. Have you ever thought of that?”

He shook his head and glanced out the window
again. This time, he saw two boys, probably around the age of ten
fighting with stick swords. One had on a tinfoil hat shaped like
something a knight would’ve worn, and the other wore a brown
cape.

“Helping people less fortunate than
yourself?” she asked. “I’d say you were destined to be a warrior in
the service of the innocent.”

“I’m no hero, Doc,” he said and brought his
fist to his chin and rested on his elbow watching the kids. “Don’t
paint me that way.”

“Your medals would suggest otherwise,” she
said. “Let’s move on. Your grandmother? The one you lived with for
a while in Iowa? What was she like, Tristan?”

He gave a one-shouldered shrug. “I dunno.
Guess she was cool. But women like that…they ain’t gonna have an
easy time of it if they marry men like my old man or my
grandpa.”

“What do you mean ‘women like that’?”

“Passive,” he said. “She didn’t stick up for
herself. She didn’t have a chance. Probably why the asshole chose
her.”

“And what sort of abuse did he dole out on
her? Do you remember?”

He took a deep breath and shot her an angry
look. Tristan didn’t like talking about his childhood, and she knew
that. They were just supposed to be working on getting him ready to
ship out, get over the nightmares and all that. He needed to be out
in the fray again.

“Was it all verbal?”

Tristan shook his head. “No, for men like him
and my pops that’d never be enough. The degradation and insults
were there, of course. Same as they bestowed on me. But it was
physical, just like my old man. Assholes who liked hitting on kids
and women. Till we get older and hit back. The women never do,
though. That’s the problem.”

“Yes, abusive men do tend to look for certain
qualities in a mate. What kind of qualities do you look for when
choosing a woman for a possible relationship?”

“I don’t.”

She tipped her head to the side, “What do you
mean?”

“I don’t look for any qualities. I just look
for someone who’s also looking for zero commitment or usually no
chance of it turning into anything more than what it is.”

“And what is it?”

He shook his head and frowned. “Look, Doc, I
don’t want a commitment from a woman. It’s more of a one-night
stand kinda’ thing. They don’t want more than that anyway.”

“You might be surprised,” she rejected.

He smirked and picked at a loose thread in
the seam of his jeans. “Nah, I wouldn’t. They’re just looking to
hook up with a dude in a military uniform so they can go back to
their sorority houses and brag about it.”

“Do you really believe that?”

“Hell, yeah,” he answered. “I know it. I
don’t think it might be like that. A few of the girls have even
commented about it afterward how they couldn’t wait to tell their
sorority sisters that they’d banged a soldier. It’s a thing.”

“Really?” she asked in a deadpan tone as if
the idea disgusted her.

“You don’t get out much, Doc. It’s a thing.
Especially in the bars around the bases stateside. Never fails
there’s also a college nearby.”

“That isn’t a healthy way to look at women,
Tristan.”

“I’m twenty-five, Doc,” he said as if that
were a good excuse. So he added, “I’m gone a lot. Most of the year
or longer. I’m not looking for commitments. Neither are they. They
just wanna’ tell their sorority sisters they scored a big Army dude
with tats. It’s a mutual hook up. It’s not like I’m forcing them.
They get what they came for. Shit. No pun intended.”

This time she smirked. “I’m sure they do, but
lots of people have long distance relationships. Many husbands and
wives work things out when one is in the military and the other
isn’t. It doesn’t mean you couldn’t do the same. I don’t think I’d
encourage hitting bars looking for hookups, but you could try
actually dating. Who knows? Maybe it would lead to something.”

He chuffed through his nose. “No. No
marriage. I’d never do that to a woman. Not after what I watched my
dad put my mom through. I’m not marriage material, Dr.
Andersson.”

“Why not? You’re not like him. Just because
you’re his son doesn’t mean you’re him. You’ve told me on more than
one occasion that you’ve never hit or abused a woman.”

“Look at me,” he said, running a hand down
the front of himself. “You really think a woman wants to sign on
for all this?”

“I see a man who is dedicated to his friends,
his military service, and his country. Yes, you’ve seen some things
in war that have caused some issues with sleep, perhaps even a
little PTSD when triggered, but I see a lot of good qualities, as
well. And like we’ve discussed before, Tristan, your childhood does
not dictate the person you become. You do.”

He snorted. “I’m going to be deployed in four
months. This…these counseling sessions are just to get me in
fighting shape again. The only reason I’m stationed out here in BFE
is so that I can see you two to three times a week before I go.
Plus, there ain’t shit to do at the base. Keeping an eye on the oil
refineries and pipelines and keeping people off government land
ain’t much of a job.”

“But it’s important, though. Obviously, the
government thought it was important enough to build a small,
satellite base out here. And I’m glad you’re stationed there, even
if it is only temporary. Let me ask you a question, Tristan. Are
you eager to go back overseas? You’re a young man. You’ve got your
whole life ahead of you. Why do you want to keep going back into
active duty?”

He sighed, rubbed at his bicep where a thin
sliver of scar tissue was located. “It’s the only thing I’m good
at, Doc.”


Chapter Two

She pulled down their long, steep, and winding lane
and noticed her headlights indicator flashed, letting her know
they’d engaged. The wooded drive always caused this to happen. It
blotted out the light from the denseness of the trees on either
side of the gravel road. She parked in front of the garage and got
out.

“Avery!” a squealing girl’s voice immediately
assailed her ears. So much for the peaceful audiobook she’d just
listened to on the ride.

She turned to see Faith and Joy running
toward her. They were dirty, unkempt, windblown, and giggling. It’s
how they always looked. It’s how she always looked at their ages,
too.

“The boys took our swords!” Faith cried
dramatically and pumped her fist a few times as if she’d like to
use it on her brothers.

Joy immediately chimed in, “Yeah, no
fair!”

“Did you steal their BB guns?” Avery asked
the fair-haired ruffians, also known as her little sisters, ages
nine and eleven.

“No!” they said in unison. Faith, always one
prone to histrionics, crossed her arms across her chest with great
flair.

“You didn’t listen to me then,” Avery told
them. “I’ve explained it a million times. If the boys take
something you were playing with, then you have to take something of
theirs and make it look more fun! Easy peasy. Piece o’ cake.”

“Will that work?” Joy asked, her voice so
tiny just like her stubby little fingers caked with dirt under the
nails.

“Absolutely!” she said with conviction and
opened the back door to her Lexus SUV. It was a handed down vehicle
from her dad but appreciated, nonetheless. She pulled out her
leather laptop bag. “Go around and get the grocery bags,
girls.”

They raced to the other side and pulled out
the two cloth bags of items her mother asked her to pick up at the
grocery store after work. They came back around with wide-eyed
expressions waiting for Avery to give them more advice on how to
get their swords, likely sticks, back from the brothers.

“Okay, you think I never got my stuff stolen
by Abraham or Ephraim? They did it all the time. I just learned to
get smarter or learn to love being disappointed. Just take their
favorite BB guns and act like they’re so cool, like you’re having
way more fun with them than you would’ve with your swords anyways.
Then they’ll be willing to make a good trade.”

The girls jumped up and down giggling with
conspiratorial giddiness as the door to her mother’s office opened
and a man with black hair and a matching short stubble beard exited
and pulled a ballcap low over his forehead.

“Really?” Faith asked.

“Sure,” she said, watching the man walk to
his black truck. It was chilly out this evening, but he wasn’t
wearing a jacket and Avery could see that both of his forearms were
covered in tattoos. Yuck. Major turn-off. Not that any of her
mother’s patients would be a turn-on. He caught her staring and
stopped walking. He touched the bill of his hat in greeting,
fidgeted with his car keys, and finished the short trek to his
truck.

“Are you sure?” Joy asked again.

“Of course, I’m sure,” she answered, watching
the man back up. Then she turned her attention to the girls as he
pulled away. Some of her mother’s patients were strange, sometimes
even kind of shady. That guy definitely fit the mold. She wished
Ophelia would just open up a practice in town. But Avery knew her
mother liked her home office. She could be home for the children,
and she said the setting made her patients feel more at ease.
“Listen, boys are dumb, okay? You just need to learn how to work
the system. Now,” she said as she opened the front door to the
house, “did you guys get done with your lessons? I’m gonna check,
ya’ know.”

Two groans.

“Whatever you didn’t finish, you’re going to
be stuck doing this evening instead of playing games.”

“I finished mine,” Joy lied.

“Yeah, me, too!” another lie from her
sister.

“No probs,” Avery said slyly. “Then you won’t
mind showing me your school books?”

They looked at each other a moment,
contemplating the benefit of keeping up the ruse versus coming
clean.

“I guess I still have a few things to
finish,” Joy finally admitted.

“I’m going to start dinner,” Avery told them.
“Why don’t you finish your lessons at the counter where I can
help?”

They took off, dropping the grocery bags on
the terracotta tiled floor near the entryway. Avery rolled her eyes
and kicked off her pumps into the corner.

The hallway was dark, so she flipped on the
lights. Somewhere in the house, she could hear other kids. Someone
was playing the violin. The boys were talking, probably Abraham and
Ephraim or Cyrus. It was after five o’clock, so they should’ve all
been done with school and on to other things by now.

Kaia came into the hall and greeted her,
“Hey, sis. How was work? Bring home that bacon?”

She grinned at her younger sister, who was
becoming so tall and statuesque. It was hard to believe she was
only two years younger and already taller. At seventeen, Kaia was
finishing her senior year in high school and already taking online
college courses. Avery had done the same thing starting in her
freshmen year of high school. She never minded missing out on
certain things that kids who went to public school got to do like
sports and school dances, but she knew that Kaia did sometimes.

“More like the whole pig on this one,” she
bragged slightly.

“Really? They liked your offer?” Kaia asked,
to which she nodded. “That’s awesome! Man, that’s a big deal,
Avery! We should celebrate.”

“Maybe this weekend,” she said. “I’ve gotta
get dinner going…”

“I already did!” she announced with a smile.
“We’re having lasagna. That one’s easy. I started it. Now I don’t
have to wash dishes afterwards, right?”

“Yes, I guess that’s the new deal,” Avery
agreed.

They had a strict chore schedule, but there
were ways to manipulate it. If for instance, the person’s job was
to wash and load the two dishwashers after dinner, they could start
the prep before Avery or her mother were done with work and get out
of it, which passed the chore down to the next person on the list.
With so many family members in one household, all of the children
being homeschooled, and two parents who were self-employed,
schedules, lists, and organization were crucial components to not
losing sanity.

She joined her sister after changing out of
her work clothes at her place and securing her long hair in a
ponytail. Then she pulled the rest of the dinner together: a huge
salad from the remaining greens in the garden, homemade dressing
made from olive oil, vinegar, and fresh herbs from the tiny
greenhouse out back, and bread baked in the bread machines on the
counter. Avery usually set that to bake before she left for work on
the days she had to leave home, which wasn’t often. They also baked
zucchini and squash in the oven along with honey glazed carrots. It
was the only way they could get Finnegan to eat carrots. He was the
pickiest eater in the family, but her mother assured her it was
just because he was still young at seven years old. She said he’d
grow out of it.

“Hello, my darlings,” her mother announced as
she entered the kitchen. “Look at my girls cooking together. So
sweet.”

“Smells good, too,” Avery commented. “Kaia
had most of it done when I got home.”

“Wonderful, Kaia!” their mother praised and
pulled her beige cardigan closer. “I’m going to see if Abraham will
get a fire going.”

She wandered off and came back a few minutes
later. Her mother also changed out of her work attire and was
wearing more casual clothing of black jeans and a gray sweater.

“When’s Dad coming home?” she asked her
mother.

Ophelia carried the large, wooden salad bowl
to the long trestle table and said over her shoulder, “Not till
Sunday, darling. How’d it go?”

“Well,” she answered. “They accepted my
proposal. Didn’t even bat an eye at the cost.”

“That’s wonderful, darling,” Ophelia praised
and stepped close, wrapping an arm around her shoulders and
pressing her cheek against hers.

Abraham, tall and striking already at
sixteen, strode into kitchen-living room-dining area with an
armload of cut firewood. Two arched brick entry points from the
dining area framed the kitchen, and the floor was paved with the
same terra cotta style tile as the entryway. The living and dining
room, however, were parquet hardwood flooring. A raised fireplace
was tucked into the corner of the space separating the living and
dining rooms and was surrounded by the same style arched brick wall
structure and had a hammered copper-covered hood. From the point
where the last kitchen cupboard ended all the way to the corner of
the living room and around the entire living and dining room were
either floor-to-ceiling glass walls or sets of French doors that
led out to patios or deck systems. Their mother was an amateur
botanist to hear her speak of it. Over the years, Ophelia had added
so much landscaping that friends and guests either marveled at it
or commented that it was like a jungle. Avery never minded. As a
child, the lush landscaping, massive trees, and secret walkways
made for a wonderful place to explore and play. The walls of glass
allowed in a lot of light, but the home was surrounded by ancient
oaks and cherries, so it was never as light as a house on a flat,
empty lot in a neighborhood. The house was cozy despite its size.
The many stacks of homeschool curriculum and books sitting around
sometimes got old despite her and her mother’s best efforts to keep
things neat and organized. It never worked, though. The kids would
start at the dining room table or in the office and meander away
and end up in a nook doing their school work.

“Don’t be tempted to burn your Calculus book
in there, Abraham,” she teased her brother, who turned to look at
her working at the bar in the kitchen that overlooked the dining
room.

“Hey, Avery, how’d the appointment go?” he
asked as he squatted with the wood and got to work.

“It was great. They took the offer,” she
explained again.

“Awesome!” Abraham commented as he struck a
long match.

Ophelia said, “Wait until your father hears.
He’ll be so proud, Avery.”

“Thanks,” she replied. “Where else is he
going after he comes back?”

“Hm, not sure I remember. I think he said
something about California. Or maybe it was Florida. Oh, gee. I
think I’m getting old.”

Avery smiled. Kaia perked up and said, “Not
old, Mom. Dad’s just gone all the time. That’s what famous people
do. They gotta travel.”

“I suppose they do!” their mother said with
pluck. “If the people coming to his lectures only realized how much
he hates traveling, they’d be surprised.”

“Then he shouldn’t be so darn smart,” Avery
said. “Then he could just write books and stay home with us all the
time. Of course, we’d probably starve and all that.”

“No, we wouldn’t starve,” her mother
countered. “Perhaps we wouldn’t take all those extravagant
vacations.”

Avery laughed, “Hm, don’t remember taking one
of those in a while.”

The last trip they took was about two years
ago. Her father was giving a lecture in Italy, so he’d taken the
whole family. Italy was fantastic. When she was younger, before her
mother’s career held her to their home more and the children became
more and more plentiful, they took a lot of trips with their
father. Once her mother earned her Ph.D., the trips became few and
far between. Traveling with eight children and two parents was a
feat.

“Oh, I know,” her mother lamented. “It’s just
so difficult finding the time.”

“I volunteer to go with just Avery then,”
Kaia, always the ornery one said. “Let’s go on fall break to
Florida. I love the beach. I miss the sand and the sun. Why
couldn’t you guys have set down roots in Florida?”

Her mother chuckled. “Yes, that would’ve been
more convenient, wouldn’t it? And what’s fall break?”

“You know. Like spring break. It’s just in
the fall!”

“Yes, but I don’t think that’s a thing,
dearest,” their mother corrected gently.

“Drat,” Kaia swore.

Their parents didn’t condone or tolerate
swearing of any sort, but Kaia was the sort who always wanted to
push the boundaries. So, instead of swearing in English, she’d find
creative ways. Sometimes it was in Russian, others in French or
Spanish. Their father spoke nine languages, including Swedish,
which was where he was from. He’d studied at university there and
went on to study at Cambridge. He was rather genius. He made Avery
proud to call him her father. She wanted to make him proud in
return. It was there that he was giving a lecture and met their
mother, who was studying abroad at Cambridge, as well. He was
nearly thirteen years her senior, but it was love at first sight,
according to her father.

Cyrus and Finn ran into the house from the
side door near the dining room.

“Boys, time to wash up for dinner,” Avery
called out to them and got thumbs up signs from both.

Cyrus asked, “How’d it go, Avery?”

“Great. They hired me for the job,” she said
again. This was how it always was in their home, a lot of repeating
things.

“Way to go!” he said and pumped his fist in
the air.

Cyrus was a foster child from the age of six
until her parents adopted him finally at nine. He was the only
child who didn’t have blonde hair like them. Of course, he was from
Argentina originally, his folks having immigrated. Once his father
and mother became hooked on American drugs and alcohol, he was
taken from the home and assigned to the Andersson family. He was a
skinny wraith of a little boy when he’d come to live with them.
Now, he was thirteen and stocky and loving. Kaia was also a foster
child, but she’d been taken in when she was only two years old. She
looked like the rest of them, though, only her hair was just dark
blonde. Cyrus stuck out like a sore thumb when, on rare occasion,
they ventured out as a family, all ten of them.

They gathered around the table, which was no
easy task to accomplish herding so many children. They sat at the
trestle benches and joined hands. Ophelia said the prayer, and they
began, everyone talking at once, some smaller side conversations
also going on at the same time, the usual.

“When Dad comes home, can we take Avery out
to dinner for getting that big contract?” Kaia asked.

“Absolutely,” their mother answered.

The kids then all began discussing which
restaurant to go to. Avery smiled, knowing she wouldn’t really get
a say in her own celebratory dinner. There were too many little
opinions that wanted a voice. Instead, she turned to her mother,
who sat to her left at the head of the table.

“Hey, Mom,” she said to gain her attention,
which was difficult at this table. Ophelia turned to her. “Who-who
was that guy coming out of your office when I came home?”

“You know I can’t discuss my patients,
Avery,” her mother reminded her.

“I know, but seriously, who would I tell? I
work from home. I hardly go out. I don’t have much of a social
life.”

“Well, darling, maybe it’s time to change
that,” she said, evading her question like an expert.

Avery smiled. She loved her mother so much.
They all did. Their worlds all revolved around the love and
nurturing she provided.

“I know, Mom,” she said again.

“You know, Jonathan at church has asked about
you quite a few times,” she prodded.

“Hm,” she answered noncommittally. Jonathan
was working on his MBA. He was sweet and clean-cut and knew all the
right things to say. She’d known him since they were kids. She
looked at him more like an older brother. There was just no
chemistry there, despite her mother’s encouragement. He was a good
friend, though. “I’ve just been busy, cranking out the hours,
burning the midnight oil. That’s why I got the contract and other
people didn’t.”

“I know that. You’re very devoted to your
work. And that’s a good thing. It will set you apart from the rest
of the young people in your field, but you need a life, too, Avery.
Constantly staring at a computer isn’t much of a life. You need to
socialize with your girlfriends, too. Girls need their girl time
just as boys need to hang out with other young men of their age.
And I don’t just mean your little brothers and sisters.”

She nodded and glanced around the table at
the children. Kaia, Abraham, Ephraim, Cyrus, Joy, Faith and finally
young Finnegan- poking with distaste at his zucchini. She loved
them all so much, but her mother was right. She did need to get
out.

“Maybe I’ll go to the country bar Friday
night with the girls,” she contemplated, thinking of her
girlfriends, also girls who were homeschooled growing up. They’d
all been a part of a big homeschool group who got together once a
week so the children could socialize and play and do arts and
crafts. She’d made lifelong friends there. Jonathan and his three
siblings also belonged to that same group. Her family didn’t go
quite as much during the school year anymore just because it was
hard to take a full day off from their lessons to go to their
homeschool co-op. “Renee mentioned something about it.”

“Just use good judgment,” Ophelia warned.

“I would. You know me,” she said. Everyone
knew her. there were a lot of adjectives used to describe her.
Reliable, responsible, caring, keen sense of right and wrong,
honest, hard-working. Nobody ever declared her, Avery the
troublemaker or Avery the risk taker. Or God forbid, Avery the girl
who hooked up with a guy she met in a bar. The country bar was fun,
though. They did a lot of line dancing, which she enjoyed. She and
her friends had taken a few classes to better master it. They
always had a good time and never got into trouble. It just wasn’t
in their natures to do so.

A while later after dinner and after evening
chores and after she and her mother and Kaia got the younger ones
to bed, Avery went to her apartment above the barn.

When she turned eighteen last year, her
father had surprised her with a suggestion to remodel the upstairs
of their barn, which only housed her father’s collection of vintage
cars. It was a forty-two by seventy-two pole barn, and she had the
whole top floor to herself, her own flat. One small room served as
storage for the family’s Christmas decorations, but other than
that, she had her own two-thousand square foot loft all to herself.
It was her sanctuary amid the craziness of her family. Keeping in
the same mid-century design, of course, since her father was such a
devotee of the style, the floors were hardwood. The ceilings, with
the exception of her bedroom, were covered in wood and beams. The
lighting was simple but efficient. Her father loved the simpler,
cleaner lines of his home country’s architecture, which was why he
came to love the styles of Frank Lloyd Wright. He found an
architect to build him and her mother the home they lived in and
used the same firm again to make sure the loft was a mirror of the
main house. It took five months to complete. The front and back
walls of the loft were glass like her parents’ house, and on the
back end of the barn, there were also sliding doors that pocketed
inside the wall to open up onto the second-floor deck. It was
peaceful in the better weather when she could sit out there and
work on her laptop with a mug of coffee.

She dropped her purse on the bench near the
entry door and removed her ballet flats. The lighting automatically
came on as she walked down the long hall, passing her office and
design studio where her long, wide L-shaped desk stood in the
middle of the room, and her drafting table was located near the
glass wall overlooking the gardens. The mini recessed lights turned
off again after she had passed down the hall.

The kitchen was just ahead, sleek and modern
done in stainless steel and light maple cupboards with
cream-colored stone counters and a matching backsplash. Her father,
genius that he was, managed to work a curved design into the
kitchen so that it didn’t just seem like a rectangle sitting off to
the left. This way made it flow fluidly into the open space of the
living room, which was a step down onto a slightly lower floor.
That little element had been costly but drastically changed the
design so that the flat didn’t seem so dull and predictable like a
big box.

Avery set her laptop bag on the kitchen
counter, delaying the work waiting for her once she opened it, and
instead opened the fridge to retrieve a small bottle of orange
juice. The stimulant content of orange juice was just as good as a
coffee for her so that she could work well into the wee hours of
the night. She turned and looked up. The loft overhead, mostly a
rec-room for her younger siblings when they insisted on having a
sleep-over at her place, was done in the same clean design. It
overlooked the living room in front of it but did not distract from
the design of the loft. The only thing out of place was the white
canvas teepee in the one corner of the loft, which was not able to
be seen from the first floor.

Avery took her bottle of juice and went to
the living room. The front wall of glass looked over her parents’
home and the circular gravel driveway in front of it. Off to the
left was the entrance to her mother’s office wing of the home.
Beyond that, out of view, were two other offshoots where Finn and
Cyrus shared a room and bathroom, and Faith and Joy shared another
room and bath. Abraham and Ephraim slept in the basement in their
own rooms while Kaia had a suite in the back of the house to
herself. There was also a small guest suite near her mother’s
office. Her parents’ suite took up the whole top floor, which was
only about a third of the square space of the first floor. It was a
modified ranch style with different angles and wings and the much
smaller second floor occupied only by her parents. They’d had many
colleagues out over the years, some snobs from the big cities or
uppity professors. All of them had been envious or had offered a
lot of money to buy the place. Avery overheard her parents
discussing the value once. With the amount of land and the size of
the custom home, her father surmised it was probably worth in the
four to five-million-dollar range.

The second floor for the master suite was
added about a decade after they moved in, and so were two more
wings. Their house was about sixty-five hundred square feet, but it
sometimes felt like ten thousand wouldn’t have been enough to gain
the adequate amount of privacy she needed. Avery had to admit there
were certain advantages to being the oldest. Living on her own,
sort of, was the at the top of the list.

The house wouldn’t have worked in the city or
in a suburban neighborhood where they had actual neighbors. So much
of it was windows or floor-to-ceiling glass walls. It certainly
wouldn’t offer any privacy. They owned sixty acres, most of it just
woods. Her parents wanted out of the big city before they had
children and spent a lot of time looking for just the right spot.
They’d lived in other countries, in other states, in big cities in
all but didn’t want to raise their children that way. Her father
didn’t like the American public education system and knew he wanted
the children to be homeschooled. Ophelia had wholeheartedly agreed.
As a child, she’d attended a private school in New York City, but
she had family in this region of Ohio and had spent a lot of her
summers as a youth visiting with her grandparents here. It was how
she and their father had chosen this particular region of Ohio to
move their family to about a year after Avery was born. It was all
she’d ever known. Avery had traveled with her family, with the
homeschool group, as well, but this always felt like home to come
back to. She couldn’t imagine living anywhere else. She never
wanted to leave and hoped her skills as a graphic designer would
afford her the privilege of doing so. She also never wanted to be
far from her family. They meant more to her than anything. Family
was everything. Family was forever.


Chapter Three

He drove the perimeter of the power plant one more
time and waved to the guard on duty, Jonah, a young man probably
around twenty or so who Tristan had come to know the last few
months since being stationed at Fort Romley, named after the
general who’d single-handedly run the most successful war in
American history. It had been named the fastest, most lethal
military engagement the United States had ever led allied troops in
and had occurred about ten years ago in Liberia, or what was
commonly called the Three-Month War. He’d overwhelmed seven African
nations in the span of three months flat. It was hugely successful
and reasserted American might in the world.

Tristan had never fought in that sort of war.
He’d been deployed basically since he got out of basic training
because the U.S. Army recognized a killer when they had one. He had
been to Somalia, Afghanistan, Syria, Croatia, Turkey, and a few
covert operations in Western China. He didn’t argue. He just went
where they told him to go. He was good at one thing, and
unfortunately, that skill set didn’t give him a whole lot of
options outside the military for finding a job in the civilian
world. Every time he came back with his team, they awarded him a
pay raise and another ribbon. That stuff didn’t matter to him,
though. The sense of camaraderie he got from his unit was more
important. However, the last time he came home, his Colonel ordered
him to the middle of nowhere for oil field, refinery, and energy
plant babysitting duty. He knew what it was. They didn’t want to
call it a mental health break to clear his head, but that’s what it
was. Tristan didn’t agree with the assessment and definitely didn’t
think he needed to talk to a shrink, but he didn’t exactly have a
choice in the matter, either. Anything that got him back in the
fight faster he’d be willing to do.

Protecting the nation’s interest in the oil
and gas industry was something that came to be a national crisis in
the year 2027 when anti-fracking groups and environmentalists
started bombing pipelines. They attempted to blow up the new mega
power plant in the same county and even the massive natural gas
refinery just south of Carroll County, Ohio. Someone also decided
to blow up the railway about twenty miles away from the refinery,
which cost millions of dollars in repairs, cleanup, and spilled
product. After a ten-year-long battle with the nutso extreme
anarchist groups, the President decided enough was enough and
actually had a small satellite military base built to keep a
constant military presence in the county and more importantly to
keep the nutjobs out. It was deemed a national security threat.
There were a few minor skirmishes early on, but once the Hummers,
two tanks, and an Apache helicopter moved in and soldiers started
doing patrols, it quieted down the sissy boys with their protest
signs, homemade bombs, and skinny jeans.

He parked the Army Jeep outside the barracks
and went inside with his grocery bags. Tonight, he was making
fajitas. First, he hit the gym and pumped iron for about an hour
and a half. The base was small, more like a National Guard outpost,
but at least they’d installed a pretty decent gym where they could
lift and get in some cardio on the treadmills. He wasn’t a huge fan
of cardio, but he did like lifting. Instead of hitting the
treadmills, he jogged back to his house. It was about a whole half
a mile, but at least it counted for something.

“Hey, douche hole,” his roommate stated the
second he came through the door. “We’re goin’ out. Wanna’ go?”

Tristan usually abstained from hanging out in
town with them. The whole reason he was on this bullshit base was
because of his temper and the military wanting him to detox
mentally and take a break. Freddie had a way of getting himself
into some shit whenever they went out. Tristan didn’t need that.
The sooner he could get back in the game, the better.

“Nah, gonna fix up some fajeetas,” he joked,
purposely mispronouncing it.

“Screw that, man,” his friend said. “Let’s
get some steaks and brews. C’mon. It’ll be fun.”

“Fun as in spending the night in the clink
and having the L.T. find out?”

Freddie laughed and swigged from his bottle
of water. “No way. We’ll be good. We won’t get you in trouble with
the lieutenant. We promise.”

“Who’s ‘we’?”

“Just some of the boys. Six of us or so,”
Freddie answered. “Not Jackson. Dude’s got the pukes or some
shit.”

“Alright, guess I’ll make the fajitas
tomorrow,” he said and finished off his own bottle of water,
tossing it into the trash after. He picked up a fast food burger
wrapper from the floor where Freddie obviously shot and missed his
target. Cleaning up after his slob of a roommate got old. Nobody on
this small base had their own housing. The houses were more like
small shacks, shotgun houses really with two even smaller bedrooms,
a shared common room, and a tiny kitchen. The whole place was
probably eight hundred square feet, but at least they each had
their own bathroom. For Tristan, it didn’t matter much. He spent
most of his time in the gym or out driving around the county, even
when he wasn’t on duty. There wasn’t much to see because it was
mostly farms, but it was peaceful, which he liked. “Where are we
going?”

“To that honky-tonk bar, you know the one
with the cuties in the short skirts and cowgirl boots?” he
explained. Then Freddie yelled out and stomped around like an
imbecile, “Hee-haw!”

“Oh, boy. This already sounds like a bad
idea,” he joked and shook his head with a laugh.

“It will be for you, ya’ stinky bastard,” his
friend said. “Get yourself cleaned up, man. We’re leaving in an
hour.”

Tristan took a shower and dressed in jeans
and a black t-shirt with a white cross on the back with the
soldier’s creed scrolled over it. He wasn’t much into cowboy boots,
didn’t own a pair, so he pulled on his work boots instead. He
tucked his dog tags into his t-shirt and pulled on a worn-out
trucker hat with the logo for a high-power rifle scope company on
it. He wasn’t dressing to impress. He just wanted a good steak and
a cold beer and to stay out of fights. The country western bar had
the best steaks in town. There were other options, but this place
was the best.

It was a small town that exploded when the
oil boom hit. Lots of hotels, bars, and restaurants were built to
accommodate the oil workers. Then once the building of the
pipelines and infrastructure slowed down, most of the workers moved
on to the next big fracking project in West Virginia and have been
down there for the last twenty years. Some of them stayed in this
area to continue working at the power plant that was also built
around the same time and others took jobs for the oil refineries,
the three that were built in this and the next two southern
counties. It was a population explosion but not one that lasted
more than the thirty years it took to get all the work done. Many
of the smaller businesses went broke and closed their doors, which
led to more franchised companies like Starbucks and chain
restaurants and the like to move in. It reminded him of Vegas. He’d
flown into that city one time when he was on leave with his
buddies. It was black as pitch for hundreds of miles from the view
he had in the sky on a redeye flight. Then it lit up like a tacky
Christmas tree in the middle of all that darkness. His opinion of
the city never improved. Then he and his friends had gotten into a
bar fight with a bunch of frat boys. That hadn’t ended well for the
college kids who played too many simulated fight video games. The
real thing was a lot different.

Tristan grabbed a brown leather jacket and
pulled it on over his t-shirt and followed his friend to his truck.
He’d drive. He never drank as much as his friends. Too many
calories to work off the next day. He went through the partying,
drinking phase when he was sixteen until he quit cold turkey and
signed up for the Army. His worthless biological dad had signed for
him to join early at the age of seventeen. Tristan wasn’t stupid.
There was something in his profile that the recruiter liked. They
didn’t usually take underage kids, especially not with a record
like his. He’d always done well in school and kept high marks and
had even graduated a year and a half early, but that still wasn’t
going to gain him admittance before eighteen without a good
reason.

The drive to town usually took about twenty
minutes, as their base was buried in the hills of the county. Lots
of the guys complained about the locals being standoffish, good ole
boy types, but so far Tristan hadn’t found that. Of course, he
didn’t interact with any of them a whole lot.

The other guys were already gone, so Tristan
didn’t have to wait up for them. It was dark along the winding,
hilly, and twisty roads, some with hairpin curves. When they
arrived, he parked near the back of the gravel parking lot near the
road and locked it.

The country western bar was huge, three
levels, and built to resemble something out of the Old West on the
exterior with the long, rectangular design, all weathered wood
construction, and a balcony that spanned the whole second floor.
The first floor was where the restaurant and main bar were located
and included a huge dance floor, mechanical bull ride, and a raised
stage where the band played. The second floor was home of the
karaoke bar and sometimes stand-up comedians. The third floor was
an actual hotel. He assumed it was just like the Old West in the
aspect that it was where people went to hookup and rented a room
for an hour, which disgusted him. He wasn’t that bad about germs
but, Jesus, no. Just no. And he knew that’s what the point of the
rooms was. Nobody would actually be able to sleep in such a noisy
environment, so they weren’t for that. Maybe him. Maybe other
soldiers who were used to sneaking in an hour here or there when
they could and when the nightmares had taken the night off.

It was after nine by the time they got to the
bar, and he was starving. They located their friends at a long
table that overlooked the sunken dance floor which sat about three
feet lower than them. Tristan took a seat at the end near the
railing. The place was packed. Some of his friends were already
getting loud and rowdy. They didn’t mean anything by it, but they
did tend to get a little overly rambunctious when they were all out
together blowing off steam.

“Lots o’ honeys here tonight, bro’!” Freddie
declared and offered a fist punch, which Tristan begrudgingly
complied.

He just wanted a steak.

The place was jumping already, people were
dancing, and the band was putting out some classic country tunes.
Tristan didn’t mind country music. Anything was better than rap,
which he detested. He preferred rock but could power through a few
classic country songs while he filled his belly with a good-sized
slab of cow.

They placed their orders and shared
appetizers the guys must’ve already ordered before they got there.
He didn’t want to spoil his appetite, so he stuck to just a single
cheese stick and sipped his water. He hadn’t even touched his beer.
He was in the mood more for a sweet tea instead and would maybe
order one later.

“Yeah, baby,” one of their friends said.
“Check me out!”

He half stood and rolled his hips as another
song began, one Tristan was pretty sure a female country singer
sang. It had a catchy beat, which was bringing out Royce’s inner
exhibitionist. Royce was just being his usual jackass self. The
guys all laughed, one punched him in the nuts- or tried to- and he
sat again. They all high-fived. Tristan just rolled his eyes and
looked out at the dancers filling the floor.

“Check it out. Check it out,” Royce shouted
over the music and the general noise and hum of the bar and
pointed. “Get it, honey! Hee-haw!”

They all clapped again as Royce cheered on a
group of young women doing a line dance. They ignored him, of
course. Who wouldn’t? He was being an idiot. Nothing new there. It
was the reason he never scored, too.

“Sit down, dumbass,” Tristan stated as he
continued. Royce laughed loudly but sat anyway, which Tristan was
glad for.

He and Spencer talked since they were across
from each other. Tristan liked him. He was a pretty good guy,
quiet, but funny.

A short time later, their food came, and the
table grew considerably, peaceably quieter as the men ate. The
second they were done, though, it got loud again. Pearson took off
in search of a girl he’d spotted that he knew. Royce and Spencer
left for the dance floor to line dance like a couple of fairies,
which he and Freddie called them before they hurried away.

“You ever gonna drink that?” Freddie asked of
his bottle of beer.

“Nah, you can have it, man,” he said. “I’m
gonna get an iced tea at the bar.”

“Tea? Party pooper alert,” his friend teased.
“If you’re gonna be that good, then I’m gettin’ hammered.”

“Just don’t go starting something I’ve gotta
finish,” he ordered as he stood and placed his ball cap on his head
again. They’d all left stuff on the table to hold it along with a
huge tip for their waitress, who Royce had shamelessly flirted
with. Tristan hated when they hit on the waitresses. Their jobs
sucked bad enough without dickheads bugging them.

“Ha! Me? Never,” Freddie joked and took
off.

Tristan made his way through the thick crowd
to the wraparound bar. He actually managed to get a seat there and
ordered his drink. The bartender, a young woman with a lot of
piercings, looked pissed at his choice of iced tea until he left
her a big tip. He was just raising his glass to take his first sip
when someone knocked into him from behind. It was followed by a lot
of feminine giggling. He swung on his stool prepared to fight. He
was met by a pair of pale, ice blue eyes instead.

“Oh, sorry!” she exclaimed with a wide smile.
Then she caught sight of his balled fist tucked close to his
stomach, preparing to punch someone. “Oh.”

“Uh…no problem, ma’am,” Tristan recovered
quickly and unclenched his fist.

“Sorry! I’ve just had too much to drink!” her
friend behind her said. She was staggering on her feet. Tristan
offered her his untouched iced tea.

“Here, sip this. It’ll help,” he said, not
sure if that was true or not but figured caffeine was better than
more liquor.

The first woman put her hand out to block her
friend’s outstretched palm. “No, Joella. Don’t!” she whispered and
eyed up Tristan. “You shouldn’t take drinks from someone you don’t
know.”

He grimaced. She was feisty. She was also
familiar. Her super pale blonde hair was piled on top of her head
in some sort of messy knot, and little silver earrings with stones
that matched her eyes dangled delicately from both lobes. A silver
necklace with small silver rings attached like charms rested
against her chest. She was wearing a short white cotton dress that
looked like something better suited to a summer picnic. Her color
was high, her cheeks flushed a dark pink, and she was perspiring
lightly. They must’ve been dancing.

“Oh, Avery, you prude!” another woman in
their group announced and shoved past her toward a seat on the
other side of Tristan. She was dressed differently than the blonde
in a short, clingy red dress that left little to the imagination.
She also stepped on the blonde’s cowgirl boot with her spiky black
heel and tripped her in the process.

“Ouch!” the blonde said and stumbled into him
again. Tristan’s hands shot out to stabilize her by the shoulders.
Her cheeks reddened even more, and she mumbled an apology and
stepped back.

He flagged down the bartender again and
ordered another iced tea. When it came, he handed it directly to
the blonde.

“See? It’s coming from you this time, not me.
Better?”

She nodded with embarrassment and took it.
“Thank you. Here, Joella, drink this instead.”

Her friend, Joella, nudged her way to the bar
and plunked down on the stool next to Tristan. She had short brown
hair and wide matching eyes.

“What is this? I want another daiquiri!” she
declared drunkenly.

Tristan gave the ‘cut her off’ universal neck
slashing motion to his bartender who returned it with a subtle
nod.

“Oh, that? It’s…um… better than a daiquiri,”
the feisty blonde friend stuttered.

“Really? What is it?”

The blonde paused and gave him a look that
let him know she needed help.

“A long island iced tea,” Tristan lied to
Joella and shot her friend a wink. The blonde looked away quickly
as if he made her uncomfortable. Joella took a long guzzle of the
iced tea. If that’s how she was drinking daiquiris, then no wonder
she was drunk. Joella clearly couldn’t handle her liquor. Women and
their silly chick drinks full of fruit and sugar and way too much
alcohol.

“Can I get you something?” he asked the
blonde, who was affectionately rubbing Joella’s back.

“No, thank you,” she said and looked away
again.

Some women were like that around him,
nervous, fidgety, scared, apprehensive, and sensing danger like a
hare cornered by a wolf. He sometimes wondered if women picked up
on his deadly side or if maybe they were just uncomfortable around
all men. She looked down at her dirty cowgirl boots. They actually
looked like they’d seen some wear in a barn. Most of the chicks in
the bar were wearing boots that looked like they just came out of
the box. Or stripper heels like her other friend.

Another young woman about the same age came
running up to them.

“Avery, that guy over there wants to know if
you’ll dance with him,” she exclaimed as if it were the greatest
thing on earth and pointed to a man about six people away from
where Tristan sat with her friends. He looked like a frat boy and
was wearing khakis and a mint green polo shirt. Totally her
type.

“Oh,” the blonde said, shaking her head
vehemently. “Um, no, I don’t think so. I’m just here with my girls
tonight, Renee.”

That surprised him. No to the mint green polo
guy?

“When are you not, girl?” Renee asked. “You
need to go on a date, Ave! Like a real date! Not with Abraham or
Ephraim or Finnegan.”

Was she quoting Bible characters or former
boyfriends, he wondered. Renee was a chill kind of girl. She was
dressed in a long black cardigan without sleeves, a black tank top,
and a brown braided belt and matching boots that looked like
something a Native American would’ve worn. Her jewelry matched. Her
brown hair was not hair anymore at all but actual dreadlocks that
nearly touched her waist. She had a piercing in her nose, too, a
little hoop.

“Hi, I’m Renee!” she said, poking her hand
toward him.

“Tristan,” he returned, getting a grin in
return. The blonde did not introduce herself.

The band announced one more song before they
were going to do a slow set.

“Oh! It’s our song, Ave!” Renee announced and
tugged the tan blonde. “C’mon!”

Renee dragged her friend to the crowded dance
floor. The blonde took a quick peek over her shoulder, but Tristan
wasn’t sure if she was looking at him or at her friend, who was
chatting his ear off about things that made no sense.

The song had a cool beat and a lot of guitar
work. The singer kept singing the name “Jolene” over and over and
sounded like she was pissed at the chick who was trying to steal
her man. He guessed it was an extended edition because the crowd
was really into it, and there were long guitar and drum solos
spaced out between the lyrics, too long for a traditional radio
version.

Tristan had the advantage and could see the
sunken dance floor below the bar very easily. He guessed that it
was built this way for this exact purpose. It was meant for
scouting, hunting for Mrs. Right or Mrs. Tonight.

He sat back and watched Renee and the blonde
dance. Renee looked like she was on some sort of trippy acid or
something, but the blonde was graceful and sang along to the words
when the female singer in the band belted out the notes. She swayed
gracefully, actually slightly slower than the tempo would’ve
dictated. She held onto the hem of her short sundress and swished
it a few times. Some of the hair on top of her head had come undone
throughout the night, probably from dancing, and hung in gentle
tendrils around her face and down her partially bare back. Renee
grabbed her hands and yanked on them until she was paying
attention. Then they were both jumping up and down with the beat as
the song came to a crescendo. They sang at the tops of their lungs
just like everyone else on the dance floor.

Tristan glanced around and realized he wasn’t
the only one watching the two women. Many of the men at the bar and
standing at the railing overlooking the dance floor were staring at
those two women in particular. They were like light and dark, day
and night, opposites in so many ways. The blonde was almost
ethereal in her white, virginal dress, pale eyes and nearly white
hair pulled on top of her head as if wearing it down would be
improper while her friend was dressed in darker clothing, had brown
dreadlocks, dramatic makeup, and lots of dangly jewelry. He’d even
spotted tattoos on her fingers. She was the antithesis of the
blonde and had the promise of something exotic and sexy while the
blonde was damn near an angel.

When the song ended, the two women rejoined
their friends flanking Tristan. The slutty one was talking to Royce
on her other side but paused to introduce himself to the blonde and
her friend. The slutty one seemed wild enough to handle him, so
Tristan didn’t interfere.

“Want some drinks?” he asked the brunette
when they were in front of him.

“Ye…”

“No, thank you,” the blonde said,
interrupting her friend.

“I’ll take a whiskey sour, thank you very
much,” Renee stated with pluck and shot the blonde a sneer and then
a grin.

“Whoa, a whiskey girl, huh?” he teased and
got a lopsided grin. She had a pierced lower lip, too.

“So, are you a soldier or something?” Renee
asked after he ordered and handed her the drink.

“Yes, ma’am,” he answered honestly.

“What’s your rank?” she asked and poked her
hand toward him to offer a shake.

Tristan took her hand and clasped it gently,
gave it a few pumps. “Sergeant, ma’am.”

She nodded. “Cool.”

“What’s that mean?” the drunk one, Joella
asked, stabbing her finger at his forearm and the tattoo of the
eagle wrapped in the Gadsden flag.

“Eagle, don’t tread on me flag,” he
explained.

She repeated, “Whas-tha-mean?” in a slur.

The blonde stepped forward and started
rattling off facts as if she were a computer, “The Gadsden flag was
named after General Christopher Gadsden and represented the
Continental Marines, who fought against the tyranny of British
rule. The snake on the flag is said to have represented the
thirteen colonies and was a reference to Benjamin Franklin’s
published papers. It was a way to show an opposition force and
unity of the Continental Army.”

“Ohhhkay,” Tristan said slowly.
“Impressive.”

“She was homeschooled,” Renee said, sipping
her drink and thumbing toward her friend.

“So were you,” the blonde tattled.

“We all were,” Renee clarified for him. “This
is a homeschool girls night out.”

She laughed, a guttural tone that was exactly
what he would expect from her. Were these chicks for real?
Homeschool? Like Amish people or something?

“Wait, how old are you guys?” he asked
next.

“Avery’s nineteen, I’m twenty-two, Joella’s
twenty-one, and Sheba over there with your friend,” she pointed to
Royce, who was hanging on the woman’s every word, “is
twenty-three.”

“Cool, so you were uh…homeschooled? Together
or…” he asked but stopped, out of his comfort zone. The gorgeous
blonde was only nineteen. No thanks. She was just a baby.

“No, silly,” Renee explained. “We were all
schooled at home by our moms. Except me. I got kicked out of
private school. I did school online. The rest did traditional
homeschool.”

“Oh, and that’s legal?”

The blonde glared at him with irritation, but
Renee laughed loudly and jumped in to explain. “Of course, soldier
boy! Geesh! It’s legal. And we’ve all been to college, too, most
still in. ‘Cept Avery. She’s a super genius like her dad. Gets all
these big contracts and stuff…”

“Renee,” the blonde cut her off, clearly not
comfortable with having someone know so much about her. “I went to
college, too.”

“Not that long,” Renee said. “You’re lucky
you knew what you wanted to do. I’m never gonna finish. I’m in grad
school to be a social worker.”

“What kinda’ contracts?” he prodded, wanting
to know more about the blonde’s job.

“Just for work,” she answered noncommittally,
letting him know he wasn’t getting any more information. Man, she
really did not like him.

“So, are you on leave or something?” Renee
asked as Joella rested her head on the bar.

“No, not leave, just temporarily stationed
here at the base,” he answered and stood up. “Here, take my
seat.”

He was offering it to the blonde, but Renee
stepped forward and plopped down. “Thanks!”

Tristan stepped back to stand next to the
blonde. She took a subtle step sideways away from him. Her friend
kept drilling him with questions about his service, most of which
he evaded with answers that were simple and not too full of the
truth.

Renee asked him for a slow dance, so he
accepted and offered his arm to lead her to the floor below. Royce
was already dancing with the other friend in the slutty clothes. He
glanced over his shoulder at the blonde who had taken up residence
in his seat and was watching him with wary cool blue eyes as if he
might kidnap her friend. Obviously asking the blonde to dance was
going to be an exercise in stupidity and a waste of time.


Chapter Four

The man next to Joella kept coughing, which made
Avery nervous he had a cold. She didn’t want her friend to get
sick. Maybe it was just a smoker’s cough.

She ordered a diet soda and sipped it as her
friends danced with the soldiers from the base outside of town.
Avery was familiar with it. Once a month, her mother made her and
her siblings bake homemade cookies which she delivered to the base.
She said it was a nice thing to do for men and women so far from
their homes. Avery remembered going there once with her to make the
delivery when she was under the weather. She was probably around
twelve years old at the time. It was an imposing place with tall
fencing and razor wire at the top. The soldiers were all smiles at
the prospect of something home baked, though.

“I need another daiquiri,” Joella
announced.

“I think you’re doing just fine with your
tea,” Avery told her friend.

“I need to pee,” Joella said next, making
Avery cringe. If her friend knew the things she was saying, she’d
cringe, too.

“Okay, let’s go,” she said and hopped down
from the stool.

She helped her friend and waited until she
stopped swaying. Joella had just turned twenty-one a few weeks ago,
so this was her first foray into alcohol. It wasn’t going well.
Avery didn’t drink and had no intention of starting when she was of
age but wasn’t going to sit in judgment of her friends if they did.
She just didn’t want them making regrettable decisions in a drunken
state.

There was a line for the bathroom, so she
waited with Joella, leaning against the hallway wall.

“Hey, baby,” a man said behind her.

Avery turned to look up at him. She turned
back with the barest hint of a nod acknowledging him.

“I said hey,” he repeated.

“Hello,” Avery said with a touch of
antagonism, hoping he’d go away. He was clearly drunk, had long
hair that looked like it needed a good washing, and cutting for
that matter, and had bloodshot eyes as if he were also on some sort
of drugs.

“Wanna’ dance, baby?” he asked, touching her
bare arm.

“No, thank you,” she stated more firmly this
time and pulled away. He leaned closer, his breath hitting her
neck. It caused a grimace. His breath didn’t just smell like beer;
it was rank, too.

“Bitch,” he said in a malevolent tone and
stalked away, hitting her in the shoulder with his own as he left
for the men’s room.

“Wow! What a jerk!” Joella declared.

“Yeah, let’s just steer clear of those
kinds,” she warned her friend, who was normally so
straight-laced.

They used the facilities, washed their hands,
and returned to the bar where Renee and the guy with the tattooed
forearms were sitting. She recognized him. Avery was pretty sure he
didn’t recognize her, but she’d seen him before. He was at her
mother’s office Tuesday. He was a patient.

His dark gaze locked on hers as she
approached with Joella and never wavered. His eyes weren’t brown,
though. They were a deep blue. But there was just something dark
about him. She broke their stare first and looked at Joella
instead. He immediately offered her his seat again, which her
friend took.

“Tristan was just telling me that they’re
going four-wheeling tomorrow and invited us,” Renee told them.

Avery just nodded slowly.

“Got you a tea,” Tristan stated and handed it
to her. “Not tampered with. Scout’s honor.”

She nodded self-consciously and thanked the
soldier with the neatly trimmed black beard and matching hair that
curled over his forehead like Superman.

“We should totally go tomorrow, Avery,” Renee
stated, to which she shrugged.

Her friend needed to be more careful. He was
a lot more advanced than they were. She could tell by his
mannerisms. His friend, Royce, was kissing Sheba’s neck on the
dance floor. Another guy had come over and joined their group while
she was gone. Tristan introduced him as Freddie. He seemed like
quite the character. Whereas Tristan was tall and dark and had arms
the size of a small compact car, Freddie was a lanky redhead with
freckles and a sweet disposition, if not a bit goofy. He had a
crazy laugh, but the other one didn’t laugh at anything.

“Yeah, you should totally come. It’s gonna be
so awesome,” Freddie circled back to four-wheeling while eyeing up
Joella, who probably wasn’t even on this planet right now.

“Hm, maybe,” Avery answered for them without
committing.

“No, you gotta come,” Freddie pleaded,
looking at Joella again.

“I’ve got a lot to do tomorrow,” she said
evasively.

“Like what?” Renee asked, throwing her under
the bus. “Work? Taking care of the kids? Playing tag in the
woods?”

Freddie chuckled, “Really?”

“No!” Avery answered tightly with offense and
sent her best friend a glare of warning. “Not tag.”

“You guys do, too. You’re always playing in
the woods,” Renee kept going.

“We aren’t playing,” she corrected, getting
angry and feeling a flush rising up her neck.

“What are you doing? Playing with your
kids? I’m confused,” Tristan stated.

Avery opened her mouth to answer but was cut
off.

“No, her siblings. They’re always playing
airsoft in the woods and stuff like that. It’s like totally crazy
at her house,” Renee, an only child, said.

“You weren’t so quick to judge a few weeks
ago when you came over and joined us,” she reminded her. Then she
mumbled defensively, “And it’s not crazy.”

“Yeah, that’s true. It is pretty fun
actually,” she admitted.

Someone bumped Avery from behind and caused
her to spill her iced tea on the front of her dress. Great. She
should’ve worn the black one.

“Heh, ba…,” the man said in a slurred manner
and boldly wrapped an arm around her waist.

She tried to step forward out of his embrace,
but he squeezed her too tightly.

“Excuse me,” she complained angrily.

His speech was terribly garbled, nearly
incoherent. Avery was pretty sure it was the same man who was rude
to her in the line for the restroom.

“Please, sir,” she mumbled and grabbed at his
arm, which caused more tea to spill.

It was quickly becoming a scene.

“Hey, asshole, let her go!” Renee yelled at
him. Joella joined them and started screaming at the man to release
her.

The dark man with blue eyes took a step
toward them. Freddie also stood. Two other men from further down
the bar rushed toward them, too, but Tristan was the most severe
looking.

“Gr…ba…tch,” the man murmured in her ear.
Then he tightened his grip and picked her off the ground and swung
around with her as if he were just going to carry her off.

“Arms!” she heard Tristan yell behind her as
if shouting an order.

“Sir, unhand me this instant!” Avery screamed
as he kept walking forward as if she only weighed ten pounds. She
dropped her glass, shattering it as she struggled to get free.

Avery twisted her head in time to see Tristan
come up behind the man, slip his forearm between her and the man’s
neck and grip the back of his skull with his other hand. Freddie
rushed to the front of them and tried to pry the man’s arms away
from her, obviously what Tristan wanted him to do. Freddie got
shoved hard by her assailant’s other arm and went all the way down
after stumbling over someone else’s feet who was not involved or
even aware of what was going on behind them.

“Steve, Jesus!” someone yelled. “Put her
down, man!”

Apparently, some of the men from down the way
knew this man and were trying to stop their friend. Without
dropping Avery or stopping as Tristan tightened his grip around the
man’s throat, Steve punched at a man as he passed him, one of his
friends who was trying to deter him, and he went down hard,
too.

“Let her go right now, man!” Tristan warned
in “Steve’s” ear as Avery continued to struggle.

Steve growled and babbled,
“Mmm…gr…mine…ta.”

He was squeezing her so hard she felt like
she couldn’t take in a full breath. His unusual blathering and
unrecognizable words were frightening her as much as the fact that
the man thought it was acceptable to drag her out of the bar like
she was his property much the same as a person would collect their
pet that ran off.

He used his left elbow and connected with
Tristan’s face.

“Oh, you wanna’ play, boy?” Tristan taunted
and punched the man in the side of his head. It made a sickening
cracking sound. They were all three momentarily thrown off balance
and slammed into the wall where she hit her forehead. Then Tristen
repositioned his free hand and bore down with all his size and
weight on the wrist of his other arm wrapped around the man’s neck.
Steve started making awful strangling sounds.

Steve lurched backwards trying to dislodge
Tristan from his throat and in the process took Avery off the
ground further. She didn’t like that. It made her feel
helpless.

The man roared and made one last attempt to
keep going. He charged forward, slamming Avery into the railing
overlooking the dance floor, which hurt her arm and ribs.

Tristan very calmly stated as if he knew it
was over, “Night-nights, motherfucker.”

And they fell in a heaping pile. Avery
cracked her jaw against the railing as they went down. Freddie
immediately grabbed her by the waist, having come out of nowhere at
them again.

“You okay, ma’am?” Freddie asked. Renee was
right on his heels, as well as the other men with Tristan from the
bar.

She felt like her legs wouldn’t hold her up.
She sagged slightly against Freddie’s frame, which was a lot
stronger and more stable than she would’ve given him credit for
being. They all three watched as Tristan halted his descent on his
knees and rolled the man away from him, having choked him until he
was dead.

“Is he…?” Renee cried out.

“Nah, dirt nap,” Tristan stated with
confidence and bounced to his feet as if grappling with a sexual
predator was something he did every day. He was so calm. “He’ll be
fine. Cops on their way?”

“Yeah,” the bartender that had waited on them
earlier said. She was beside Renee, who was hanging back with Sheba
and Tristan’s other friend, Royce. “I called them. What the hell
was that? What happened?”

Avery rubbed her sore arm and shrugged as two
bouncers came over, a little late to the scene.

“Avery, that was the guy that was bugging you
earlier,” Joella mentioned.

“You okay?” Tristan asked, ignoring her
friends, and lifted her arm to inspect it where it was already
bruising and definitely red. His fingers prodded gently, tenderly,
even though he’d just choked a man into unconsciousness with those
massive hands and arms.

Avery felt foolish. She was making a big deal
out of nothing, so she nodded and blinked back tears. The same
bartender who’d waited on them earlier rushed over and handed her a
white towel.

“You’re bleeding,” she stated and pointed at
Avery’s chin. “I saw you hit that railing. You should go to a
hospital. You got pretty banged up.”

“Oh,” she whispered and touched her
fingertips there and came away with blood.

“Where’d you get hurt?” Tristan asked. “I
know you hit that bar with the force of both of us behind you.”

She shrugged and shook her head, unable to
speak because she was afraid she’d actually start crying. Tristan
bent slightly to look her in the eye and tipped her chin back
gently without touching where she was holding the towel against it.
Avery turned her head away. She couldn’t look at him, at anyone. A
crowd had gathered. She was humiliated.

“Okay, just stay right here,” he said and
held up a hand as if she were a toddler and he was commanding she
stay put. He then stepped in front of her, which blocked her from
view. Renee slipped her arm around her shoulders. She could feel
her body trembling from shock. Nobody had ever touched her like
that before. Freddie seemed to understand what his friend was
doing, so he mirrored it. Soon Royce and some of the other men had
gathered and did the same as Tristan. She and her friends were
essentially confined within a protective wall of soldiers. The band
kept playing, but Avery just wanted to go home. She didn’t feel
safe.

“He’s stirring, Tris,” Royce said.

Tristan called to another man, who Avery
remembered as being the man at the door who took the entry fee. He
was probably a bouncer, too. He did some sort of hand signal. Avery
wanted the heck out of the bar if Steve was waking back up.

“Hey, sorry about that, guys,” Steve’s friend
told them. “I don’t know what the hell he was thinking. He’d
commented about her earlier. He’d been watching her all night, but
hell, lots of dudes were. I didn’t think anything of it. I mean,
she’s hot, so I just thought maybe he’d try and get her number or
something. Sorry if he hurt your girl, bro’. He was acting weird
all day, man.”

He was speaking to Tristan, who didn’t
correct the man for thinking she was with him. Instead, he was
angry, “What the fuck’s his problem? You can’t just go around
grabbing girls like that.”

“No, I know, man!” the guy said. “I don’t
know. He’s never done anything like that before.”

“Russ, he was sick earlier,” another one said
who Avery couldn’t see through the wall of men’s backs in front of
her.

“Nah, he’s been sick for a few days,” the
first one corrected. “I don’t know. I hope the cops take him to the
hospital, though. Something ain’t right with him. Like he’s havin’
some sort of breakdown or something. He’s been sick with the pukes
and fevers. I didn’t even think he’d come tonight.”

The band struck up a particularly peppy line
dancing song. None of her friends suggested they join it. The men
continued their discussion as the police walked in. Without even
pausing to get the full story, they zip tied the man’s wrists
behind his back and his feet together, too. He started saying odd
words again that weren’t really words at all as he came to. The
police carried him out without a word to anyone.

“C’mon, Avery,” Renee said. “They’ll want a
statement.”

Her friends went with her, and so did the
Army soldiers as if they needed to escort them. Avery felt weak in
the knees and unsteady. She was glad for the support of her girls
and the men they’d just met.

“I’ll grab our stuff,” Sheba said and left
with Royce for the other side of the restaurant where they had a
booth.

Tristan held open the door for everyone, and
they filed out. She turned to find him right behind her, having cut
in line in front of Freddie and Joella. The bouncer was out there,
too. The police cruiser with the lights spinning around so brightly
in the dark of the night sped away from the bar. There wasn’t
another one in the lot.

“Um, where the hell are they going?” Freddie
asked as someone placed a jacket around her shoulders. Avery looked
up to see Tristan settling his leather jacket on her small frame
that felt engulfed by the size and weight of it. He didn’t look at
her. He was staring keenly at the police car flying down the street
away from them. He stepped away from her, but Avery found herself
wishing he wouldn’t. Earlier, she’d felt afraid of him. Then that
man had attacked her. Tristan hadn’t been the one she should’ve
been scared of then.

“No idea,” he answered Freddie.

“Third time this week,” the bouncer said as
her friend and Royce came out of the building and passed around
everyone’s belongings including Avery’s white cardigan she’d worn
tonight. As she started to shrug off Tristan’s brown leather
jacket, he stayed her by holding out his hand as if he didn’t need
it. He was only wearing a t-shirt. She was enveloped by the warm
jacket and was still freezing.

“What’s going on? Where’s the po-po?” Royce
asked and held onto Sheba’s hand.

“They’re gone,” Freddie answered.

“Are we supposed to take her to the police
station to give a statement?” Renee asked.

The bouncer shrugged. “You can if you want.
It don’t matter.”

“Why wouldn’t it matter?” Tristan asked.

“They’re handling it. Like I said, third time
this week they took people outta’ here like that, actin’ like that
and all. They ain’t even waitin’ for people to give a statement or
get the shit sorted out. Never seen anything like it. People get
into fights in bars, they gotta give statements and let the cops
sort it out. You know, like they normally do in a bar
fight?”

Tristan nodded.

“Yeah, I know you do. You’ve seen some shit,”
the bouncer concluded and turned to go back in. “Been a lot o’
weird shit happening around here lately. You kids be careful now,
ya’ hear?”

“Yes, sir,” Tristan said to the older man,
who was probably around her dad’s age but was built like a
bull.

“Thanks for your service, soldier,” the
bouncer said to Tristan directly, who inclined his chin a touch
higher.

After the bouncer and bartender, who’d been
standing in the shadows, retreated into the building again, Freddie
said more rhetorically than anything else, “What the hell?”

“This is messed up, Tris,” Spencer, another
friend who’d introduced himself earlier, said, obviously looking at
Tristan as a leader who should explain it all to them.

He was quiet, though. His eyes were searching
nothing at random but his own thoughts. Then he caught her staring
at him and walked over to her. “You okay? I think maybe we should
take you to the hospital.”

“The hospital’s almost an hour away,” she
stated.

“You could have cracked ribs or a broken
arm,” he argued and looked like he wanted to ascertain either of
those but resisted the urge.

“I’m okay. I don’t need a hospital,” she
said.

Renee persisted, “Seriously Avery. He’s
right. You should probably get checked out. I’ll go with you.”

“No, you’ve had too much to drink. You can’t
drive me. I’m the only one who hasn’t,” she said and winced when
she tried to take a deep breath.

“Let me take you,” Tristan volunteered. “Come
on. I’ll take you. These guys can all make sure they get each other
home.”

“Yeah, I’m sober,” Royce said. Another man
stepped forward and said the same. “We’ll drive the girls to their
houses, drop them off.”

“But I drove everyone here,” Avery said,
thinking of her vehicle sitting in the lot.

“Gimme’ your keys,” Royce said. “Tristan can
drive you in his truck. We’ll drop your car at your house, and he
can drive himself back to the base after he takes you home
later.”

“How will you all get back to the base?”
Renee asked.

“I’ve got my Denali here,” the other man
said. “I can haul just about all of us in it. We’ll just do a round
robin and drop everyone.”

“You guys work it out,” Tristan stated like
it was an order and got solid nods from his friends. Then he placed
his hand lightly under her elbow. “C’mon. I want you to get checked
out.”

He led her to the front of the lot where it
was darker near the street and opened her door for her, helped
Avery step up into the big pickup truck. Then he shut her door for
her. It dawned on her that this exact scenario was something she
would’ve warned her friends not to get into. She was leaving a bar
with a man in his car, a man she hardly knew for more than an
hour.

Tristan drove them out of town and up the
state route that would take them to Canton where the only hospitals
for a forty-mile radius were located. It was dark once they left
town, which made her slightly apprehensive. Her hands were still
shaking.

“Cold?” he asked, to which she nodded.

“A little,” she said.

Tristan immediately turned on the heater, and
soon, the cab was filled with warmth. Music was playing at a low
decibel, something that sounded like classic rock and roll.

“Better?”

“Yes, thank you,” she said.

He scrubbed a hand over his beard as if he
were stressed and flipped the station to another playing classical.
She recognized Mozart.

“Do-do you like Mozart?”

“Huh?” he asked, shooting her a side
glance.

Avery pointed to his radio.

“Oh, yeah,” he said. “It helps me chill when
I’m keyed up.”

She thought about that for a second. “Do you
often get keyed up?”

He didn’t answer, just chuckled once and
ignored her.

“That was so strange,” she remarked, suddenly
feeling the need to talk about it. Her voice shook.

“Yeah,” he agreed and didn’t say anything
else.

“What was wrong with him? Did…did you hear…I
don’t know. I think I was overwhelmed or something.”

She wanted his opinion on the man’s odd use
of sounds and guttural words that she couldn’t understand. For some
reason, she needed to know that he heard it, too, and that she
didn’t just imagine it. There was a long pause, a silence that
replaced the heat in the cab and filled it with a void that made
Avery uncomfortable. She was used to a lot more noise. At her
house, someone was always talking, playing music, playing their
piano, or making noise of some kind. Tristan seemed like a lot
quieter person.

“D-do you think he was on drugs?” she
asked.

Again, silence.

“I think maybe he was on drugs,” she answered
her own question, needing to fill the silence. Her eyes darted
around nervously. Maybe this was a bad idea. She was starting to
feel unsafe.

“You saw him earlier?” he asked finally.

Avery nodded, then frowned because her head
hurt. “Yes, when I went to the restroom with Joella. I didn’t want
her to go by herself. You know, because she was so…um…”

“Drunk,” he finished for her. “She was piss
drunk.”

Avery frowned, then frowned harder because it
hurt. She wasn’t used to being around someone who swore so
much.

“Yes, she was very intoxicated. But I saw him
earlier. He was back that hallway. I saw him there.”

“Waiting for the bathroom,” he stated.

Avery nodded and regarded his profile under
the dim dashboard lighting. “Yes. He hit on us, I suppose. To put
it simply, of course.”

“Your friend said he hit on you, not her,” he
corrected. “She didn’t say anything about him hitting on her. His
friends said he was watching you all night.”

That made her shudder. He didn’t seem to
notice or probably didn’t care. She was making a mountain out of a
molehill.

“Um, I guess so. He wanted me to dance with
him. That’s all.”

His eyes narrowed as he stared hard at the
winding road ahead of him.

“What?”

Tristan sighed, “He didn’t just want to dance
with you. Nobody in there wanted to dance with you.”

“Oh,” she said, not quite understanding what
he meant. “I think…”

“Men don’t just want a dance,” he interrupted
with an angry face that he turned right on her. “You’d do well to
remember that.”

She felt like he was reprimanding her. That
irritated Avery. This wasn’t her fault.

“You should carry some mace or something,” he
kept going.

“Noted,” she said curtly.

“Or an M60,” he added with a smirk and looked
at her in the darkness of his truck’s cab. She saw the hint of a
dimple in his left cheek through his short beard.

“I don’t need to carry a machine gun,” she
said.

His head shot backward an inch with surprise.
“You know what an M60 is?”

“Yes,” she answered honestly. “It’s a very
high-powered rifle that takes a 7.62 cartridge. Belt fed and used
by the U.S. military.”

“Okay, kid,” he commented.

“Excuse me? I’m not a child,” she rebutted
irritably.

“Homeschool kid,” he corrected.

Avery was becoming vexed with him. “Yes, I
was homeschooled. But I’m not a kid. I’m an adult. I live on my
own, have my own car, have a very successful career underway.”

“At nineteen?”

“Yes,” she immediately answered very
pertly.

“Are all homeschooled kids nerds like
you?”

She sent him a glare full of daggers. Avery
didn’t like being judged by people, especially not for the
decisions her parents made about her education. A good education
was the most important thing in the world, according to her
father.

“You’re still just a kid, though,” he stood
by his comment.

“I don’t appreciate that,” she said and
folded her arms over her chest. She wanted to throw his dumb jacket
on the floor of his stupid truck and stomp on it. Instead, she
hissed as she crossed her arms because her right one was really
sore. “Besides, how old are you?”

“Actually, I thought you were older,” he
said. “I was surprised when your friend said you were only
nineteen.”

“I’ll be twenty in a few months.”

“Wow, the big two-oh. You’ll be ancient,” he
joked.

She scowled and repeated, “How old are
you?”

He paused and said, “Twenty-five technically,
but I’ve got some city miles on me. You don’t.”

She stared out her window and tried to ignore
him. He was rude, and Avery didn’t like rude people. He was
assuming a lot of things about her. He wasn’t that much older than
her. Just because he had a bunch of ugly tattoos and a beard didn’t
mean he was older and cooler and whatever ‘city miles’ meant.

“Oh, no!” she blurted

“What’s wrong?” he asked, glancing over at
her.

“My phone. It’s not in my pocket. It’s gone.
I must’ve lost it in the bar when I fell.”

“Do you need it right now? We’re almost to
the hospital.”

She debated answering him. The way she
answered his question would only further form his opinion of her.
Instead, she shook her head and hoped her mother didn’t send out
the sheriff looking for her for breaking curfew in an hour. There
was no way she was going to tell him she had a curfew. He was
already kind of a pompous jerk. As he pulled into the Emergency
Room parking, Avery had to amend her opinion. He was a pompous jerk
who drove her to the hospital. And lent her his jacket. And also
saved her from being hauled away by an insane man with garbled
speech.


Chapter Five

“I just live down the next lane. Yep, this one,” she
said beside him. He was pretty sure she was a little buzzed from
whatever they gave her in the hospital for pain. She talked a lot,
which was really annoying. She talked a lot before the drugs. She
was kind of a chatterbox high on drugs. “Right here. See? That’s my
mailbox. The green one. Blends in with everything. Doesn’t really
work well for an address marker.”

“I know where you live, Avery,” he said, the
sound of her name on his tongue doing something to his insides.

“You do? Y-you remember?”

“Yes, I remember seeing you,” he admitted and
turned down her lane. It was long and winding, and the property sat
back really far from the road. It was a hideaway, the perfect
place, in his opinion. Someday when he retired, he wanted something
similar.

“Oh,” she whispered.

The sun was just starting to rise as he
pulled in, and the sky was gray and dreary.

“Where’s my car?”

“They said they’d drop it,” he reminded her
and smirked.

“That’s good,” she said. “If my mother looked
out, she would’ve seen it in the lane. Here. Stop here.”

“I can drive you up to the house.”

“I don’t live in the house. And I don’t want
my mother to see me being dropped off by…someone.”

“One of her patients?” he asked grumpily.

She shook her head and rubbed at her pert
little nose. “No, a guy. She’d flip out.”

“Right, ‘cuz you’re the responsible good
girl,” he assumed. “Always protecting your friends when you go out,
looking out for them, taking care of them, cock-blocking, and
making sure they don’t make bad decisions like taking drinks from a
dude, right?”

“Yep, that’s me,” she stated and laughed. She
sighed long and loudly, “Ahhh. Wait, what’s cock-blocking?”

She was totally high as fuck. He ignored that
question.

“So, if you don’t live in the house, where do
you live?”

“In the garage, silly,” she said and patted
his arm. Then she drew little circles around the skull wearing a
beret with the dagger stabbing through it. “Death…” she squinted.
“Death… b-be… death…”

“Death before dishonor,” he aided her in
deciphering. He’d had many women check out his tattoos before,
marvel at them, at the muscles underneath them.

“Tattoos are ugly,” she said, shocking
him.

Nobody ever said that! Tristan said too
loudly for the cab of the truck, “Ha!” and she startled. “Wow, you
don’t hold back, do you?”

“Why? Should I? Did I hurt your feelings? You
hurt mine,” she informed him and kept running her fingers over the
different ink on his right arm. She shouldn’t do shit like that,
but there wasn’t an easy way to tell her that her touch was doing
things to him, to certain regions in particular.

“How’d I hurt your feelings?” he asked and
immediately wondered why he cared. He didn’t.

“You said I was a homeschool nerd,” she
informed him.

“Well, you are,” he clarified, getting an
angry little sneer from her.

“No, I’m not. I’m just educated. Probably the
kinds of dumb bimbos you go out with don’t even have an education
past the sixth grade.”

“That’s probably true,” he considered,
thinking back over it. He didn’t actually ‘go out’ with women,
either. It was more of a meet up and spend an evening together kind
of thing.

“I got a thirty-four on my ACT,” she
bragged.

“So? And you’re just proving my point anyway.
You’re really not helping your own argument of not being a nerd,”
he challenged and raised an eyebrow. “And I got a thirty-three. Big
deal.”

“You did not,” she argued.

He chuffed. She was a spunky little woman.
She said whatever she wanted, didn’t have a filter. She had pluck.
Her hair had come undone, or a nurse took it down at the hospital
to examine her. It hung in pale waves over her shoulders and down
her back and was tangled and sexy, not the smooth and neat way he’d
seen it earlier and the other day when he’d seen her getting out of
her car in front of her mother’s home. Tristan also noticed the
spots of blood on her white dress, which had been so cute on her
before everything happened.

At the hospital, he’d gone back with her but
waited outside the room while she was examined. The doctor had
declared she had bruised not cracked ribs, which was good. But her
arm was going to be sore for about three or four weeks. She didn’t
need stitches on her chin, but they’d cleaned and bandaged it. When
they’d taken her for x-rays, Tristan went for a coffee. That’s when
he’d noticed how busy the hospital was. There were even boxes of
face masks available for people to put on. When he’d asked a nurse
at the desk about that, she’d told him there was a bad flu bug
going around. He hoped he didn’t get it. He hadn’t been sick since
he was a punk kid. He’d gone back and waited for Avery in her room
instead of staying in the lobby because after he’d gotten a better
look around, he did notice that a lot of people looked really sick.
The doctor diagnosed her injured arm as tennis elbow and put it in
an elbow strap, which she had complained about the whole ride home.
She was spunky, annoying, talked too much, and was entirely too
damn gorgeous for her own good. If she was an angel, she was
certainly a sassy one.

“I did. I’m a super nerd like you,” he
informed her and tried to ignore her long, graceful fingers
twirling around and tracing his different tattoos. “How come you
don’t get a tattoo?”

He knew the answer to that but wanted to
tease her.

“What?” she screeched, then started laughing
and fell back against her seat. “No way! So…ugh, gross!”

“Gross? You know, most chicks I take out like
them,” he told her. Tristan had no idea why he was idling his truck
in her drive and talking to her. “I’ve never heard anyone say
they’re gross.” He’d never had anyone blatantly insult them,
either.

“You must date girls with very low
standards,” she informed him in a haughty tone of superiority.

“Maybe that’s how I like it,” he said. That
part was true. He didn’t want a committed relationship. No
girlfriends. Sure as hell no wife. Maybe he’d get a dog someday. A
dog and some hideaway property for retirement. That sounded pretty
damned perfect.

She just laughed hysterically again. Tristan
got the feeling this was not a side she would be showing him right
now without the aid of narcotics running through her frail
system.

“The Bible says you shouldn’t mark your skin,
ya’ know,” she informed him.

“You learn that in homeschool?”

“Sunday school.”

He snorted. “Figures. Let me walk you to the
door. It’s still kind of dark out here. You got your key?”

She rolled her eyes. “I don’t have a key. I
don’t lock my place. Gosh, who’d rob me? Look around. This isn’t
exactly a populated area, Mr. Paranoid.”

Was that another insult? Felt like it.

“I’m still walking you to your door. Wait
there.”

He got out and rounded the back of the truck,
looking around as he went out of habit. He was always situationally
aware. When he opened her door, Tristan found her dead asleep,
resting her head back against the seat.

“Hey, you,” he said softly and touched her
arm. Her head lolled toward him, and her pale eyes popped open.

“What took ya’ so long, slowpoke?”

He groaned. This chick was so annoying. And
pushy. He helped her down anyway. His mind tracked back to that
moment in the bar when she’d been snatched by that asshole. He
hadn’t even paused, hadn’t thought it through. Training for the
last eight years had led to his fast reaction time. It still wasn’t
fast enough, though. He had his arm around her waist before Tristan
could stop it from happening. He’d seen the drunk asshole creeping
up behind her. It was the only way he could describe it. Creeping.
He was a relatively big guy, but Tristan was bigger.

“I know the way to my place,” she said once
her feet were on the ground. She swayed, so he snatched her
uninjured arm to stabilize her. “Hey, Mr. Handsy.”

He gritted his teeth and removed his hand
from her arm. “Lead the way, homeschool.”

She wrinkled her nose at him and started
walking down the lane. About fifty more yards and she veered off to
the left down a well-worn dirt path through the woods that
surrounded both sides of the gravel drive. The first time he’d come
for a session with Dr. Andersson, he’d thought he had the wrong
address.

“Come on,” she demanded quietly and pushed a
branch out of her path. “This way.”

“You’re leading,” he told her and followed
closely in case she got dizzy again.

They came to the long garage he’d noticed at
the crest of a small hill off to the left in front of the house.
She came in behind it, and he followed, stepping onto a stone
walkway. The landscaping was insane. Vinery grew up the side of the
barn. Hosta plants as wide as four feet across lined the path and
grew around the many species of colorful flowers and flowering
bushes that marked their way.

“We’re here,” she said and stopped at a door
under a deck system above it.

“What’s this?” he asked.

“My place,” she answered. Then added as if
she found him dense, “The garage.”

Tristan figured she probably was high for
sure. This really was the garage. Surely, she didn’t sleep in the
garage.

“What?” he questioned.

“My apartment,” she answered more clearly and
pointed up. “I live up there.”

“Oh, above the garage?”

“Yes. Duh. That’s what I’ve been trying to
tell you,” she said with sass. “Thirty-two my butt.”

“Thirty-three, smarty pants,” he corrected.
She rolled her eyes, which made him want to discipline her for her
impertinence. “Okay, then.”

“Wait,” she blurted and grabbed his arm.

“What? Want me to come up and check the place
out? Make sure it’s empty?”

She scuffed the toe of her cowgirl boot on
the stone patio and nodded.

“No problem,” he said and stepped past
her.

Tristan didn’t like that he just turned the
knob and entered without the hindrance of any locks. He went first
up the steps which were a really cool wood, something exotic, and
curved around like the staircase belonged on a ship or in an old
library. When he got to the top, Avery ran into his back. So much
for waiting for him to check it out first.

She followed right on his heels as he went
down the hall to another door, which was glass. He opened and went
through. As he walked down the hall, the lights came on. It caused
him to startle. She laughed like a drunk person.

“They come on automatically,” she
whispered.

He scowled over his shoulder. Who the hell
would want a feature like that? Talk about creepy.

Tristan checked the first room, which was
obviously her office. Then he looked in a bathroom. The next room
was her bedroom, which he thoroughly checked. He told himself he
was being thorough to make her feel better, but he was actually
just curious. Her room had a wall of windows and a set of sliding
glass doors that led out to the deck connecting to the one he’d
just stood under. Her bathroom and bedroom were both painted white
and pale gray and had plush gray carpeting in the bedroom. The
bathroom had a black tile floor but was white tile and marble
everywhere else with the exception of some sort of wooden bench in
the shower that also had a wooden floor. There were way too many
windows in there, too, even in the shower. Creepers could see her
showering if they stood in the woods with a good set of binoculars.
The idea of that pissed him off for some reason. They went to
another much smaller room, which was just storage boxes and no
windows at all. Then it was on to the living and kitchen spaces
which were open to each other without dividing walls and had a
tall, peaked ceiling. The place was really cool, definitely a lot
higher end than most first apartments.

As if picking up on his questioning look, she
explained, “My dad loves architecture.”

“I guess so,” he said. “Nice place.”

Tristan wandered over toward the
floor-to-ceiling glass wall and looked out at the property and the
actual house where her mother’s office was located. Her apartment
was nicer than any place he’d ever lived. Digs like this in a big
city like New York would easily reach a few million dollars.

“There’s a teepee,” she said out of the blue.
He’d thought she was just high when she said she lived in the
garage, but she’d been truthful. A teepee, though? “Wanna’
see?”

“How could I not after hearing that?”

She grinned and went to a smaller, shorter
set of stairs leading up to a loft that overlooked the living room.
He followed dutifully, forgetting all about the actual reason he
was supposed to be in her apartment. Her feet were bare now, as she
must’ve ditched her boots and probably her socks along the way.

Sure enough, it was a small space, but there
was, indeed, a teepee in the corner. She got down on her hands and
knees and crawled in.

“C’mon,” she beckoned and waved.

There was no way Tristan was getting in
there.

“Tristan, come in,” she pleaded.

Like an idiot, he got down and crawled in,
too. He had to admit, it was pretty cool. There were little twinkly
lights that she switched on and lots of pillows and small, soft
blankets piled in there. She laid on a pink pillow and blinked up
at him lazily. Tristan tilted his head to the side and regarded her
cautiously.

“Like it?” she asked, her pupils dilated.

She was either high, or he was because
Tristan was pretty sure she was flirting. And she definitely looked
like she wanted him to kiss her. He knew a lot about women- well,
mostly just that look they got when they wanted to be kissed.

Not happening.

“Yeah, it’s cool,” he said and announced. “I
better get going.”

“Really? So soon?”

He chuckled. She was so weird. He just
nodded.

“You can come back another time, though,
right?” she asked with a crooked grin and offered a series of long
blinks through black, thick eyelashes.

“Um, maybe,” he said. Never.

“We could play in the woods,” she suggested
sleepily and yawned. “That would be fun. We’ll play hide and seek
with the kids. They love that. I’ll even let you find me.”

“And if I find you? What then?” Fire. That
was playing with fire and totally stupid on his part. Why was he
goading her like that?

“You’ll just have to find out, Mr.
Impatient,” she said, assigning another annoying name to him.

She closed her eyes and didn’t open them
again. Tristan backed out of the teepee but covered her first with
a pale pink blanket that matched her pillow. Her cheeks were
flushed the same color.

He hurried out of her apartment, jumped again
when the damn lights in the hallway turned on, and pulled her door
shut at the bottom of the steps. He wished there was a lock on it.
That was no good. Oh, well. She wasn’t his problem after today.
He’d never see her again.

He backed out her drive until he came to a
place where it was wide enough to turn around. Then he sped back to
the base where he was met by his L.T., who’d gotten the whole story
from Freddie and Royce. He let him off the hook for getting into
another fight, and Tristan turned in. His roommate was already in
bed. Some of the men on the base were up and about. A group was
running laps around the perimeter, something they did a lot to stay
in shape. He just wanted some sleep before he did anything. It was
the weekend, and he didn’t work most weekends. The younger guys got
stuck on weekend duties.

Tristan took a fast shower in case that flu
at the hospital was clinging to him. He didn’t have time to be sick
right now. He only had three to four more months on this base, and
if he passed the psych eval by Dr. Andersson at the end of it and
was deemed fit for active combat duty again, he’d be gone in a
flash. No more country western bars. No more living in the boonies.
No more driving hot blondes to the hospital and then watching her
fall asleep in her damn teepee. Tristan just wanted back in the
fight, wherever that was and whatever that entailed.

He crashed in his bed in just boxer briefs
since Freddie kept the house too hot. Sleep wouldn’t come, though.
He had prescriptions for sleeping pills, but they just made him
have messed up dreams. No thanks.

Tristan tossed and turned and ended up flat
on his back with one arm flung over his head, staring at the
ceiling as the sun rose higher and higher in the morning sky.

His mind was wandering to Avery with too much
frequency. He knew the moment he’d seen her who she was. He didn’t
exactly know, but he knew he’d seen her in Dr. Andersson’s parking
lot. He hadn’t put it together that she was her daughter. So much
for his detective skills. It was pretty freaking obvious. She
looked a lot like her mother, had an elegance about her like Doc.
Until she was high on pain meds. Then she had a very youthful,
spunky way about her. That was probably the side she only showed to
her family. He’d noticed over the years that when people were drunk
or high on pain meds that they’re guards were let down. She was no
different.

He rolled to his right side and tried to
force her out of his mind. He’d never have to see her again, so
what did it matter. She was annoying anyway. If he were being
honest, he was more attracted to women like that bartender. She was
sexier than Avery Andersson, judgy little homeschool snob. She’d
insulted his tats. That was a no. She was too uptight. Wound too
tight. Too prim and proper. Annoying.

So why had so many men been staring at her?
Why had he? Why had that freak attacked her? The men staring was
easily explained away. She was hot, had a smoking bod, and was
basically gorgeous like a Swedish bikini calendar girl. But that
asshole attacking her, dragging her away like that was going to be
acceptable? Sure, he had some not so chivalrous thoughts about her,
too, but men were taught to keep it in check. That dude was a
psychopath. It wasn’t just that he looked like he wanted to rape
her right there in the bar. It almost seemed like he wanted to
murder her, too.

That train of thought led him to thinking
about the bouncer’s comments. The third psycho in a week had a
freak out at their bar, and the cops didn’t even question the
witnesses? That didn’t make sense. Something felt really off about
the whole thing. When he got up later, he was going to go into town
again and follow up on it. Not for Avery Andersson, prissy pants
extraordinaire. He wanted to know for himself. He needed some
answers.

Tristan finally drifted off but was plagued
with nightmares. This time they weren’t the usual ones where his
buddies were burning alive in the middle of a battle. This time he
dreamed about Avery. This time he wasn’t able to save her when a
psychopathic maniac with bloodshot eyes and saliva drooling out of
his mouth and mumbling weird non-words grabbed her. This time the
man got away with her, and Tristan was left standing there with
empty hands. When he startled awake, he was covered in sweat.


 


The sun was setting again. They’d made it
another day. In light of the world’s current events, that was a big
thing. Their group was thinning. People were moving on, finding
shelter elsewhere, and many had decided to strike out on their own
against advisement. It was a bad idea. Safety in numbers would help
ensure survival now, but if they wanted to go, then nobody could
stop them.

This was a good time of day, but also the
worst. They’d made it another day, but that didn’t mean they’d make
it through the night. Like most hunters in the animal kingdom, they
came alive at night. These were just a different kind of animal but
no less active at night.


Chapter Six

The next morning, which was late afternoon, she was
awakened by Abraham, who tapped her leg. Avery sprang awake and sat
up disoriented.

“Geeze, Avery!” he exclaimed once she crawled
out of the teepee, having not remembered crawling into it in the
first place. “What the heck happened to you? Are you okay?”

“What?” she asked, her mouth so dry and the
consistency of a cotton ball that had been stretched apart and
placed on her tongue. “Oh, yes. Yes, I’m fine.”

“What happened?”

“What time is it?”

“After one,” he said. “Mom said to come and
get you for lunch. She tried calling, but you weren’t picking up.
Did you-did you get drunk last night, Ave?”

“What? No!” she answered indignantly. “Of
course not.”

“Then what happened?” he prodded and helped
her to her feet. “Were you in an accident?”

“Long story,” she said. “Let me grab a
shower. I’ll be down in a half hour, okay? Then I can tell everyone
at the same time.”

“Sure,” he said and made sure she got to the
bathroom safely. “Oh, and Dad’s home.”

Great. Her father was going to lose his mind
when he saw the state she was in. He already wasn’t happy about her
going to bars and such with her friends. He’d wanted her to take
the full scholarship to Cambridge she’d been offered last year to
follow in his footsteps, but her heart just wasn’t in it. She’d
already taken two and a half years of classes online and was
already working in her field of choice. She fully anticipated
Abraham following in their father’s footsteps, though. He was a
brilliant young man. Avery just preferred art over science. It was
hard for her father to understand, but he was still supportive of
her choices.

In her bedroom, Avery stripped in front of
the full-length mirror mounted to the wall and gaped at the
bruising on her body. Her summer tan hadn’t begun fading yet, but
she could still see purple and blue and dark magenta bruising on
the right side of her body, her ribs to be exact. Her forearm had a
thin line of a bruise that probably perfectly matched up to the
railing width at that bar. And somehow, the edge of her forehead
where her hairline met her skin was also bruised, that one was
small and only about the size of a dime. She hadn’t needed
stitches, but there was a tiny bit of bruising around the small cut
on her chin. All in all, she was a wreck. It reminded her of the
time she’d gone riding with Renee at her house and had been bucked
off and hit the wooden fence enclosing the outdoor pasture instead
of the plush, deep grass on the other side, of course. She hadn’t
broken bones that time, either, but it had hurt just as much as
last night’s debacle.

She hit the button for music and listened to
the Lakme Flower aria duet. It was one of her favorites. She
loved opera, used to take lessons when she was younger. Music was
very important to her parents, and each child either learned an
instrument or was taught the importance of using their voice as
one. Abraham, Ephraim, Joy, and Faith all played the piano. Her
father, she, and Kaia played the cello. And Cyrus and Finn played
the violin. Her father’s mother, Elsa, had been a cellist in the
Gothenburg Symphony Orchestra. Her own mother played the piano when
she was young but didn’t so much anymore. But she was a great lover
of the classics and insisted the children learn. Her father
explained that it made better mathematicians, so it was a no
brainer.

As she shaved the pale blonde hair from her
legs, the greatest tenor of all time, Signore Luciano Pavarotti
began the first strains of Nessun dorma from Puccini’s
Turandot. It always made her tear up when he surrendered to
the sheer power of his vibrato and let it loose. Thank God for men
like Pavarotti that he recognized his given talent and shared it
with the world. She had never experienced the pure bliss of
surrendering to anything or anyone with total and complete trust
and ease. It would be a freeing feeling, but Avery was not able to
let go of herself in that way. It was also what probably held her
back in reaching complete satisfaction with life. Her life was
blessed. She knew that much, but there was something missing that
she couldn’t quite put her finger on. But her father wholeheartedly
believed in never stopping learning and striving to better oneself.
Maybe that’s just what she felt. The lack of complete intellectual
fulfillment.

Avery braided her damp hair and dressed in
khaki slacks and a pale blue polo shirt and matching cardigan.
Slipping her feet into the worn brown leather loafers she’d left in
the living room the other day, something caught her eye. She walked
over to the back of the sofa and picked up the discarded brown
leather jacket almost the same color as her loafers. A lot of
memories about last night flooded back into her brain in a rush.
She suddenly remembered that man, Tristan, coming up into her
apartment earlier. He had complained about the lack of a lock on
her door. She remembered that part and showing him the teepee.
Avery groaned to the empty room with embarrassment and felt her
cheeks reddening. What had she been thinking?

She hung the jacket on a hook down the hall
and touched the small screen near the door to shut off the final
strains of Madame Butterfly.

Rushing to lunch with her family, Avery
entered through the main glass door and shut it behind her. The
comforting scents of their home and her mother’s cooking greeted
her. The house was filled with the smell of her father’s favorite
meal, beef tips with mushrooms and Swedish dumplings braised in red
wine and served over mashed potatoes. It reminded him of home.

Her father had grown up very privileged, had
private tutors and a house staff, as he called them, which included
maids and a cook and an estate manager. They lived in a home that
was more castle than house, passed down for many generations. His
mother and father both were quite famous, each for their own
accomplishments. Her grandfather was a nuclear physicist like her
father and had passed away three years ago, exactly six months
after his wife. And her grandmother was not just a famous Swedish
opera singer, she traveled the world sharing her talents. Her
father was an only child. He was raised with the best tutors, who
were told that Hugo should not have free time to laze about. He’d
never seen a television program until he’d studied at university.
He’d never been to a party until he met her mother. He was
literally all work and no play. Ophelia had changed him for the
better. Now, he believed in a healthier balance, but they still
didn’t own a television.

When she walked into the kitchen, the kids
were carrying trays of food and stacks of dishes to the long
table.

“Avery,” her father said and walked over with
outstretched arms.

“Hi, Dad,” she said and walked into his
embrace and stood there a moment reveling in the spotlight he
managed to shine down upon each of his children when he was
home.

“I heard your contract was accepted by the
hospital,” he remarked.

“Yes, it was,” she said, pulling back.

If she was hoping to tell the family later,
or preferably never, about what happened, then that wasn’t going to
happen. Her father’s blonde brow furrowed deeply, and he grasped
each of her shoulders to hold her further away from him for
inspection.

“Avery, what happened to you?” he asked.

“What do you mean, Hugo?” Ophelia questioned
and walked over to them as she removed her apron. “She’s… oh, my!
Avery, darling, what…?”

“It’s alright. I’ll explain everything once
we’re seated,” she said. “I’m fine. I promise you.”

Her father’s scowl didn’t disappear as they
took their seats. Her mother led the prayer, and the second it was
over, a thousand questions flew at her at once. She took her time
and explained everything to them slowly. Joy started crying.

“Joy Elsa Andersson, stop that nonsense at
once, young lady,” her mother scolded. “You’re scaring your little
sister. Avery is well and in one piece.”

“Thanks to the help we received, I came out
unscathed. Well, mostly,” she said, trying to draw the attention
back off of Joy, who could be rather emotional about most things.
Kaia, on the other hand, was ready to go to town and hunt down that
Steven person. She had a bit of a temper.

“That’s very fortunate, darling,” Ophelia
remarked.

Her father said, “I don’t know about that.
This is a serious matter. The police should’ve taken a written
statement from Avery. I’m going to go to town after lunch to speak
with whoever is in charge of the police department. That man who
did this needs to be held accountable.”

She then told them about the bouncer. “And
one of the men who helped me, his name was Tristan, he took me to
the emergency room last night. Then he brought me home.”

“Avery, why didn’t you just call me?” Ophelia
asked and toyed with the pearls around her neck. Her mother looked
elegant and lovely today in a pale-yellow dress and her pearls.

“I didn’t want to wake you. It was late, and
the children were in bed. I knew you would be, too. He was nice. I
felt like after what he did, I could trust him enough to take me to
the hospital.”

Outside, the sun hid behind clouds, and a
light rain began to fall. She always liked the rain. Today it felt
a little gloomy, though, in the wake of things.

“Oh, and I lost my phone,” she remembered. “I
need to go back to that place before they actually open tonight so
I can see if someone found it and turned it in.”

“And you are sure the doctors gave you a
clean bill of health? You seem awfully bruised,” her father
commented with concern. He was so protective of his family.

“I’m fine,” she said. He had no idea how
bruised she was under her clothing. All he was seeing were the few
small ones on her face.

“No concussion?” Hugo questioned, to which
she shook her head. He took a sip of his red wine. Ophelia had
convinced him about ten years ago to drink wine with his dinner for
his heart health. It was the only alcohol they allowed in the
house.

“Wow, only nineteen and already involved in
your first bar fight,” Abraham teased.

“Abraham, that is unacceptable, young man,”
her father scolded.

He was always the disciplinarian, which
explained why they respected him and also why they sometimes ran
wild, too. He wasn’t around a lot. Maybe a few days per week at
most. Their mother’s way of raising children was definitely a lot
more lenient. She wanted the children to explore and get dirty and
be adventurous. She took their education very seriously, knew the
importance of it having studied so hard to get where she was, but
also wanted them to experience a well-rounded childhood, as well.
That’s how it usually was around here, a little bit crazy with a
lot of dirt mixed in. When their father was home, they studied
harder, were more cerebral, and spent a lot of time reading or
talking with him. When he was gone, all bets were off. They still
did their schooling and took it very seriously, but they were ten
times more vigorous about play time and outdoor exploring.

“Sorry, sir,” Abraham apologized and sent a
conspiratorial wink to Avery.

“We must repay this young man who helped
you,” her father stated. “Does he live around here?”

“Um…not quite,” she stated and looked at her
mother with pleading eyes. She returned Avery’s stare with a blank
expression. “I…I think he’s one of your patients, actually.”

“One of…oh, dear. Tristan. Yes, I do have a
patient named Tristan. Tristan Driscoll actually.”

“He’s in the military?” her father asked.

“Yes,” Ophelia answered him. “I’ve been
treating him for about…three weeks or so I would guess.”

“Is he dangerous, Ophelia?” Hugo asked his
wife. Of course, that would be the first thing he’d ask knowing the
types of people her mother treated.

“Dangerous? That’s a relative question, my
love,” she answered without saying too much. Patient
confidentiality was important to her mother. “But I do think we
should thank him for coming to our daughter’s rescue.”

“It wasn’t that dramatic, Mom,” Avery
corrected. It was every bit that dramatic and more, but she didn’t
want to scare her parents.

“Perhaps, he shouldn’t come around here
anymore,” her father said, surprising her. He was never
uncharitable like that.

“Hugo!” her mother said, immediately
trampling on the idea with just the speaking of his name in that
tone. “Tristan Driscoll is not mentally ill. He’s not dangerous,
either. Well, not to Avery. He just…well, it’s not for me to
reveal. And he’s my patient, love. I decide if it’s not safe to
continue treating them. You know I’d never put the children in
danger.”

Avery didn’t like the idea that her mother
probably still thought of her as one of the ‘children,’ but figured
it wasn’t about to change anytime soon.

“I don’t want our daughter hanging around
with your patients, Ophelia,” he said. “You are treating men with
traumatic stress disorders from the things they’ve seen in war.
That could make them very dangerous.”

She stopped him again by holding up her hand.
“I think we’ll bake some cookies tomorrow. Monday you can deliver
them to the base yourself, Avery. How’s that?”

Ophelia wasn’t asking her. She’d already made
up her mind. Avery had no desire to see Tristan again. One, she was
humiliated at her behavior and for whatever behavior she couldn’t
remember. And two, he was a dangerous man, despite her mother’s
assessment of the otherwise. She saw what he was capable of last
night. Plus, from what she could remember, he’d insulted her,
called her a kid. There was also something dark and sinister about
Tristan, but she couldn’t put her finger on it. Perhaps it was her
women’s intuition kicking in when she was around him. Now she had
to hand deliver cookies?

“Um, I don’t think that’s really necessary. I
thanked him,” she said, sounding rude to her own ears.

“Avery, the man stepped into harm’s way to
help you,” her mother said in a tone that did not merit argument.
Like her father, Avery knew when not to push. Her father was
sixty-one, but she’d learned in the nineteen years since she was
born not to test Ophelia’s temper. Getting on her bad side was not
smart.

Ophelia was looking at her husband, who
nodded but set his mouth in a tight line of disapproval. His thick,
light brown beard wrinkled when his mouth turned down. His eyes,
the color of Avery’s, narrowed on his wife. She figured they’d be
discussing this further later in private. Avery felt bad if she was
about to cause conflict between her normally peaceful parents.
Around them, the excitement of Avery’s ordeal died down, and the
conversation morphed into many conversations between two and three
people in groups. Avery glanced up from her food to see her father
staring at her with concerned eyes. She offered a small smile to
let him know she was okay.

“So, Avery, you secured the hospital account,
yes?” he asked later when he came up to her in the kitchen putting
away leftovers.

“Yes, they liked my ideas and the new
design,” she told him proudly.

“That’s wonderful, Avery,” he said. “Very
well done, my dear.”

She was redesigning the entire website and
platform for the Canton branch of the Cleveland Clinic, ironically
the same hospital she went to last night. Her field of choice was
graphic design and website makeovers. Most companies in America
hadn’t changed their sites in decades, and it showed. They weren’t
as functional as they could be, nor were they attractive or
eye-catching. Her specialty was using original artwork and design
that she would sketch, upload, and manipulate to make each site
unique and not reproducible. This was her third big sale this year.
She worked with smaller accounts in between the huge deals to make
her bread and butter money. She was set to bring in six figures by
the end of the year. Last year she’d broken her first year of six
figures, well above actually, and this year would be substantially
greater with this final account signing on. It couldn’t have
happened at a better time, too. She’d just finished a national ad
campaign for a grocery store chain.

“Thanks, Dad,” she accepted graciously.

“Any more thoughts of studying at Cambridge
next year?”

And they were back to this.

She shook her head and tried to hide her
sigh, “No. I don’t think that’s for me. I liked the campus when we
toured it. It’s not that. I just like doing this.”

“She can always go at a later date, Hugo,”
Ophelia said, stepping into Hugo’s arms and hugging around his
waist. “She’s only nineteen.”

Her mother always defused everything. From
the children’s quarrels to her and her father’s differences of
opinion on her career choice. Ophelia put her psychology degree to
good use just in her own home.

“She’s really good, my love,” her mother
praised, making Avery smile.

“I know she is,” he said in an exaggerated
tone. His accent grew thicker when he was upset. It was starting to
get those undertones of a Swedish import now as he spoke. “Of
course, I’m proud of your accomplishments, Avery. Don’t think I’m
not. I just want to make sure you’re using your abilities to their
fullest.”

“I know,” she said. “Hey, I think I’m going
to run to town and check on my phone,” she said. “If they don’t
have it, I’m going to go to the phone store to purchase another
one.”

“Sure, darling,” Ophelia said.

“First, I want to stop at Renee’s and see if
anything else happened,” she said, explaining that the other
soldiers took them home.

“Be back before it gets too late, Avery,” her
father said, two lines of worry demarcating his thick blonde
brows.

“I will,” she promised. “If I’m going to be
too late, I’ll call.”

“Make sure that you do,” he said in an
uncharacteristically overprotective manner.

They were what people called ‘free-range
children.’ Avery had heard them called hooligans or wild child
types, but that wasn’t the case at all. They were simply
misunderstood by people who were raising their children in a more
mainstream manner. Her father’s worry was odd. He usually tried to
adhere to Ophelia’s less worrisome, more independent way of rearing
their kids with certain freedoms that propelled them into
adulthood. She wanted them to make mistakes, fall down, take their
licks. She, being a psychologist specializing in childhood trauma,
wanted her children raised helicopter-parent free.

After dinner, her father went upstairs to his
office to work, and the children went about their own ways. The
boys took off for the woods, and the younger girls decided to play
dolls in the tree house their father had built when Avery was still
young. Kaia was going to work with her mother studying for a big
exam she had coming up in molecular biology, an advanced college
class she was taking online.

She drove to town, which took about fifteen
minutes and went straight to the bar. The silence in her small SUV
was almost too silent after being in the presence of her family for
only a few short hours. Avery turned on talk radio for company and
listened as the host discussed a severe flu going around with a
professor of macrobiotics from a small research college in southern
California. It sounded quite severe.


Chapter Seven

“And you don’t recall him ever acting like that
before?” Tristan asked the sheriff deputy, supposedly a friend of
Steve’s.

“No, sir,” he answered with a southern
accent. “He’s always been cool. Comes from a good family in town,
too. His daddy was the mayor for a spell.”

“Oh, really?” This was getting more and more
interesting. The sheriff was rude and pissed that he’d come in
asking questions, so Tristan had left. This young deputy caught up
to him as he was crossing the street going to his truck and told
him to meet him around back where he’d talk to him. Tristan wasn’t
sure if he was about to get his ass kicked in an alley or what the
deal was, but the kid so far had been nice and forthcoming with
information, a contrast to his boss in every way.

“Yeah, I even went out with his older sister
for a while,” he said. “Didn’t work out. She left for college in
New York. Long distance is a bitch, ya’ know?”

Tristan nodded, even though he really didn’t
understand the sentiment. Relationships, long distance or not,
weren’t his specialty. “So, how come they didn’t want us to give
statements? Was it because of his family’s influence in town?”

“Nah, that ain’t it, man,” the deputy
said.

His shirt was starched. His shit was in
order. Clearly, the kid had discipline and took his job seriously.
But Tristan couldn’t understand why he’d risk a job he obviously
loved to talk to him. In an alley at that.

“Why didn’t they ask us for statements
then?”

The kid, probably twenty at the most, said,
“’Cuz of the sickness, ya’ know?”

“Sickness?” Tristan asked, more confused than
a moment ago. “What do you mean?”

“That flu,” he explained. “Everybody’s
gettin’ it.”

“The flu,” he repeated and got a nod. “What
the hell’s the flu got to do with anything?”

“People are gettin’ sick left and right with
it,” he said again.

“But what are you saying? He was sick, so
they didn’t take our statements? That makes no sense.”

“It ain’t like no regular sickness, man,” he
stated. “It makes people nutty or somethin’.”

“The flu makes people nutty? Like how?”

He shrugged. “Don’t know. We’ve seen at least
a dozen people, mostly the guys from the oil refinery, coming into
town stirrin’ up shit. They always pick fights with folks. I don’t
know. Go figure, huh?”

“The flu makes people pick fights with other
people, people they don’t even know?”

He shrugged again. “Don’t know. Seems like
it. All I know is the sheriff got some email about it.”

“An email? From who?”

The lanky kid shrugged again, “Look, you seem
cool and all. You’re from the base, right?”

Tristan nodded.

“Yeah, that’s what I thought. That’s the only
reason I agreed to talk to you. I wanna’ join, too. Just waitin’
for my granny to get moved to a better nursing home first. Then I’m
signin’ up.”

“Good. Sounds like you’ve got a plan,” he
said, not really caring, though. “But back to this flu thing. Who’d
he get an email from?”

“Don’t know for sure. I just saw that it was
printed out and layin’ on his desk. The top of it said something
about ‘regarding the recent flu outbreak’,” he relayed with air
quotes. “And some shit about following the guidelines and protocols
he was already told about.”

“That seems odd,” Tristan said more to
himself than the kid. “Wonder what that was all about.”

“Not sure I can say,” he answered. “These flu
people get real bad fevers and shit and go nuts or something.”

That didn’t sound right. “What’d you guys do
with Steve?”

The kid looked around as if he were afraid
he’d get caught talking to Tristan.

“Took him to the drop-off spot,” he said.

“What’s that?” Tristan asked with complete
confusion. He should’ve been taken to a hospital and then put in
the clink for the weekend to cool off. “What’s a drop-off
spot?”

“We’ve been takin’ the sick ones to a place
up north in the city…”

“Canton? Akron?”

“Yeah, Canton, to that new Cleveland Clinic
hospital,” he stated.

“And then you bring them back to a holding
cell till the judge comes in on Monday, right?”

“Nope, ain’t seen any of ‘em come back
yet.”

“Why not? They have to stand before the
judge.”

He removed his standard issue, brown deputy
ballcap and rubbed at his crew cut. “I don’t think they get better,
man.”

“Huh,” Tristan stated in a contemplative
manner and nodded.

“Look, you see anyone like the sick ones,
like Steve, just call it in, okay? They ain’t right, man. They’re
like real sick and shit. The last one we got called for before
Steve was a couple days before him was a lady trying to kill her
husband and kids. Had a butcher knife. A damn butcher knife trying
to stab her own kids. Ever hear of anything like that?”

He’d heard and seen worse but didn’t say
that. Instead, like most times when civilians were shocked and
figured he would be, too, Tristan just nodded along. His only
comment was, “Crazy.”

“Yeah, crazy. That’s what they get. Total
nutso psychopath whack-job level crazy.” He paused to think about
it. “Hey, man, watch out, okay? If they got them red eyes, stay
back. This shit’s real contagious.”

“Red eyes?”

“Yeah, their eyes, they get real bloodshot
and shit. It ain’t normal.”

“Steve was talking strangely, too,” Tristan
told him. “Is that also a symptom?”

“Yeah, oh yeah. That’s creepy when they get
to doin’ that. I don’t know why they do it, either. I mean, it’s
like they ain’t even human no more, ya’ know?”

He nodded. He’d seen people on bath salts
before. Or in Africa, an herbal drug that tripped them out for
days. It reminded him of that. Except for his size, Tristan
wouldn’t have figured Steve would’ve been so hard to take down. He
was carrying Avery Andersson like a ten-pound sack of potatoes and
Tristan on his back like he was another. He wouldn’t have looked at
a man like Steve and thought he was that strong. Tristan probably
had forty pounds on him.

“And there’s two different strains of this
shit, too,” he said.

“Really? Two?”

His head jerked, “Oh, shit. There goes my
coworker. I better get going, man. Hey, it was nice talkin’ to ya’.
Thanks for your service and all, man.”

“Sure,” Tristan said and shook the kid’s
outstretched hand before the young deputy jogged away.

Tristan stood there for a few minutes in
order for the deputy to put enough distance between them so that it
didn’t seem like they’d just been talking. Then he made his exit
from the alley, too. He got back in his truck and drove to the bar
where it all went down last night. The sun was getting low in the
sky already, reminding him that winter was around the corner.
Winter in Ohio was still better than winter in the mountains of
western China or Afghanistan. He never cared that he wasn’t home
for Christmas like some of his buddies. He didn’t have anyone
waiting for him here anyway. The last time he’d actually lived at
home, his parents were renting a run-down bungalow in an armpit of
a district in east Cleveland near the lake. Nothing was as cold as
that, the winds coming off of Lake Erie. It made him shiver just
remembering. But at least it was America still and not some
third-world hell hole overseas.

The sign on the door stated that the band
started at nine p.m., but the restaurant opened at four. It was
seven-thirty. He didn’t see the bouncer from last night, and nobody
was at the door taking money. Apparently, that didn’t start until
the bar crowd came. Inside, it was busy with the dinner crowd,
mostly families who probably cleared out once the partiers came. He
took a seat at the bar. Only a few other men were sitting there,
single men who looked like they just came from work and were eating
burgers.

“Hey, again,” the bartender, Livie by her
nametag, which he’d missed last night, stated. “Couldn’t stay away,
huh?”

“Yeah, guess so,” he said, trying to be
cordial. He’d wanted to talk to that bouncer, but maybe he could
pump her for information instead.

“I’ve got somethin’ for ya’,” she said and
walked away. When she came back, she was holding a phone. “Your
girlfriend forgot this. Or dropped it or whatever. I found it on
the floor when I came back in.”

“Oh, thank you, ma’am,” he said and took what
he presumed to be Avery’s phone.

“I already looked. It’s hers. Sorry, I needed
to know if it belonged to her.”

“Sure, no problem,” he said.

“Wanna’ order?” she asked.

He didn’t really want to, but Tristan wanted
information. Being a good patron, he ordered a burger and a mixed
greens salad. She looked surprised at the salad. Then she gave him
an assessing once over and smiled.

“Wanna’ beer?” she asked next.

“Nah, think I’ll just stick with a diet soda.
Whatever’s on tap, ma’am,” he joked.

“Sure thing,” she said and left to put his
order in.

Tristan swiped Avery’s phone, and it
immediately opened to an unlocked home screen. Who did that?
Everyone locked their phones with a password. Hell, she didn’t even
have a lock on her apartment, so he wasn’t sure why an unlocked
phone was that much of a stretch.

Her home screen was a picture of a cello.
Wow, exciting. Then because he couldn’t seem to stop himself, and
because he lied to himself and said he needed to make sure that it
was her phone, he opened her photo album. It was definitely
hers.

“One diet Coke,” Livie said and placed his
iced beverage in front of him, for which he thanked her, and she
walked away.

It felt wrong, but once he started, he
couldn’t stop. He scrolled through Avery Andersson’s photos taken
with her phone like a stalker. There were some with her and her
friends, especially that one with the dreadlocks, Renee. They were
canoeing in one, horseback riding in another, on some sort of a
hike somewhere in a different one, and at an amusement park. Renee
was obviously the more outgoing one in the friendship. Avery always
gave shy smiles whereas Renee was a clown and outgoing.

“Here ya’ go,” Livie stated a while later and
set a platter in front of him with his burger and salad.

“Thanks,” he said and started with the
salad.

He kept scrolling her photos as he ate. There
were some with her family. They looked like the blonde Swiss family
fucking Robinsons. Her dad was tall, taller than him, it seemed.
There were a few pictures with just Avery and her dad and were
tagged ‘Cambridge.’ He assumed it was the college in England
because it looked like some old college with stone buildings in the
background. She had a lot of unusual photographs of just
architecture, some in black and white. Others of flowers or road
signs or an animal on a farm somewhere. She seemed to like taking a
lot of pictures.

They were an active family for being so big.
There were photos from Niagara Falls, New York City, Florida,
Italy, and a lot of them that just looked like their property. But
every one of the photos the family was doing something, either
fishing, shooting bow and arrows, paddling around in rowboats, or
hiking in the woods. There was even a photo of Avery with black
smudges under her cheeks and a tactical helmet on her fair head. It
was tagged, ‘let’s get it on.’ That saying and staring at her pale
blue mysterious eyes that stood out even more from the darkness
under them made something twitch within him. It wasn’t his heart,
either. It was a lot lower.

The photo, however, was simply her and her
siblings playing airsoft in the woods because the next twenty were
of her brothers and sisters, a buttload of them, in black or camo
style tactical gear complete with helmets, knee and elbow guards
and airsoft rifles. Last night when he’d met her, she’d been so
serious. In most of her photographs, she was smiling or laughing
with her mouth open wide, exposing all her teeth and her long neck
arched back with glee. She seemed like a carefree person, shy but
carefree. Tristan clicked her phone off. There was no point even
looking at the photos of someone like Avery Andersson.

“Is your girlfriend not joining you?” Livie
asked a while later when he was finishing his burger.

“She’s not really my girlfriend. Just…a
friend,” he explained, getting a lascivious and very approving grin
from her. She licked her lower lip, letting her tongue piercing be
seen by him. Tristan wasn’t stupid. He knew the effect he had on a
lot of women. Not Avery Andersson, clearly, but a lot of other
women.

“I’ll get your check,” she said and swung
around. There was a pep in her step this time and a swish of her
black ponytail.

He left her a generous tip. Then he asked
about the man last night and the other three who’d behaved the same
way in the last week. He noticed her tank top was a little lower in
the front now, as if she’d pulled it down and pushed up the goods a
little more.

“I don’t know what’s goin’ on,” she said,
wiping down the bar in front of him. “People have been actin’
strange for the last few weeks. My roommate and I were watchin’ the
news the other night, and they said a bunch of people have died
from some weird flu or something. It sounded like it was more
overseas, though.”

“What about the people who’ve been taken out
of here in the past week? Think it was the flu?”

“No, we just seem to draw the local drunks
and the weirdos. Your friend,” she emphasized, “shouldn’t
come in here thinking she’s not gonna get hit on. I’ve seen her and
her friends in here a few times.”

It was more than just being hit on, but
Tristan didn’t correct her because he didn’t want to break their
rapport. “Yeah? Did they ever leave with anyone?”

It had nothing to do with what happened last
night. Tristan just had a sick interest in knowing.

“Nah, they’re all prudes and dick teases if
you ask me. Blondie always draws a crowd of gawkers, though.”

He could understand why.

“A girl like that, men just want to conquer
them, ya’ know?”

“What do you mean?”

“Goody-two-shoes, ivy league, spoiled rich
girl, thinks she’s better than everyone else,” she stated, showing
a certain amount of her own jealousy. “Men want to be the first to
take what she’s obviously still walking around with. She’s
frigid.”

It wasn’t Avery’s fault she was attractive.
And Tristan didn’t get any of those impressions from her.
Obviously, she came from money, but she hadn’t been braggy about
it, hadn’t even mentioned it at all. If he’d been interested in
what the bartender was clearly offering before, he wasn’t now. He
decided to move their conversation back to the point of his
visit.

“What about the other ones? The other people
who were bounced earlier in the week? Your doorman said they’d
already had trouble similar to last night three times in the last
week. You don’t think they were like Steve?”

“I guess they were. Who knows? They probably
all got a bad batch of crack or something. Last year they busted
some drug dealers lacing crack with bath salts and animal
tranquilizer. It’s probably just that shit going around again, ya’
know?”

“Yeah, maybe,” he said and stood, figuring he
wasn’t going to get any other information from her.

“Hey, I get off at eleven tonight,” she
said.

“Bummer, I gotta work the midnight shift
tonight,” he lied, although he had no intention of coming back.
“Maybe another time, though.”

“Hell, yeah,” she swore and wrote her number
on a cocktail napkin and slid it across the bar to him. Tristan
nodded and tried to offer a partial smile.

He left the bar and went to a local coffee
house to use their wifi. Tristan scoured every bit of information
he could find on the web about this flu going around. With it
hitting so many cities and overseas, as well, according to the
bartender, he sure didn’t come up with a lot of information on it.
He logged on to the Army website and searched there, too. In a
chatroom about schools on base where it was mostly moms asking
questions, he found a thread about it. He scrolled down and started
reading the comments and posts.

Most of the comments were about the moms
being worried about the flu season. Then they became more ominous.
One mother said her child was sick. She was looking for more
holistic medicine ideas because nothing the doctor prescribed was
working. Then another mother stated that her son was sick, too, and
so were three other children in his kindergarten class. He tapped
on the second page and kept going. A new mother on the thread
stated that her daughter had died from this flu. The term RF1 was
used. Tristan had not heard this name before.

After that, he found reference after
reference to RF1. He had no idea what that meant or stood for. The
nightmares of these poor mothers seemed to get worse as he went. By
page six, he had to stop. He also tallied up in his head that
eighteen children were dead from this flu. The first post on page
seventeen was from three weeks ago. The last week of August.

When he couldn’t take anymore, Tristan
ordered another coffee and stepped outside for a smoke. The air was
becoming cooler. Before he left base, he looked for his leather
jacket. It was gone. He remembered loaning it to Avery outside the
bar, but he thought she left it in his truck. He’d grabbed a black
hoodie instead, one with a gray American flag on the back.

He finished his smoke and went back in to
retrieve his coffee, leaving a tip for the teenage girl working the
counter. Then he got back on their wifi and looked into this RF1
flu. So much of the information out there was either misleading or
just plain confusing.

Leaving the coffee house, he drove around for
a while and ended up whether consciously or subconsciously on the
road to Avery Andersson’s family property. It was dark as he pulled
off the side of the gravel road at the top of the hill, stopping
way before the closed driveway gate. Their property probably
started somewhere around here, but the home sat far back from the
street. He had an uncanny feeling come over him while he was
driving around the back-country roads that he should check on her.
It was stupid, and he felt even dumber as he sat in his truck
idling it. He wished he could see the house from here, though. That
unlocked, unsafe apartment.

Instead of being a total creeper, Tristan put
it in drive and kept going again all the way back to base. A party
had kicked off at Royce and Spencer’s place. He went to his own
house and grabbed a bottle of beer. Then he scrolled through her
phone again. There were a lot of dude’s phone numbers, but most
were tagged with friend emojis or labeled like: John from church,
Pastor Eustace. It didn’t seem like she had a boyfriend, but
someone named Joshua was in a lot of photos with her, and he had
dark hair, so it wasn’t a brother. He had a sudden need to punch
the guy.

Instead of figuring out who Joshua was or
where he lived, Tristan looked at the photos some more. She seemed
to really like taking pictures but wasn’t in a lot of them. She had
close-ups of a single leaf or flower petal or a section of faded
white fencing that probably was an animal paddock. There were some
tagged ‘Renee’s’ and had horses in them. The girl sure did like
nature and animals.

He watched the twenty-four-hour news channel
on the internet that he followed (definitely not mainstream) while
he consumed a bag of cheese Combos. They were reporting
unprecedented cases of the flu, an unnamed flu without the positive
identity that would link it back to the term RF1. He figured it was
the same one, though. Over a hundred thousand people around Europe
had died from it already. The numbers in Asia were even worse, and
they said that there was no cure or a preventative vaccine yet.
Strange that he was just learning anything about it. It made him
think about what that young deputy had mentioned. Nowhere on the
news or the internet searches he’d performed were there any
mentions of a flu that made people violent. If that guy and the
others didn’t have this weird strain of deadly flu, which had made
people crazy and violent, then what the hell was wrong with
them?


Chapter Eight

She helped out in the babies and toddler room during
both first and second service at church and also stayed after for a
meeting to finish final plans for the church’s annual fall festival
in a few weeks. It was always a lot of fun. The kids loved it.

“Hey, girl,” Renee said and looped her arm
through hers. “Got any plans later?”

“No, just staying in. I need to get a jump on
this project.”

“Boring,” she commented with a sly grin. “Why
don’t we go out and get your phone back from that hot soldier?”

Yesterday Avery had gone to Renee’s apartment
in the next town over and had hung out for a while. Then they’d
gone to town for coffees and pastries and spoiled their dinner
appetites. After, they stopped in at the country western bar and
asked if they’d seen her phone, to which the bartender with all the
piercings and tattoos had told her that she’d given it to her
boyfriend, which she figured out through some questioning that she
meant Tristan.

“No,” she said. “I-I think I’m just gonna buy
a new one.”

“What?” Renee asked loudly and started
laughing. “You are such a chickenshit!”

“Renee!” she scolded and led her more quickly
toward their cars near the back of the church lot. “Good grief.
We’re on church property.”

“So? God knows me. I ain’t perfect. I’m no
sinner, but I’m not an angel, either.” She paused to laugh loudly.
“He knows. He made me this way.”

Avery laughed. Her friend always came up with
funny things like that to atone for doing something bad like
swearing. It was hard to believe she was also homeschooled. Even
more surprising was the fact they were best friends.

“I don’t want to go out there and track him
down and make a big deal out of getting my phone back.”

“But…”

“No!” she said more firmly and toyed with her
car keys. “Besides, stuff…happened. I don’t think I can face
him.”

“Oooh, like what kind of stuff?” she jacked
her eyebrows up twice to insinuate something naughty. “Spill the
tea, girl.”

“What? No, there’s nothing to tell. And it’s
nothing like that,” she stated vehemently. “Get your mind outta’
the gutter. Geesh.”

“Oh,” she said with disappointment. “Too bad.
He’s hot. That’s a waste of that bod. He’s like mega hot. Bet he
has nice abs.”

“Not my type. Like, at all,” she firmly
stated.

“Ave, babe, he’s any woman’s type,”
she corrected as if it were a fact. “I’m gonna order an ultrasound
on you to make sure you have ovaries.”

Avery just rolled her eyes and wrinkled her
nose to further her point. “Anyway, Dad’s leaving tomorrow
afternoon for Hungary…”

“Hungary? What the heck for? He’s always
going.”

“Giving a lecture to a university in
Budapest.”

Renee bobbed her head a few times. “I don’t
know how your parents do it. They never see each other. How the
hell’d they have so many kids? Guess it was quite the reuniting
when they did see each other, huh?”

She elbowed Avery, who blushed and told her
to shut up about her parents and sex. “Ew! Never discuss that
again, thank you.”

Renee laughed, an ornery sound.

“Anyway, they’re taking the kids out for a
big dinner and a movie. Something animated. I figured it’d be a
good time to stay in and get some work done. Besides, I’m still
kind of sore.”

“Aw,” her friend sympathized and touched her
arm gently. “Poor Ave. That sucks. I ever see that weirdo lunatic
in the street, I’m running his ass over.”

“Thanks,” she said.

“Take a bath with some Epsom salts. That’ll
help a lot. And wine. Lots of wine.”

She laughed again, and Avery grinned.

“Take care, babe,” she said. “I’m outta’
here.”

“Hey, why did you want to know if I had
plans? Are you guys going out again?”

“Yeah, I am with Sheba. We’re meeting a few
of those Army studs for dinner in the city.”

The city meant not their town. It meant
Canton or somewhere bigger.

“Ooh-la-la,” she joked. “Hey, wait a minute.
I was gonna be third wheeling it? Renee!”

“I would’ve told them to scrounge up one more
of their friends. I’m not totally insensitive to your plight.”

“My plight?”

“Your lady business and its lack of
attention,” she said with a wicked grin, pointing to Avery’s nether
regions.

“Renee! Gosh!”

Her friend only laughed loudly and kissed her
cheek. “Okay, girl. You go home to your computer and your art
pencils or whatever you do up there. But take a bath. Maybe get a
little drunk. Alcohol has some magically medicinal pain-numbing
abilities.”

“Okay, hippie chick,” she said and
affectionately kissed her friend’s cheek.

“And maybe drunk dial that hot soldier,” she
added.

She waved to her as she got into her little
red sporty car. Then Avery got in her own vehicle and drove
home.

She helped her mother and sisters bake
homemade chocolate chip cookies for the soldiers on the base. Her
mother insisted she pack a separate container just for Tristan,
which she did. She had every intention of faking some sort of
physical ailment- a cold, a sore throat, bad migraine, the plague
or anything tomorrow to get out of having to drive out to the base
to deliver them. However, her mother stated earlier that she had a
full patient schedule tomorrow on her plate, coupled with helping
the children with schoolwork when she was done. Avery started
feeling that very unwelcomed emotion called guilt settling over
her.

They all left around five-thirty for the city
to eat at their favorite Italian mom-and-pop restaurant, Luigi’s,
and then on to a seven-forty-five movie time at the huge cineplex
located at The Strip, a massive shopping area in Canton, the more
expensive and exclusive section called Jackson Township. Avery
wouldn’t trade her apartment above the garage for the finest
mansion up there, not even on one of the golf courses.

She took her friend’s advice and drew a hot
bath with Epsom salts to soothe her aching muscles and sore ribs.
Soaking and listening to classical music sans the wine was a lot
more relaxing than she would’ve guessed. Paired with the novel she
was currently reading about an artist living on Nantucket who fell
in love with a mysterious drifter, she just about nodded off she
was so relaxed. Just as she was stepping out, a knock on the door
downstairs startled her. She stood in silent anticipation a moment.
Then the knocking came again.

“Crap!” she told the empty bathroom and
pulled her pastel blue satin robe around herself. Her hair was
knotted on top of her head.

Avery rushed down the hall, half thinking she
shouldn’t answer the door, and the other half of her brain
wondering if it was a neighbor or something was wrong. She didn’t
know why someone would come to the back of the garage and knock
instead of going to the house. She hesitated a moment before
opening the door. When she did, she gasped with surprise.

“Hey, oh, is this a bad time?” Tristan asked
in the dim lighting that illuminated the pathway and was built into
the deck system above him. She pulled her robe more tightly
closed.

“What are-what are you doing here?”

“I’m sorry. I just thought…I should’ve called
first…oh, wait, yeah, that’s why I came,” he stammered, which for
Tristan, looked like it was a first time ever.

Avery realized it was raining and he was wet,
his hair dripping. She was being rude. Her mother did not tolerate
rudeness, so her years of training in etiquette and good manners
kicked in.

“Would you like to come in and get dried
off?”

“Uh…sure,” he said and stepped past her as
she backed up. “I just brought your phone.”

“You did? Oh, that’s great,” she remarked and
led the way up to her apartment. “Come inside. I’ll get you a
towel. The weather’s been horrible all weekend.”

Why was she discussing the weather? She was
starting to feel like an inexperienced ninny. That wasn’t far from
the truth.

Avery rushed back to the bathroom and brought
him out a towel. “I’m just going to get dressed. Give me a
minute.”

“Sure, no problem,” he said with a nod,
taking the towel from her. “Thanks.”

She looked at the floor and skirted his large
form in her hallway to slip away to the bedroom where she shut the
door and locked it. Then Avery pulled on underclothes, a
cream-colored thin knit turtleneck, matching cable knit fisherman’s
cardigan and gray slacks. Gray wool socks were last. It was chilly
tonight, and although she hadn’t washed her hair, it was still damp
in places. When she went back to the hall, he was gone. She found
him in the living room looking out over the property.

“Would you like something to drink? A coffee
or hot tea?” she offered. He did bring her back her phone, after
all.

“Uh…I just stopped to drop that,” he said,
shoving his hands into the deep front pockets of his baggy jeans,
and nodding to her phone on the counter. “I didn’t mean to come in
and stay.”

“You can wait out this weather for a few
minutes if you like,” she suggested since it was now thundering and
throwing brilliant flashes of lightning across the land.

Tristan looked like he wanted to bolt. “I
stopped at the bar yesterday.”

Okay, so he was staying? She wasn’t sure.
She’d never even had a man in her apartment. Other than her many
brothers, of course. She went into the kitchen and set her coffee
maker to brew enough for two mugs of coffee.

“I did, too,” she said.

“You did?” he asked, coming into the kitchen
space with her as she set out cream and the small sugar dispenser
for their coffees.

“Yes, I went there to see if they had my
phone,” she told him. “The bartender said she gave it to you
already.”

“Oh, then I guess it’s a good thing I wasn’t
planning on keeping it,” he joked.

She shrugged nervously. What was it about him
that made her so wary? Every warning signal in her body triggered
when he was around. He hadn’t done anything to warrant such a
response, though. In fact, he’d come to her aid, had taken her all
the way to the city to a hospital, then had driven her home. Then
he’d got her phone back for her, and instead of scrolling through
her contacts to tell one of her friends to come and get it, here he
was in her apartment hand delivering it. She was starting to feel a
little guilty for her hesitancy around him.

“Thank you so much for returning it to me,”
she remarked as the coffee machine began percolating. Then she
heard the first notes of Chopin’s Nocturne Number Nine
coming over the sound system, which was built into every room and
had controls to turn it down or section it off to just certain
rooms. When she was home alone, which was basically all the time,
she let it fill the whole apartment with sound. “Oh, gosh. Let me
turn that off.”

“No, it’s cool,” he said.

“Are you sure?” Avery asked and touched the
screen on the wall to lower the decibel. He nodded. She watched,
fascinated at his comfort level as he took down two white mugs from
the glass front cabinet over the coffee machine. She slowly
approached him again.

“How do you take yours?” he asked. “No, let
me guess.”

“Okay,” she agreed with a crooked grin.

“Cream and sugar, extra sugar, extra cream,”
he said with a tilted head and a smirk.

Avery frowned. “Yes.”

“Yeah, I figured.”

What did that mean? She hated admitting she
took her coffee that way. It seemed like he was mocking her. He
just nodded and added both ingredients to her mug. Then he poured
coffee into both mugs from the carafe and handed hers to her. She
accepted it but wished she hadn’t made it at all. “Thank you.”

He strolled casually toward the wall of glass
again and looked out. “You like living here? On your parents’
property?”

“Um, yes, very much,” she said.

“Don’t want to move away, get a place
somewhere on your own?”

Another insult. “No, why would I? I have a
place of my own. This allows me to save most of the money I earn,
too. In a few years, I’ll be able to buy a home for cash.”

“This is awfully big for one person,” he
gestured around.

“It was an unused space before, just
storage,” she explained, not sure why she was doing so. “My father
loves architecture. I was ready to move out, start my career…”

“Your career? You’re nineteen. Shouldn’t you
just be in college, going to frat parties, getting drunk and dating
boys on the lacrosse team and all that?”

She wrinkled her nose and shook her head.
“No, I’m not really into that scene.”

“How do you know?”

Her feathers were feeling ruffled. “Because
I’m just not. Besides, I did go to college.”

“Didn’t like it?”

“No, I did. I took online courses for almost
three years. I didn’t feel I needed a full degree. I took what I
needed to work in the field I enjoy.”

“And what field is that?”

“Graphic design,” she answered and got a
confused look from him. “I design websites or redesign them. I use
original designs that can’t be mimicked. I work on ad campaigns,
too, but those aren’t quite as interesting most of the time. I like
visual art, challenging the perspectives and perceptions people
have on the traditional. I use a lot of my own photography, photos
I’ve taken and copyrighted.”

“You like photography,” he stated more than
questioned, which was a strange way of putting it.

“Yes, very much so,” she admitted.

“Are you one of those people who likes taking
pictures but doesn’t like having theirs taken?”

She bristled. “Maybe.”

He nodded slowly as if he were assessing her.
Avery didn’t like that.

“Do you play that?” he asked, confusing her
at the change of subject.

She looked behind her at her cello standing
in the corner and nodded. “Yes, we all play instruments. Music is
important to my family.”

She watched as he also assessed the room,
turning and sipping his coffee, his eyes roaming. They returned to
settle on her. Avery squirmed and cupped her hand over the back of
her bare neck. Her skin was still damp under her clothing.

“No t.v.?”

“No,” she answered plainly.

“At all?”

“No, none at all. None in my parents’ home,
either. They don’t believe in watching television.”

“They don’t…” he repeated with surprise in
his voice and then stopped. “Hm.”

“It’s not good for your mind,” she stated,
defending their choices, feeling judged again. She was used to
this, people’s judgment of her family’s lifestyle choices.

“You got that right,” he agreed. “So, no t.v.
means no video games, either.” She shook her head. He took a step
closer. She backed up one. “Then what do you do for fun?”

He was grinning in a funny way that made
Avery wonder what he meant by that.

“We go outside. My mother encourages us to
spend as much time as possible outdoors. We go for hikes and…things
like that.”

“What about in the winter?”

“We all read a lot, also still go outside.
There’s a pond at the bottom of our property, a runoff from a
stream. We ice skate on it. We sled ride on our neighbor’s farm. We
still go for long walks. It’s good for the mind being
outdoors.”

“I’d have to agree with that,” he said.

“Do you like going outside and doing things,
too?”

“Like playing?” he asked, the corner of his
mouth twitching as if he wanted to smile. He didn’t smile, though.
She didn’t remember him smiling at the bar, either. Perhaps that
was why she was so leery of him. It wasn’t just that he was so
dark; he was also serious all the time.

“Playing?” she croaked, her voice cracking.
Why did that sound so sexual when he said it? Everything about him
seemed sexual. His muscles, the tattoos, the darkness within him,
the severity of his stare. “Uh…sure?”

He didn’t answer but stared up at the
ceiling. “Nice beams. This place has really interesting
architecture. I’ve seen stuff like this before.”

“Really? Where?” she asked, engaging in
conversation again since he didn’t continue with the talk of
‘playing.’ She had a strange feeling Tristan didn’t mean some of
these comments the same way she did. Her cheeks were turning pink.
She could feel them heating up. Avery took a sip of her coffee to
cool them. If he noticed her blushing, he’d think she was
weird.

“A few places in Croatia. They use a lot of
wood in their ceiling architecture, too. The old places. Most of
the walls are stone, though.”

“Why were you in Croatia?”

He glanced at her but didn’t answer. Perhaps
it was for a military thing he couldn’t discuss, so she let it
drop.

“If you don’t watch t.v., then how do you get
your news?”

He sure did jump topics a lot. She indicated
the flat media screen on the wall again. It was a ten-inch touchpad
that controlled the heating and cooling system as well as the sound
system and lighting for the automatic bulbs. “The radio. There’s no
lack of sources to obtain the news. It doesn’t just need to come
from the television. Most of the news on the television is lies
anyway.”

“How do you know that if you don’t watch
it?”

She tilted her head to the side with
irritation, “Just because I don’t watch it at home doesn’t mean
I’ve never seen it. My friends all have televisions. I’ve seen the
news channels. They don’t just report stories; they give their
opinions, too. That’s not news. That’s trying to convince, to
persuade. We’re not a jury listening to the closing statements of a
trial lawyer. We just need the basic facts so that we can form our
own opinions. But they don’t want that. They want to tell us what
to think.”

He was quiet for a few moments, which made
Avery fidget again. “I suppose that’s true. I’ve never really
thought of it that way, but you’re right. I’m used to people
telling me what to do and how to think.”

Outside, it thundered hard enough to rattle
the windows. Lightning struck closer, illuminating the living room,
which was only lit with low-level bulbs already dimmed down. She
should’ve adjusted that when he came in. Avery liked the lighting
dim, so she never turned the recessed lighting up all the way. Now
the lightning lit the whole room with a silvery haze, which flashed
across Tristan’s face. It made him seem even more sinister.

“You don’t seem like the sort of man who
would allow anyone to tell him either,” she commented.

Tristan walked over closer until less than a
foot of empty space stood between them. He was a lot taller than
her at five-feet-five inches. He was definitely over six feet.

“No?”

Lightning struck again, which caused his blue
eyes to glow momentarily. Avery looked down at her coffee, then
back up at him. He was outright staring, which made her
uncomfortable. A lot about Tristan made her uncomfortable. And then
a floodgate of memories opened up, which caused her cheeks to
burn.

“Um…about the other night,” she said and
turned to walk to the kitchen sink for a respite from his stare.
She dumped the remainder of her coffee and ran water in her mug.
When she turned around, she ran into Tristan’s wide chest. “Oh,
sorry!”

He just stepped to the side and reached
around her to set his own mug in the sink. Avery backed up until
her bottom bumped into the lower cupboards of the island
overlooking the living area.

She started over, “The other night. I’m so
sorry if I was behaving strangely or…um, I don’t know. Weird? I
don’t remember much actually. I just have this strange feeling I
should apologize.”

“That’s not a problem,” Tristan said and
leaned back against the skirted copper sink. He crossed his arms
over his chest, which made them seem even more imposing. He was
wearing another t-shirt, this one white with red poppies scattered
on the front and the poem “In Flanders Field” scrolled over them.
She knew the WWI reference. His tattoos were on full display. Even
they seemed intimidating.

“No, really,” she said nervously and toyed
with her fingers in front of her. “I don’t remember what I said,
but somehow I…um, well, I woke up upstairs…”

“In your teepee?” he said in a teasing tone
but still did not smile.

“Yes,” she said and covered her face with
both hands. Oh, geesh. This was so embarrassing. Why didn’t she
just take her phone at the door and tell him thank you and send him
on his way?

“I know,” he remarked.

She felt his thick fingers grip her wrists
and pull them away from her face. He was close again, but this time
Avery couldn’t back up. She already had the counter against her
back.

“You were pretty excited to show me your
teepee,” he said.

“Ohhh!” she exclaimed and covered her face
again.

Again, his hands folded around her wrists and
pulled them down.

“It was pretty nice,” he commented. “As far
as teepees go, I assume.”

“No!” she declared with a laugh. “Stop! This
is too much. I’m so embarrassed.”

“You invited me to sit in it with you,” he
stated, and this time she could tell he was messing with her with
factual points that were totally humiliating. She yanked free since
he was still holding her wrists and smashed her hands over her
eyes. “That was pretty nice of you. I’ve never been invited into
anyone’s teepee before.”

“Noooo! I did? Oh, this is so
embarrassing.”

“I especially liked the little twinkly
lights,” he teased.

“Oh, no! Please stop talking!” she pleaded.
“No more!”

She thought she heard him chuckle once. “Oh,
there’s more all right.”

“No, please.” She couldn’t even look at
him.

“You invited me to come back another
time.”

“I did?” she asked, lowering her hands.
That’s good. At least that part wasn’t embarrassing. Misleading
maybe, but not rude. It showed good manners.

“To play in the woods,” he said with a smirk
of self-satisfaction.

“What? No!” her hands automatically covered
her face this time. He would have none of it, though. This time
when she jerked free, Tristan tightened his grip.

“Hide and seek to be more specific,” he
said.

“Oh, God,” she moaned, taking the Lord’s name
in vain. He’d understand. This was truly the depths of
humiliation.

“With the kids,” he said.

“No more, please. I beg you,” she
pleaded.

He laughed. He actually threw his head back
and laughed, a loud, throaty sound. He had beautiful, straight, and
very bright white teeth that stood out against his dark stubble.
Beautiful teeth? What in the world?

“I’m so glad my pure and utter shame amuses
you,” she commented while trying to seem angry.

“It’s entertaining I must admit,” he said,
sobering. “I’ve never had anyone offer to ‘play’ with me. Well, not
since I was about eight.”

She attempted to slug his chest but wasn’t
able to succeed because he was still holding her wrists. Tristan’s
gaze became hooded as he held her wrist in his thumb and forefinger
and kept it pressed against his chest. He immediately released her
and stepped back.

“My humiliation could not be more thorough, I
assure you,” she stated.

“Don’t do drugs,” he warned.

She scoffed, “I guess so.”

He looked around one last time, his dark gaze
falling on anything but her. Then he announced, “I should go.
Thanks for the coffee. Raincheck on the hide and seek offer.”

She blushed and shook her head.

“Okay, yes, I should work,” she said, feeling
stupid.

She slipped on her loafers and walked him
down.

“Oh, wait,” she remembered. “I have something
for you. Well, for you and your friends. Um, can you follow me to
the house? I’ll give it to you there.”

His heavy left eyebrow shot up
inquisitively.

“It’s not a dead toad or something. I
promise,” she explained, watching the barest hint of a lopsided
grin form on his mouth.

“Okay, teepee girl,” he said as she retrieved
an umbrella. “Lead the way.”

This was going to kill two birds with one
stone. She wouldn’t have to go to the base tomorrow, and she
wouldn’t have to see Tristan ever again. It was the perfect
plan.


Chapter Nine

Tristan held the umbrella, which they shared per her
insistence, but he mostly held it over her and fast walked the
short distance to her parents’ house.

“Come on in,” she offered.

“That’s okay,” he said. “I can wait out
here.”

“No, come in,” she insisted again and kept
going forward into the wide foyer, expecting him to follow.

Tristan did so and set the umbrella in a
copper umbrella stand near the entry door so that it didn’t drip
everywhere. He’d seen the inside of Dr. Andersson’s office, but it
was mostly a wall of glass and the rest built-in bookcases full of
medical journals and books on psychology. This part of the house
was nothing short of a glass-enclosed ranch-style mansion from the
1960s or something similar. The entryway contained built-in bench
seating where people could put on their shoes, and hooks for coats
and scarves. The space was two stories high with an interesting
chandelier with gold globes that gave off a nice, warm glow. The
home was huge, too, with a long layout and massive kitchen straight
ahead, which was where she went. He followed and stole quick
glances around at the amazing home.

“It’s just in here,” she said, disappearing
into another room.

Tristan waited a moment, taking in the long,
extremely long, table where they probably dined. The lighting
fixtures over the table were obviously something custom made, more
like white fabric covered large spheres that gave off a soft
ambient glow. He stepped all the way into the kitchen, which was
designed very similarly to Avery’s with the same woodwork, cupboard
style, and color scheme in the granite countertops and backsplash.
There were two sinks, one in the peninsula, which must’ve been
fourteen feet long, facing the dining and living areas, and one
closer to the refrigerator against the back wall where the cooktop
was also located. Built-in double ovens were next to the cooktop.
The peninsula didn’t have overhead cupboards to block the view of
the rest of this wing of the house. Everything was well thought out
and executed with unusual, high-end materials.

He could see the living room, which was two
steps down in a sunken style and slightly to the left of the dining
area straight across from the kitchen. The furniture looked
comfortable and was, surprisingly enough with so many children,
done in off-white tones and cotton fabrics with two additional, tan
leather sofas, as well. The walls and ceilings were either wood or
glass, which gave it a vintage vibe but also a Scandinavian
quality. The wall of glass and what appeared to be sliding pocket
glass doors beyond the living room led out to a patio where lush
vegetation grew. He could only see a little bit of it with the
landscaping lights on outside, but Tristan imagined it was quite
spectacular during the day. From his seat on Dr. Andersson’s
therapy sofa in her office, he could see the other side of the
yard, which was full of landscaping and old trees and a hammock on
a wooden base under a tree. The place with all its windows and wood
and green outdoor space was the epitome of Zen tranquility.

“Tristan?” she called from the other
room.

“Yeah, coming,” he called back and went in
the direction he’d seen her go.

He turned to the left and ended up facing a
long hallway with quite a few doors. There was light spilling into
the hall from halfway down. When he reached the open doorway,
Tristan found her in a pantry room holding plastic storage
containers.

“Here, could you help?” she requested.

“Sure,” he answered, rushing forward and
taking all six boxes. They were rectangular, around ten inches wide
by thirteen inches long with lids. “What is all this?”

“It’s for you,” she said. “Well, this one’s
for you.”

She showed him a smaller box that was
cardboard wrapped with a green ribbon and topped with a
coordinating bow.

“You got me a gift?”

“No, well, yes. Sort of.”

He stared down at her, at the way her cheeks
flushed so easily.

“They’re cookies,” she explained and picked
two more containers off the shelf.

“Cookies,” he repeated.

“Yes, for helping me,” she said. “The other
night. With…you know, everything. My mother and my sisters and I
bake cookies once a month and deliver them to your base. Just to
show our support and because I’m sure most of the men and
women…”

“Men. No women. Not an integrated base.”

“Oh, I didn’t know that. Anyway, we bake them
homemade for the men there since they’re probably all far from
home.”

“Wait a minute. Your mom’s the cookie lady?
That’s legendary shit right there. I haven’t had any yet, but boy,
do they talk about the cookie lady. It’s the best day of the month,
according to the guys.” He smirked.

She laughed. “Really? Oh, that’s funny.”

“Wow, that’s really…” he didn’t have the
words but went with, “nice.”

She took a deep breath and shrugged. When she
exhaled, it was shaky for some reason.

“Okay, this is it,” she said, indicating they
should leave. “I was going to bring them out to the base tomorrow,
but you just saved me a trip.”

“Oh, okay, sure,” he returned and walked out
first since he was blocking her exit. Maybe that’s why she seemed
edgy. He could tell she wasn’t comfortable around him and actually
probably didn’t like him, either, if he was being honest with
himself. He turned and said, “I can get the lights.”

“They turn off automatically once the door is
closed,” she explained and then demonstrated it.

“Cool,” he remarked.

She shrugged one shoulder this time. “With
eight kids, the electric bill could be very costly with everyone
leaving on lights all the time. My father believes in efficiency,
so he had a lot of the lighting done this way.”

“Like the hallway at your place,” he
remembered. “This house is like a bigger version of your
place.”

“Yes, my father’s influence,” she told him
again. “He had the home designed and built custom and wanted the
barn to match and flow with consistency. Then when I told him I
wanted to move out, he suggested we renovate the top of the barn to
accommodate my needs instead.”

“Is that what you wanted?”

She shrugged, something he was picking up on
as a nervous habit.

“I suppose so. It made the most sense. I
don’t have to pay rent. I just pay my own portion of the utilities
and save the rest.”

“Sounds like a sweet deal.”

She chuckled softly. “Yes, unless you count
the lack of privacy.”

“True.”

“But we’re a close family…”

He nodded, “I gathered as much.”

Outside, thunder cracked again, this time
seeming like it was rattling the whole house under his feet.

“Oh, boy,” she lamented. “This storm seems
like it’s getting worse instead of better.”

“Yeah,” he agreed. “It’s been a while since I
lived in Ohio. I forgot how bad the weather can turn.”

“Where have you been living?” she asked as
they entered the kitchen again where she deposited her boxes on the
countertop of the peninsula. He followed suit and set his there,
too. Beyond the dining area, he could see some sort of atrium, a
smaller room that was completely enclosed by glass and had black
steel window and door frames. He noticed that most of the windows
in her apartment were like that, too. He didn’t know as much as her
father about architecture, but he knew enough to know that those
were custom windows and custom meant expensive.

“All over. Wherever the Army wants me.”

“That must get terribly lonely,” she
sympathized with sad, understanding eyes.

She didn’t understand at all, actually. This
was a choice, his choice. He wanted this life. Even the solitude
and loneliness. There were always plenty of women when he went on
leave in any country in the world where he and his buddies in his
unit would vacation for a weekend here or there who were willing to
fill that void for the night. Anything more that was promised
would’ve been a lie. They knew what they were signing up for. He
wasn’t a romance and commitment kind of person anyway. Marriage
wasn’t ever in his future. He’d never do that, not to a woman who
would be under a cloud of deception that she could change him, fix
him, or make him settle down. He saw what marriage looked like. It
wasn’t beautiful like in the movies. That was all fairytale,
happily ever after bullshit. It didn’t really exist.

“I like it,” he said. “I’m not
complaining.”

“Still, being alone all the time would be
hard.”

He hit her with a direct gaze, “I’d think
you’d want that, at least every once in a while. Seven siblings?
Man.”

She smiled gaily, fondly thinking of them.
“They’re not so bad most of the time. We didn’t go to public
school, so we all became each other’s best friends.”

“Guess that makes sense,” he said, staring at
her. Damn, she was gorgeous. He obviously interrupted her getting
out of the shower or something, and she wasn’t wearing makeup but
was still gorgeous. Her eyelashes were so dark, though, that it
made her look like she was wearing black eyeliner or whatever women
used to look like that. Against the pale, silvery blue of her eyes,
her dark eyelashes really stood out. Tristan caught himself staring
too long, so he blurted the first thing that came to mind in order
to stop gawking. “I talked to the sheriff.”

“What? You did?”

“Yeah, I would’ve called and told you, but…”
he said, reminding her that she didn’t have her phone.

“Oh, right. Yes. Kind of hard to call someone
when you’ve got their phone on you.”

“And I wouldn’t have had your number,” he
hinted. There was a long pause as she pondered his words. When it
kicked in, he followed up with, “Or would I?”

She cleared her voice and asked in a higher
pitch, “What did the sheriff say?”

She was cute when she was being evasive and
nervous. Or maybe just polite. Maybe she didn’t want to hurt his
feelings by telling him there was no way in hell she would have
given him her phone number. Not in a million years. Not if he were
the last man on earth. Probably not even then.

He offered a small grin before telling her
that the sheriff wasn’t saying anything, but his deputy sang like a
canary. Tristan repeated his conversation with the young
deputy.

“Why the secrecy?” she questioned when he was
done.

Her eyebrows were a pale tan color, and there
was a light splattering of matching freckles across her nose. Her
lips were full and smooth. Not in a million years if he were the
last man on earth and didn’t have a shady past.

“Dunno. I found that odd, too,” he agreed.
Then he told her the information he’d found out about the strange
flu, the casualty count from it, and how the young deputy thought
“Steve” the nice guy turned raging psychopath had it, as well. None
of it added up in his mind, but he wondered if she’d be able to
piece anything together, something that he missed.

“That is odd, indeed,” she finally remarked,
using his phrasing. Then she walked around to the other side of the
peninsula and motioned for him to follow. He passed through an area
that contained a wall of photographs. In one of the photos taken
more recently, it was just Avery. She was wearing a short, pale
blue dress and matching cardigan and was surrounded by children she
was reading to. There were too many for them to be her siblings,
and they all looked just slightly older than toddlers. She was
holding a book. Her face was lit up with joy, a huge smile
plastered on her mouth.

“Where’s your family?” he asked.

She said over her shoulder, “My father’s
leaving in the morning for Hungary, so they took the children out
to dinner and a movie.”

Tristan thought about that for a minute
before sighing with frustration.

“You…you shouldn’t really tell strange men
that you’re all alone out here in the middle of nowhere and that
your family’s gone for the whole evening and your dad’s leaving
town tomorrow for another country.”

She turned abruptly, and he almost ran her
down. Avery plunked her hands on her slim hips and blasted him with
a confused and angry expression.

“You asked me! If you think I shouldn’t tell
you things like that, then why did you ask me?”

“Yeah, well, you shouldn’t just up and
volunteer that much. You don’t even know me. I could be a serial
killer or something.”

She cocked her head to the side in a jaunty
manner and squinted one eye at him. “A serial killer who saved me
from a person who clearly was deranged?”

“According to his friend, the deputy, he
wasn’t deranged, never did anything like that before.”

“Interesting,” she said, turning around and
walking again. “Let’s check this out online.”

There was a laptop at a small built-in desk
in another hallway that was wider than the one with the cookie
cave. He wanted a secret cookie cave in his retirement house. As he
drew closer, he saw two more stations with computers just like this
one.

“We take a lot of college classes and do a
lot studying and research online,” she explained, picking up on his
questioning look, and pulled out a chair for him beside the one she
was planning on using. “Sit. Let’s see what’s out there about
this.”

Reluctantly, he sat down. He felt like he
shouldn’t even be at her house, but Tristan sat quietly while she
typed away, her long, tapered nails painted a pale pink clicking on
the keys.

“When I looked around on the web, I found a
few chatrooms where moms were talking about their sick kids but not
much else. If the government knows what’s going on, they’re
covering it up. On an alternative news site, they’re saying
hundreds of thousands have died from this.”

“Hundreds of thousands?” she asked on a
gasp.

“Yeah,” he confirmed as she continued to
type. He paused a moment before saying what he needed to say. “You
know I’m one of your mother’s patients, right?”

She squirmed in her seat before offering him
a sidelong glance full of trepidation.

“Yes, I saw you that day coming out of her
office, of course,” she said. “I figured you didn’t remember
me.”

“I’d have to have something wrong with me not
to,” he mumbled.

She didn’t reply to that, just scooted her
bottom forward on her chair.

“Pay attention,” she ordered with pluck and
pointed at the screen.

He had to drag his gaze from her profile. “I
am. What’d you find?”

“There’s a video on this site. I don’t know.
This looks sketchy. Think it could be a virus?”

He was watching her keenly. She chewed her
thumbnail with indecision and bobbed her head side to side as if
weighing whether or not to click on the link. She reached up and
pulled a clip from her hair, letting it fall down her back in loose
waves. Avery looked directly at him. She smelled good.

“Well? Do you? Should we click?”

Tristan reached past her and picked up a tiny
ceramic chicken. She took it from him and set it back down. He
noticed she was careful not to touch him.

“Don’t get sidetracked,” she scolded.

Tristan hadn’t been reprimanded since he was
a little kid. She seemed quite at ease doing so repeatedly.

“Ready?” she asked but immediately turned and
clicked on the link without waiting for him to answer one way or
the other.

The video started out with some strange
looking dude spouting off about government conspiracy theories and
manmade, engineered viruses meant to be used as biological warfare
against other countries. They watched about ten minutes until he
introduced a guest, a person who wouldn’t be filmed and was
supposedly a recently fired healthcare worker. Her voice was
slightly altered to further conceal her identity.

“And you were a researcher at…” the video did
a long beep to cover the name of the hospital or facility. She
answered that she was. “And you say the cases of RF1 here in the
United States has more than quadrupled in the past two weeks?”

“Yes, sir,” she stated. “Nearly forty
thousand that I know of.”

“What’s RF1?” Avery asked, pressing
pause.

“That’s what they’re calling that flu I was
telling you about,” Tristan told her and got a single nod before
she started the video once more.

“…and we’ve already had twenty thousand
deaths reported in Africa,” the woman on the screen was saying. “In
my field of research in infectious disease, there hasn’t been any
cure. Antibiotics aren’t working. Neither are the antivirals. The
fevers spike so high the patients are suffering permanent brain
damage. It seems to be affecting children worse. The survival rates
we’re seeing in children is below twenty-five percent.”

Avery gasped delicately. “Oh, my goodness.
That’s…”

She didn’t finish, just shook her head and
pressed her thin fingertips to her lips.

“…in the United States, as many as four
thousand deaths have been reported…” the woman said but was cut
off.

“Wait a minute,” the host said. “Nowhere is
there a record of that. I looked before you came on today.”

“They don’t want people to start panicking,”
his guest said with confidence. “Imagine if everyone knew that
people were dropping every minute around the globe from this and
will be doing the same here soon. They’d never send their children
to school. They wouldn’t go to work. The country would effectively
be shut down in a matter of days.”

“Can this be true?” Avery asked with
frightened eyes that caged and held Tristan in a speechless state.
“Surely not. Surely this is wrong. We would’ve heard of something
this terrible. This is the first time I’m hearing anything about
this.”

“The guy at the bar was sick,” he said.
“He…wasn’t right. And the cops know what’s going on. That deputy
kid said so. They were given strict instructions on how to handle
it, too.”

“Did they take him to a hospital?” she asked.
“Maybe we could see him. You know, just to…see. Maybe we’re blowing
things out of proportion. It was really dark in that bar.”

“He was sick and…” Tristan said, stopping
mid-sentence. He couldn’t find the right words to describe him.
“Fucked up.”

She flinched at his description. Avery looked
back at the computer screen instead and tapped the play button
again.

“…and you say the virus has mutated?” the
host asked.

“Yes, sir,” she answered. “It was an
accident. They didn’t mean for this to happen. In all likelihood,
it mutated to preserve itself. Think about it. If someone were
trying to annihilate you, you’d do everything you could to stop it
from happening. That’s what the virus did. It mutated. They’re
calling the mutation RF2.”

“And is the mortality rate the same?”

“We’re not sure yet. What we do know is that
the patients become extremely violent, act irrationally, if you
will. They lose basic cognitive functions like speech and clear
vision.”

The video stopped abruptly, and a message
popped up, Video Has Been Removed Due to Inappropriate Content
Upload.

“What?” Avery asked. “What the heck happened?
Where’d it go?”

“That just got flagged. It’s time stamped
right now, or one minute ago as being updated.”

“Updated? You mean removed.”

“Guess so,” he agreed.

“Tristan,” she said his name, causing him to
stare hard at her. Something about her using his name made his guts
twist. She swiveled in her wooden seat, bringing her leg up under
her to face him better. “Do you think this stuff is true? I mean,
if it is, this is…this is…”

She was getting ready to go into full
meltdown mode. He could tell.

“Nah, probably not,” he said. “Probably just
some crackpots on the internet drumming shit up for attention.”

“She said people are dying from this and…and
going crazy. What if that man, Steven or Steve or whatever his name
was, had this? He had his hands all over me. You were touching him,
too. What if we get it? We could…”

“Calm down,” he said in a soothing manner,
which didn’t help at all.

“Calm down? Tens of thousands of people
worldwide are dead, Tristan,” she stated. “Something is off about
this whole thing. They hauled that man away. They didn’t even want
to talk to me about it, or you. I mean, you nearly killed him.”

“I didn’t…”

“And I could get the kids sick,” she went on
a bit of a hysterical rant. Then she stood up and paced up and down
the hall, causing the lights to turn on and off as she went. It was
so creepy but apparently didn’t faze her in the least because she
was used to it.

“Hey, easy,” he said, chasing her down and
gripping her upper shoulders to stop her pacing. She was already so
fidgety anyway. Her eyes darted up to meet his. “Why don’t you just
get some rest tonight? I’ll check into this more tomorrow. Want me
to text you what I find out?”

She nodded shakily and tried to step away
from him. Tristan let his hands fall. Then he stuffed them into his
jeans pockets. Her eyes were roaming over his tattoos. She
looked…he couldn’t put his finger on it. Maybe disgusted. Not in
ten million years and even if he didn’t have tats.

“Look, I’m gonna head out. Want me to walk
you back to your apartment?”

She shook her head, so Tristan went to the
kitchen again. There was so much about this whole situation that
was bothering him, but she didn’t seem like the kind of person who
could handle something of this magnitude. Avery was feisty but also
a little fragile and definitely very sheltered.

He gathered his cookies. She insisted on
placing all the containers in a reusable shopping bag. It was huge
and held all the boxes and containers easily. To feed so many kids,
they probably had to buy everything in bulk, thus the giant
reusable bag.

“Is it too heavy?” she asked with concern. “I
could split it…”

“No, it’s fine,” he said, trying not to laugh
at her. A few boxes of cookies too heavy? At the door, he turned to
her and said without even thinking first, “Lock this when I
leave.”

Her icy blue gaze jumped up to his, and she
pulled her hands through the ends of her sweater sleeves and
grasped the hem. Then she hugged herself around the middle as if
she were cold.

“Yes, okay,” she said agreeably.

“I’ll text you,” he offered again.

She nodded, and Tristan left. He jogged
through the rain and got into his truck. Even parked up by the barn
in the driveway near the woods with trees concealing part of their
house, he could see her standing at the front door still. She was
backlit like a candle in the darkness that had consumed the rest of
the countryside. A house like that with all that glass, it just
didn’t seem safe. He was going to worry all night about her.


 


On the internet news feeds, the government
was telling people to evacuate the big cities and go to one of the
temporary military bases they’d set up to handle everything. The
footage was horrific. People fighting in the streets. The sick
being hauled away in military vehicles. It seemed more like a
bizarre nightmare than the truth. This couldn’t be America. Surely
this was a bad dream and she’d wake up soon and everything would be
fine and everyone would be safe and healthy. Just because she
wanted it to be true, didn’t mean it could be.

The camera angle showed a mother and her
young daughter riding in the bed of a huge, military truck huddled
together under a blanket for warmth. She wondered where they were
being taken. They wanted to evacuate cities. They told people to
get out, flee, take what they could with them and leave. They
weren’t telling people who already were out, people who already
lived in the country, what to do. They weren’t telling the city
people fleeing to the country that it wasn’t safe there, either.
Why were they lying to everyone?


Chapter Ten

Before her father left for his flight, Avery sat
down with both her parents the next morning. She didn’t want to
talk about it in front of the kids, but she wanted to know what
they’d heard about this flu. Her father told her that he’d seen a
little footage in the airport waiting for his flight home last
week. Her mother said she’d heard about it on the radio driving to
town the other day. Neither seemed worried, though. They assured
her that their family’s limited interaction with people in the more
populated cities also limited their possibility of getting sick.
The last child who was sick was Faith, and that was three years ago
when she’d contracted Chicken Pox. They assured her it was nothing
to fear. They both also warned her not to believe everything she
saw on the internet.

Avery didn’t go into detail about her attack
at the bar still. She didn’t want to scare them or have her father
take her to the doctor again. Instead, she helped her mother make a
big breakfast so they could eat together before he had to go. The
children filed in one by one and also pitched in helping. They had
a noisy but nice breakfast together before he had to get ready to
leave.

After he kissed everyone goodbye, her father
kissed her mother in the foyer for a long time, each whispering,
her mother occasionally laughing. Then he left out the drive in his
sleek black Mercedes and beeped the horn once like he always
did.

“You should get ready and take those cookies
to the base,” her mother stated. “Kaia could go with you.”

“Oh, that won’t be necessary,” she
explained.

“No?”

“Um, Tristan stopped here last evening to
give me back my phone. Turns out they found it at the bar and gave
it to him to give to me.”

“That was nice of him,” her mother commented.
“And you, in turn, gave him the cookies?”

“Yes, ma’am,” she answered as she wiped down
the countertop. “I didn’t want to have to go out there. I-I don’t
really like that guy.”

“Avery,” Ophelia said, wanting her attention.
Avery turned to face her mother. “I don’t want you getting involved
romantically with one of my patients. That would be unethical. I
wouldn’t be able to treat Tristan any longer.”

She snorted and scoffed dramatically. “No
way. I just said I don’t like him. He’s not my type.”

“You have a type? I would think you’d have to
actually go on more than the three or four dates you’ve been on
with men to develop an affinity for one sort or another.”

“I’m not interested in him. He’s…he’s…hm,
he’s got a lot of tattoos.”

Her mother laughed gaily, confusing
Avery.

“What?” she asked.

“That would be a deciding factor as to
whether or not you’d be attracted to someone, Avery?”

“Of course,” she said, wrinkling her nose.
“They’re gross.”

Ophelia laughed again, this time more gently
and reached out to stroke Avery’s hair back from her forehead.

“Oh, my love,” she said on a soft sigh. “So
young. So much to learn still.”

With that, Ophelia left the kitchen and went
to the hallway where Abraham and Kaia were doing their schoolwork.
Avery was left to stand there wondering what her mother just meant.
She felt genuinely confused.

She worked for the remainder of the day on
sketches and uploaded them into her system as her siblings did
their school, and her mother saw patients. Her mind kept wandering
to that night at the bar. Mostly it did so because every time she
leaned against her drafting table, the pain of her bruised ribs
bumping it caused her to jump. That man had been so insane.

As she was finishing the final draft of the
new brochure that would explain to patients their hospital of
choice, The Cleveland Clinic, Canton location, she kept thinking
about that man’s garbled speech. Avery printed the brochure, front
and back sides, took it off the printer and tacked it onto the
magnetic strip of her drafting table. She leaned against her
stool’s flexible backrest and clasped her hands behind her head,
interlinking her fingers and studying the final product. She
swiveled her stool to snatch a green sticky strip of paper from
behind her on the desk. She pressed it against the glossy copy. All
in all, she was happy with it. The other three beside it had
varying shades of sticky post-its attached to them, all with their
own meaning. This design was the finished, cleaned up version of
the one she’d taken in with her when she’d given her proposal
presentation. She was fairly confident they’d like this version
even better.

Avery arched her back and winced. Again, her
ribs pinched. Her arm was sore, too. She couldn’t stop her mind
from lingering on that night.

Instead of dwelling on it, she began drawing
a new design, something that would be eye-catching yet conservative
for what would become the front page of the hospital’s revised and
updated website. When she uploaded this image, she could manipulate
it, make it move, or fade in or out, or swirl. She wasn’t sure what
it would be yet. She never did until the design came to life under
her fingertips.

Avery took a break a few hours later and made
herself a coffee. While she waited for it to brew her single cup
serving, complete with froth, she noticed the two mugs from last
night in her sink. It was strange, a little surreal, seeing someone
else’s mug next to hers. Other than her girlfriends, nobody had
ever been up here. And now Tristan had. Twice. Once when she was
out of it from the pain medication the doctor insisted on at the
hospital that was clearly too strong for her. And the second time
when she’d been nearly naked in only a silk robe. Her life could
not possibly get more embarrassing right now.

It bothered her, his cup in her sink, so she
washed them both and put them away where they belonged. Then she
took her mug of fresh coffee back to her office and worked for
another hour. When she uploaded her drawing, she began changing and
manipulating it digitally. Unfortunately, her wrist was sore,
another leftover reminder of the other night.

She laced up her hiking shoes and decided to
take a break. That’s how her days usually went anyway. They were
broken up by work, exercise, and time with her family. Then she’d
work until the wee hours of the morning, which was when her
creativity kicked in.

Avery wasn’t much of a runner, but she did
enjoy a good long hike. She texted her brothers to see if they
wanted to go. Abraham said he was in the middle of a Calculus test,
and the others were in the basement playing carpet ball or
studying. Her mother was probably only allowing it because it was
drizzling rain. She wished the sun was out because they still
hadn’t closed the pool down for the year. Maybe she’d get in the
hot tub later. That might help her soreness, too.

She texted her sisters next, as she kept them
on separate group threads. The younger ones were playing on the
trampoline outside and didn’t want to go. Kaia explained that she
finished early and went to her friend’s house in her car, something
their parents had just given her. It was her first car. Technically
it was her mother’s old car, a gray Honda Titus. It was small and
compact. They’d offered it to either Kaia or Abraham, but he had
not wanted it because of the small size. Her brother was not. He’d
always looked a little funny in it. He had a part-time job doing
accounting work for one of the oil companies in their county, so
his father had agreed to a negotiated deal of paying for half the
cost of the vehicle Abraham wanted, an old Porsche, which he’d had
his eye on for years that their father’s friend owned. It needed
some work but ran beautifully. Avery wasn’t into cars like her
father and brothers. As long as it started and went forward when
she pushed on the gas, that was all she required.

Foregoing the companionship of her siblings,
she set out with the collar of her raincoat pulled high and the
hood pulled low. She noticed the black sedan parked at the entry to
her mother’s office, a patient. She knew it wasn’t Tristan. Thank
God. He drove a big truck, of course.

She headed down one of their paths through
the woods and cranked up the music in her earphones, this time
listening to the restless strains of Rachmaninoff’s Piano
Concerto Number 2.

Avery hiked about a mile according to the
tracker on her wrist and kept going. When she crested one of the
hills in their woods, she could view the big white farm of Jasper
and Annie Stephens. They were both gone now, she of cancer, and he
of an accident but mostly of broken-heartedness. Mr. Stephens was
really sweet, but his wife always sent Avery and her siblings a lot
of openly judgmental stares at church. Not everyone approved of her
family’s choices, namely to be homeschooled or to be raised as
free-range kids. So far, knock on wood, none of them were pregnant,
on drugs, or addicted to alcohol or their electronics, which she’d
heard a lot of parents complain about over the years.

The Stephens had three nephews who lived in
the city, care of his sister and her husband. The boys used to come
down in the summer during school break to visit their aunt and
uncle and stay on the farm. Her mother once told her that the
Stephens could not have children, so they loved the visits in the
summer with their nephews. Avery remembered feeling so sad for
them. Growing up in a home filled with children, she couldn’t
imagine couples not being able to have children of their own. It
must’ve been awfully quiet in between visits with their
nephews.

She and her siblings had befriended the boys
almost immediately, too. Alex Brannon was older, about four years
older than her at the time. And Elijah Brannon was one year younger
than her, and their little brother Stevie, who she couldn’t
remember as well because he was a lot younger and didn’t always get
to come on their visits. But they were fun, used to run through the
woods with them playing airsoft. She and her siblings, in turn,
climbed the rafters in their uncle’s dairy barns, chased the cows,
and played down at the lake between the two properties. Then when
their uncle passed, they never came to visit anymore. The boys’
parents inherited the farm, closed up the house, and sold all the
cows and equipment. That was about three or four years ago. Her
father ran into Alex and Elijah’s father once in town when he said
he’d just come down for the day to check on the place. Mr. Brannon
told her father that his own wife had also passed away just like
her sister-in-law, Annie Stephens, from cancer and that the boys
weren’t taking it too well. Avery remembered overhearing her father
telling her mother in private later as they sat in his office
listening to music and sipping wine that Mr. Brannon also wasn’t
looking so great. That was last they’d heard about them. She often
wondered what they were up to but didn’t have their phone numbers
or even their address to go up and visit them. As a girl so close
with her own mother, Avery couldn’t imagine what they must’ve gone
through. At least they still had their father.

She hiked another three miles through their
woods full of brilliant fall foliage and their neighbor’s woods
because she knew they didn’t care. Mr. Stephens had never said a
word about her or her siblings being on their property. After Mr.
Brannon took possession of it, he hadn’t changed that rule. As far
as she knew, it still hadn’t been sold by Alex and Elijah’s father,
either. They still owned the farm but weren’t doing anything with
it. Maybe it was just too painful to deal with it. Avery wondered
if she’d ever see his sons over there again. It would be neat to
reunite with them again and learn what was going on in their
lives.

Circling their farm, she came out to the
gravel road that led to her home. She was about two miles away, a
good finish to her long walk. She was actually getting hungry, so
she tried to send a text to her mother to see if dinner was
started. If it wasn’t, she’d help when she got back. The message
wouldn’t send through. She should’ve known better. They only got
reception on this road at the top of the last hill and the next one
about a half mile away.

She listened to a radio news station as she
passed their only neighbor in this direction, the Campbell family,
who were nice but older and retired and without children living at
home. Avery heard their dog, Charlie, barking at a near constant
rate. That was unusual. She could hear it even with her headphones
on, but she pushed them down to rest around her neck anyway. He was
normally such a quiet dog. He was a huge English sheepdog, a
herder, who mostly only herded treats from his masters or anyone
else who gave in. She’d wanted a dog her whole life, but her mother
wasn’t a fan of indoor pets, hated cats and said she was allergic
to dogs, but Avery figured she just told the kids that to deter
nagging about getting a dog. Ephraim had an African Grey parrot
named Mr. Gray, which he kept in his bedroom that was one room over
from Abraham’s in the basement. Subsequently, Abraham complained
sometimes that the bird talked too much. Avery wasn’t a fan.
Probably because it had pecked her once really hard when they first
got it. Over the last four years of ownership, Ephraim assured her
many times that Mr. Gray would never do that again, but she was not
going to believe him. During the day, he kept Mr. Gray in the
atrium room, which was a long, narrow, glass-enclosed room with a
porch swing on either end and contained all of her mother’s
tropical flowers and greens that needed more heat and humidity than
everything else. Her father had the room built just for her because
she loved orchids and Chinese evergreens, rubber trees, succulents,
lilies, Bird of Paradise plants, and other varieties of flowers.
There was even an overhead sprayer that misted every so often
during the day and a water fountain in the middle of the glass
room. It was like a tropical jungle in there but was also a
peaceful place to lounge and read. To say her mother had a green
thumb was an understatement. Avery enjoyed working in their
vegetable and herb garden in the summer and liked helping can the
produce in the late summer, but she was nothing like her mother.
She had one small cactus on the windowsill in her apartment’s
kitchen and figured it was probably going to die.

Faith and Joy shared a room and had a small
aquarium with fish. Fish were acceptable pets to her mother. But
Ophelia didn’t like the texture of animal fur, so she didn’t allow
dogs or cats inside. They had a small flock of chickens, but they
certainly weren’t inside pets anyway, although Joy often carried
them around outside petting them like they were. Her mother was all
about healthy eating, organic, clean and all that, thus the
chickens for the eggs. Someday, though, Avery wanted a dog of her
own. Maybe even something small and hypoallergenic that would like
cuddling on the sofa in the evening while she read a book or worked
on her laptop.

Something was wrong with Charlie the
sheepdog, though. When she got home, she was going to text Mrs.
Campbell and make sure the dog was okay. He sounded very upset
about something. It was hard to put her finger on it. Charlie just
didn’t sound happy.

The sun began to set as she crested the next
hill and sent the text to her mother, who said dinner would be
ready by the time she got back. She returned it with a smiling face
emoji.

The wind picked up, putting a chill in the
damp air. The rain had finally stopped, but she was fairly wet even
with her waterproof hikers and water repellent jacket. Her fingers
were getting cold.

Somewhere in the woods to her right, a branch
snapped. Avery stopped along the side of the gravel road and peered
into the forest. It was getting dark, and the rain had brought with
it a fog that was settling in on the valley, so all she could see
were patches of inky blackness and gray shadows with silver mist
encroaching around them. She pushed her hood back to rest on top of
the headphones around her neck. She waited.

Then another stick broke, making the same
sound they did when she stepped on one. Was someone in there? She
held her breath and counted to ten. It was silly to be afraid, and
yet, something cool blew across the back of her neck, something she
knew and recognized as apprehension. Avery took a few steps
retreating backward into the middle of the road and waited.
Nothing. She breathed slowly, even held her breath straining to
listen and search through the silence.

A series of noises came next, startling her:
rustling leaves, brush being moved, more broken and snapped twigs.
The sounds were getting closer. She didn’t need a written
invitation. She wasn’t going to be one of those stupid bimbos in a
horror flick like Renee enjoyed watching and dragged her along to
every time a new one came out to the theater. Avery bolted. She
told herself it was to get a little faster cardio at the end of her
walk. It was a lie, but she was even okay with that. Lying to
oneself wasn’t really a lie or a sin. It didn’t count.

About thirty yards into her healthy jog-
fueled probably by irrational fear- she heard something skid across
the gravel far behind her. She didn’t dare look over her shoulder.
She just kept going, picking up the pace. She crested a gentle hill
and could finally see the lighting marking the driveway entrance to
her home. Someone at the house must’ve turned them on for her.
Probably her mother. She was appreciative as never before.

Something made a noise in the woods to the
left of the road this time. How could it have possibly caught up to
her? Whatever it was, it was moving on four legs to have eliminated
her lead. A bear or the occasional bobcat would be spotted in this
county, but nothing had been reported lately. Mr. Campbell always
called over when he heard of something in the area because he knew
how much she and her siblings walked the woods and spent a lot of
time out of doors.

The start of their fencing to her right
signified home. She wasn’t there yet. It seemed so far off, those
driveway lights. The fog was thickening as the sun set lower. Avery
pumped her arms and legs harder as her lungs began to burn.
Whatever was in the woods was definitely tracking and stalking her.
She could hear it not trying at all to be quiet now.

She slid on the gravel coming down a slight
hill and almost went down. Avery panicked and was going too fast to
stay safely on her feet. She had to slow down but knew she
couldn’t. In fact, she ran as if Abraham, who was the fastest kid
in the family, was on her tail in a game of kick the can.

Their driveway with the stone pillars and
lanterns was only fifty yards away. Then she heard something that
sent a shiver up her spine so hard she was surprised she was able
to stay upright. It was a loud screech of pure anger and terror. A
primal scream would be the only way she could properly assign it a
name. It was blood-curdling, terrifying to the core. Whatever was
chasing her had made that sound. It echoed down through the woods
on either side of the road. She wasn’t entirely convinced it was an
animal. Not entirely. It crashed through the underbrush and tree
branches behind her to the left, likely coming onto the road
again.

What she heard next made her cry out in fear
as she rounded the corner for her driveway and slammed her palm on
the automatic gate mechanism. Avery didn’t even stop. She kept
going, hoping the gate closed fast enough to keep out whatever was
after her. The wrought iron was nearly eight feet tall and
heavy-duty and carried in the middle of the panel her father’s
family crest, hand-forged in different metals and elaborately
shaped.

She actually fell on her bottom going down
the driveway but sprang right back to her feet instantly. Her ankle
felt a little sprained, but that wasn’t about to stop her.

Then she heard whatever it was out there hit
their gate. Knowing it was only probably six seconds behind her all
that time, just enough time for the gate to slide home into its
housing caused her not to slow down. The rattling of the gate was
loud in the deafening silence of the still evening. Then the heavy
gate was rattled and jarred roughly on its secure hinges. She hoped
they were secure and the locking mechanism held. She also hoped it
didn’t scale the gate.

Avery made it to the house, the soft amber
glow and normally comforting view of her family through the long
panels of glass as they all bustled around inside carrying large
platters of food to the table did not provide her any reassurance
tonight. She didn’t go to her apartment but burst through the door
to her parents’ home. Spinning, Avery slammed the door so hard she
feared the glass might break. She turned the deadbolt and stepped
back, fully expecting something to come crashing into it.

“Avery, darling,” her mother said,
approaching from behind her.

“Turn off the music,” she said softly, her
lungs burning, the metallic taste of blood in her mouth from
running so far and so hard without the proper training. Her heart
was beating so frantically, she feared it might explode.

“What?” Ophelia asked confusedly.

“Now! Turn it off!” she screamed and didn’t
wait for her mother. She hurried to the control panel on the wall
and slapped at the stop button. Then she engaged their home
security system, something they rarely used unless they were all
going to be out of town together on a vacation or something
similar.

“Ave, what the heck?” Abraham asked with
concern, walking up to her drying his hands on a white kitchen
linen.

“Something…” she tried to explain but
couldn’t.

“Darling, you’re shaking like a leaf,” her
mother commented.

“What happened, Ave?” he asked again and
stepped toward the glass entry doors.

“Abraham! Get back from the doors,” she
screeched hysterically.

“What…?” he murmured and stared at her as if
she’d lost her mind.

“Abraham, go around and make sure all the
doors are locked and the kids are all inside,” she ordered
loudly.

“Darling…” her mother started, but Avery cut
her off.

“Mom! Stop! Something was just chasing me
down our road. I barely got away!”

Her mother’s gray eyes widened, and she
dashed away with Abraham. She could hear them calling the children.
Avery turned on all the outdoor spotlights and cut the interior
lights in the kitchen, entryway, and dining room. Soon, the noise
and usual commotion of her family died down, and everyone gathered
around her with concerned faces. Abraham was holding Finnegan on
his hip. Her little brother was only seven. He frightened a little
easier than the older kids.

She dashed to the wall unit again and hit the
button for 9-1-1 on the open speaker system. It went to a busy
signal. That didn’t make sense. She tried it two more times before
getting a dispatcher on the built-in speaker.

“9-1-1, what’s your emergency?”

“Yes, this is Avery Andersson. I live on
Meadowbrook Lane. There’s something in our neighborhood. It…it just
chased me down the road. I almost didn’t get away from it. Please,
send help.”

“I have your address and location. Ma’am, are
you someplace safe?”

How to answer that. “Yes, I’m in my
home.”

“Lock all the doors and if you have a
firearm…”

“We don’t.”

“Make sure all the doors and windows are
locked. We’re exceptionally busy tonight with similar calls. It’s
going to be a while before we can get out to you, Miss
Andersson.”

“What?” Abraham whispered to the group.

Avery blurted, “How long?”

“At least an hour, ma’am.”

“Please, hurry!” Avery cut the call
impatiently.

“An hour?” Kaia asked the rest of the
group.

Her mother seemed as displeased as she was.
“Listen, everyone, I want the littlest ones to stay here with Kaia
and Cyrus. Abraham and Ephraim, I want you to come with me. Avery,
you, too.”

She led them down the hall to one of the
bigger pantry closets and shut the door.

“What happened?” Ophelia immediately asked.
“You say a man was chasing you, darling?”

“Yes, no,” she tried to tell them. “I don’t
know…what it was.”

Avery explained very quickly as her knees
quaked and her hands trembled. Just reliving it was terrifying. By
the time she was done, her mother ordered Abraham and Ephraim to
check every window and door of the house again.

Two hours later, the police finally showed
up, buzzing the gate, which they rarely closed. Avery told them
what happened, and they promised to canvas the neighborhood.
Whatever it was, was probably gone by now. It felt pointless even
telling them. She even tried to get information from them. They
weren’t responsive to her prodding. Apparently, she didn’t have the
skills of Tristan Driscoll.

Her mother wanted her to stay in the house,
but she insisted she would be fine in the apartment. It was already
embarrassing enough. Her mind was starting to doubt what she’d felt
had happened. The same thing had occurred after the attack at the
bar. She had tried to rationalize the whole incident away. Her
brother walked her to her apartment, though, and found a folding
chair in the garage and told her to prop it under the door. He
tried to stay, but she refused. She forced him to text her when he
got back in the house safely, and he did.

As she lay in her bed a while later, Avery
stared at the wall of windows. Tristan was right. She needed a
locking door to her apartment. Tomorrow, first thing, she was going
to town to get one and…and what? Install it? She had no idea what
to get or how to do it. Maybe Abraham would. She’d just drag him to
town with her.

Much later in her bed, she pulled the covers
up a little higher and tried not to think about what had happened.
Surely it wasn’t what she thought. Surely not. That would just be
too much. There was no such thing as coincidence. There were just
facts and events. Her mother and two oldest brothers had believed
her enough to be scared into action, though. She hadn’t even told
them the worst part. It was inconceivable, even to her. She hadn’t
told them about the scream. She hadn’t told the other thing, the
most terrifying thing. Avery hadn’t told them about the man’s voice
in the woods or the horrific, disjointed and broken speech.


Chapter Eleven

Tristan rose at five a.m. and hit the gym for an
hour and a half before heading out for a circuit in the Jeep. His
route took him about a hundred miles around in a projection that
would bring him back to the base. He stopped at the different areas
where there were pull-offs and wrote down what he observed. He was
in a mood. He wanted to write down ‘herd of deer’ because that’s
all he saw but, instead, wrote that the fracking site was
all-clear, meaning no environmentalist hippies trying to blow the
place up. Some of the sites had workers moving around, making
adjustments to equipment or also checking to make sure things were
running smoothly. He could always tell who the workers were: they
wore bright yellow, reflective vests and hardhats. Sometimes the
suits showed up, too. The company executives trying to be cool like
one of the little guys with a safety hat on. The Army had some of
those types, too. Go figure.

He had sixteen such check-points plus the two
refineries and the power plant on his loop. The power plant would
come after lunch. Around noon, he stopped for lunch in town, a
small local diner in the square that served good, homecooked food.
He ordered the turkey club and sat at the counter.

Someone behind him at a booth was gossiping,
the usual neighborhood stuff. First, it was “Fred got a new truck,”
then it was “Margie just retired,” then “And did you hear? Sally
Cummings just passed. Yes, got that flu that’s going around.”

This part piqued his interest, and Tristan
stopped drinking his iced tea to listen.

“And the whole Sinclair family’s down with
it, too,” the elderly lady was saying. “Jess Turnbow’s daughter has
it, too.”

Out of his peripheral vision, Tristan saw two
older men walk past him to join the conversation at the booth.
Soon, they were all recounting the people they knew or had heard of
who were sick or were now deceased from it.

“And Joe Donnelly? He up and beat on that
young law clerk workin’ for him. Damn shame. He damn near beat that
kid to death. Sheriff’s department got called in to help on that
one. City police were already dealing with two others, newcomers
who just moved here.”

“Probably who brought this flu to our town,”
someone speculated.

Tristan knew that a lot of small towns like
this thought of people who’d just moved in as newcomers. It was
certainly no reason to be so suspicious, but he understood how
people who’d never lived anywhere but the same small town they were
raised in would think like that. Not him. He had no roots anywhere.
He liked it that way, too, and couldn’t wait to get out of this
town.

“And the one Mike was called to was first
thought to be domestic violence…”

“Here’s your turkey club,” the waitress
offered with a smile. At least she was friendly. Of course, he
probably tipped better than the locals. Same as all the
‘outsiders.’ He thanked her, and she left.

The conversation was still ongoing. The name
‘Mike’ came up again, and he figured it out that he worked for the
city as a cop.

“Wife stabbed the husband to death with,
guess what?” a woman asked in a conspiratorial tone. “A
screwdriver.”

Tristan flinched. That would’ve been a
mess.

“She was trying to kill their two kids, but
the children- bless their little hearts- were hiding from her in
the mini-van in the garage. Can you believe that?”

“Terrible, I tell ya’,” a man said.

“And Marlene Winkler? She said her neighbor
tried to hurt his wife, so she locked him out and called the
police. They took him away in one of those straight jacket
things.”

“The whole world’s goin’ crazy.”

“And I know I saw someone trying to get into
my neighbor’s house the other night, so I called it in. Now, I know
what ya’ll are thinkin’. I’ve had a few false alarms before, but
this time I know I saw someone. He was all bent over and acting
strangely, mumbling to himself like he was on drugs or something.
He was trying their door, then the garage door. They’re on vacation
in Florida, go down there every year…”

Tristan tuned out and ate more of his
sandwich while she availed everyone of her neighbor’s yearly stay
in Florida for the winter. Then she went on to talk about their
kids and their grandchildren. Good grief. He wanted just to tell
her to get to the point.

“Well, anyways, he was tryin’ to break in. I
called Mike, but he didn’t get there in time. Guy got away. Mike
said they’d keep lookin’ for him. Told me they’ve had some problems
with people like that lately.”

“Probably those frackers got some bad drugs.
You know they all do drugs,” one of the other women said as if that
made sense. Tristan had never had any experiences with the oil
workers that would lead him to think any of them did drugs. They
all seemed to take their work seriously and were very hard workers
doing difficult jobs.

“Just last night there was a call came in,”
another man with a gravelly voice said. “Heard it on my scanner.
That weird family, what’s their name? Live on Meadowbrook Lane.
Damn, what’s their name? Right, the Andersson’s. Now I remember.
That’s who it was. Heard their oldest daughter called the sheriff
about something on the road chased her or something like that.
Crazy.”

Tristan’s heart sank into the pit of his
stomach. Andersson’s on Meadowbrook Lane? It had to be Avery’s
family. She was the oldest. Avery had called the police? Somebody
was chasing her? He set his sandwich down. If she was in trouble,
why hadn’t she called him? Of course, she wasn’t going to call him.
Why would she? That was a stupid reaction on his part. And why did
the man call her family ‘weird’- that was rude. Maybe these local
yuck-yucks weren’t worth defending, after all. They guys at the
base said they didn’t like them, but Tristan tried to give people
the benefit of the doubt. That benefit was now revoked.

“What was it?” one of the older women
said.

“Don’t know. Took ‘em so long to get there,
whatever it was had run off.”

“Coyote?” a man asked.

“Don’t know,” he repeated.

“Those people are odd if you ask me,” a woman
said. “Don’t send their children to school. I heard a long time ago
from Annie Stephens they all run around there like total heathens.
Don’t know how school ever gets done. And their father? Where’s he
even from? They’re just strange. Children should be in a school
where they belong, not roaming the countryside like a bunch of
hooligans.”

“Well, I don’t know how their mother could
call herself a psychiatrist and allow her children to behave like
that.”

This was all news to Tristan. Dr. Andersson
was a psychologist, not a psychiatrist. And her children, the one
he met, seemed intelligent and mannerly and kind. And drop dead
gorgeous. And kind. Avery was a kind person, conscientious of her
actions and words and thought before she spoke. Probably a little
too trusting. He hadn’t slept much the past two nights remembering
her permitting him into her apartment wearing only a silky robe and
what he could only imagine as nothing else. The outline of her soft
curves was very apparent. Sleep really hadn’t been coming to him
lately, not since he met her. And now someone had chased her down?
He was starting to wonder if he should offer his services as a
personal security advisor. Or just her bodyguard. That would work,
too.

He finished his sandwich, left enough money
for the bill and a generous tip. Tristan rose and went to the table
full of gossips. He couldn’t stop himself even if he wanted to. All
six sets of eyes shot up to his.

“The public school system in this country is
shit. All of the Andersson kids are super geniuses who would be
bored in your local schools because most of them are already taking
college courses. And Dr. Andersson is a clinical psychologist with
a Ph.D., not a psychiatrist. If you’re gonna gossip, get your facts
straight.”

And with that, he left to the sounds of
“Well, I never!”. He chuckled as he got in the Jeep and drove off.
Let them stew on that for a while instead of dwelling on making
shit up about the Andersson’s.

He hit the coffee shop and drove out of town
to the refinery, pulling off the road onto the hidden path the
military and oil refinery security guards used to look down over
the whole plant. Tristan parked on the path and got out, stretching
his legs.

To his right was an open field of overgrown
grass and weeds. Straight ahead about a hundred and fifty yards
away was an endless forest, or so it seemed. It hadn’t been
timbered in recent years because the trees were dense and huge. To
his left was a steep hill, dropping probably three or four hundred
yards to a lower basin where the plant was located.

He pulled out his binoculars to scan the area
carefully, slowly. There was a deer about fifty yards away without
a care in the world that he was there. He’d never been hunting
before, not animals. He’d never killed a deer or rabbit or
squirrel. He did have to shoot a horse once. It was during a trek
through the mountains of Afghanistan looking for a high-value
target the government had their sites set on. Their guide’s horse
slipped on the loose gravel of a steep path, stepped in a crevasse
as a result, and broke its ankle. Nobody else in their unit had the
heart to put the suffering animal down. Naturally, Tristan stepped
forward. That was the way it usually went, too. He was the hammer
when nails needed to get pounded in.

Somewhere in the distance, a dog barked. It
sounded far off. This refinery was about five miles from the
nearest home, probably some government regulation or another.

Tristan turned in the other direction and
spied on the operations of the plant. He watched as a train pulled
to a slow stop along the tracks at the back of the plant. The air
brakes blew a loud burst of noise into the air. Steam spilled from
some of the tall towers of the refinery’s operation. A constant
flame rose from another. It reminded him of the tomb of the unknown
soldier.

“Ha, that’ll be you, bub,” he said to
himself.

When he died, nobody would even notice. He
had a few friends in the Army, but Tristan was a loner. People were
too damned complicated. Friendships, relationships, romantic ones
especially, none of it worked in the end. Allowing himself to be
vulnerable? No, thanks. He didn’t grow up with anyone caring about
him, and he’d go out someday the same way. Not leaving a mark, no
hint that he was even here. It was a good way to go, in his
opinion.

The sounds of a siren, an ambulance if he
were guessing right, was coming down the main road. It grew louder
and louder, the sound more and more grating on his nerves with
every screaming whine. He turned just in time to see it speeding
by.

Suddenly, six dogs flew out of the underbrush
and were running straight toward him.

“What the fuck?” he said, lurching backward
and then running for the Jeep.

Packs of wild dogs were no joke. These were
clearly just that. There were a few smaller ones, but most were
huge and definitely big enough to ban together and take him
down.

He opened his door and jumped in, fully
expecting a Cujo moment at any second. Tristan stared out his
window as the dogs ran around the Jeep, splitting up. He threw
himself toward the passenger side to spy out that window next. The
dogs surprised him by keeping going. They weren’t after him at all.
They just kept going as if they were in some sort of long-distance
race. Odd.

Since the area, other than the dogs, was free
and clear of danger, he fired up the Jeep and turned around in the
open field beside it. He drove to the plant to see if they needed
help. He wasn’t sure what the ambulance was all about, but it had
pulled into the refinery’s entrance, which would indicate a
workplace accident. Jonah was on duty again at the gate as Tristan
rolled to a stop.

“Hey, Sergeant Driscoll,” Jonah greeted.

“Everything okay, man? What’s with the
EMT’s?”

Tristan could see three ambulances parked
near two sheriff deputies’ cruisers. All had their lights still
swirling but not their sirens. He didn’t like the sound of sirens
or air horns, or air raid systems. It made him a little edgy. He
wasn’t going to go off and start shooting people on a psychotic
breakdown, but it just brought back bad memories of when he was in
Turkey for three months. Whenever the locals thought the Americans
were coming into their towns, they’d run those damn air raid
sirens. Tristan lost two of his friends in a firefight against a
crazy Islamic dictator’s caliphate regime army of equally nutty
extremists. He thought that bullshit was squelched forty years ago
by President Trump bombing the hell out of Istanbul when they
started their shit around 2022, but where one turd left off the
next started. Those air raid sirens went on for three straight days
during fighting and about drove Tristan and his fellow soldiers
crazy. Now when he heard a siren, if it didn’t end quickly, it
brought him back to the night where both of his friends were killed
within minutes of each other. That was the last time he made close
friends in the military. The Turks learned their lesson, though.
Again. Don’t fuck with America.

“It’s crazy, bro’,” Jonah relayed. “Man, one
of the pipefitters got into it with another one. Started cracking
him over the head with a big pipe wrench.”

“Really? Wow, who pissed in his
Cheerios?”

“Don’t know, man. This shit’s gettin’ crazy
around here, ya’ feel me?”

“Why? What do you mean?”

“Yesterday, Tom- he’s the foreman on
nightshift- he got all pissed off and crazy like.”

“How?”

He shrugged and explained, “Day before he was
puking up his guts, had fevers. Ya’ know, like the flu or something
like they were talkin’ about on the t.v. I thought it was just
getting kids. Guess not. But then he came into work. He went to his
office, said he was gonna lay down ‘cuz he felt like shit. Came out
like four hours later and started stabbin’ Jerry with a knife from
the break room.”

“Jesus,” Tristan swore and felt his palms
grow sweaty.

“Jerry died before the paramedics got here.
State Troopers came and took Tom away.”

“Stateys? That’s unusual.”

“Yeah, this ain’t their jurisdiction. This is
a county property, county matter. Sheriff’s people should be
handling this shit.”

“That is odd.”

“That was last night. Now this shit. What the
hell, man?”

“Yeah, crazy,” he said. “You hear of anyone
else getting this flu shit going around?”

“Couple kids in the grade school, couple more
in high school, one of the teachers,” he told Tristan. “My aunt in
Alabama’s got it. My uncle’s going outta’ his mind worrying about
her. She’s been in the ICU for a week.”

“That’s too bad, Jonah.”

“Yeah, well, he’s a neurosurgeon,” he said,
surprising Tristan. “He’s a damn doctor, and his own wife’s got it.
He told my old man last night- that’s his brother- that there’s two
strains. One makes ya’ sick. Usually kills ya’. That’s what the
fuck she’s got, so it don’t look good. He even said that if he
wasn’t a doctor at the hospital down there that they wouldn’t have
put her in the ICU. They’re overbooked and understaffed.”

He rambled about his relatives for a few
minutes, but they both looked on as the police hauled a man out of
the building near where their cruiser was parked. He was hogtied
and screaming in a rage, ranting incoherently.

As they pulled away, Tristan tipped his ball
cap to the officer driving, who returned it with a grave nod. Then
he turned his attention back to Jonah.

“What were you saying about two different
types of flu?” he asked, wanting to know what a legitimate doctor
was saying and not some crackpot on the internet.

“Oh, yeah,” he said, his gaze coming back to
Tristan. “He said the other flu out there is way worse. The first
one either kills you or it don’t. But the new one…it…I don’t know,
man….he said it’s causing people to act like psychopathic serial
killers or some shit. He was tellin’ my old man, who put the phone
on speaker, but I didn’t understand most of what they were saying.
Medical mumbo-jumbo and shit.”

“Serial killers?”

“Yeah, he said they start havin’ fevers and
feeling real sick like the flu, but the fevers go so high. Medicine
don’t work. He said he thinks the reason people are becoming nutso
with it is because the fevers are causing damage to the brain, the
frontal lobe or some such. I don’t know. Who knows, right? All I
know is I don’t want that shit. If it don’t get better soon, I’m
buggin’ out.”

“Bugging out?”

“Yeah, my family’s got a cabin on the lake in
New York. That’s where we’ll be heading. I ain’t stickin’ around
till I get it.”

“Sounds like a good idea. But I wouldn’t
panic just yet. I’m sure the government will come up with a vaccine
or something soon.”

“No, he said they tried. That’s why we got
this second strain R-something or other. I can’t remember.”

Tristan knew the initials but let Jonah
go.

“My uncle said that the first flu virus was
bad, woulda’ probably killed millions, so they hurried up and came
up with a vaccine against it. But that went bad. He said it was
something viruses do sometimes to protect themselves from going
extinct. You ever hear of somethin’ like that?”

He shook his head in solidarity but knew what
his uncle was talking about.

“Crazy shit, man. He said the virus changed
and got even worse. Now, most folks could get one or the other.
That ain’t gonna be me, brother.”

“Yeah, let’s hope it’s not either of us.”

“He said not to go out in the public no more
without a mask and gloves. We’re all gonna walk around lookin’ like
paranoid idiots if we do that. I mean, fuck, it’s only September.
The flu don’t usually go around till the middle of winter. Nobody’s
gonna believe us if we say we’re wearing a mask out in public ‘cuz
of the flu.”

Tristan was starting to think that might not
be a bad idea actually. He’d rather look stupid than dead. But he
still wasn’t sure if it was full-blown panic dig a bunker in the
side of a hill time yet. He prided himself on being level headed.
He didn’t want to be a tin-foil hat wearer just yet, but it was
starting to get intense.

“Well, hey, man,” he said, “mind if I take a
look around? I don’t think I need to report this, but just in case
they wanna’ know.”

“Yeah, sure. No problem, Tristan,” he
said.

Tristan nodded to his friend and pulled in as
the EMT workers were wheeling a man on a stretcher out. Then
another set of people were pushing another person out on a
stretcher, as well, but the body was in a black vinyl bag and
zipped all the way to the top, covering the head. He parked and
went up the three metal stairs of the long white building. Inside,
he had to press up against the wall and stand out of the way to let
another set of emergency workers push another stretcher past him.
The man lying on it was a bloody mess, his face nearly
unrecognizable, and they were bagging him with oxygen. Tristan had
seen men injured in war like that. Some of them were his
friends.

A few other workers were standing around
talking about the incident, which sounded pretty much the same as
Jonah described it. Other than the fact that obviously more than
one person had been attacked, and apparently, at least one had
died. So far.

“Where did the incident take place?” he asked
a woman standing nearby. She was wearing uniform overalls and had
her hair pulled back into a tight ponytail. She was tall and looked
strong. He was under no impression that she worked here as a
secretary. She looked as hard and tough as the men. Except, like
her coworkers standing around talking, she was haunted and
disturbed by what she’d seen. She pointed down the hall without
saying a word, to which he nodded and thanked her. They were all
used to seeing the presence of the Army on their grounds.

Tristan kept going down the long white hall,
passing by a few small offices and a breakroom as he went. The area
opened up to a large warehouse with compressor systems, loud
machines with which he wasn’t familiar, and grated walkways. It was
a complex system. It was slightly darker, too, but it didn’t take
Tristan long to find where the accident took place. All he had to
do was follow the trail of blood. It was on the railings, the
grated walkways, and the concrete floor where there was one.
Reminding him of a crime scene, the place looked like the site of a
murder or a damn bloodbath massacre.

He left the plant, jotted down some notes
about the incident when he got back to the base, and turned in for
the night. Freddie was gone, probably out with Royce and Spencer as
they were most nights. Spencer had snagged digits from that Renee
chick, the dreadlocked free spirit friend of Avery’s. That was a
weird friendship, like ying and yang. But Spencer had actually
taken her out on a date the other night. A date. What the hell?

He ate a frozen food entrée for dinner and
went to his room where his laptop was located. For the next few
hours, Tristan did some research on this flu. Everything out there
about it seemed either far-fetched, made up completely, or
conspiracy theory freaks trying to get attention. One dude with
blue hair said it was an end-times plague and everyone was going to
hell. Not likely. He’d been to hell. This was nothing like
that.

While streaming some of the videos, he sipped
a Coke and polished off the rest of Avery Andersson’s amazing
chocolate chip cookies. They were maybe the best he’d ever had
without a doubt, hands-down. He was ready to offer a marriage
proposal. Unfortunately, she’d packed him over a dozen just for
him, and he had now eaten all of them in the span of less than a
week. When the last one had been eaten, he prepared to throw the
empty box in his trashcan, but a note caught his eye that he hadn’t
seen before taped to the underside of the lid.

Dear Mr. Driscoll,

Thank you for everything you’ve done for me. I am
indebted to you. Your actions prevented me from being harmed, and
for that, I am truly grateful, indeed. You went above and beyond
the call of duty and put your own safety aside to come to my aid. I
know a few cookies could not possibly repay you for also taking me
to the hospital that night, but please accept them with my most
sincere gratitude.

Your friend,

Avery Andersson

P.S. if you ever tell anyone about the teepee, I may
have to murder you.

Tristan laughed loudly to the room. Then he
reread it and sobered. Jesus, was she trying to recommend him for
the Medal of Honor? It wasn’t that big of a deal. He only stepped
in to stop a psycho from…from what? He still wasn’t sure about that
yet. The jury was still out. And driving her to the hospital? That
wasn’t a big deal, either. Of course, he was going to drive her to
the hospital. Anyone would’ve in that situation. Wouldn’t they?
Avery Andersson was obviously not used to being treated with
respect or, if he was stretching a little, chivalry. Damn. That
actually pissed him off to consider that. She deserved so much
more. If the way the townies talked about her was any indication of
the way she was used to being treated, then Tristan hoped the whole
town caught this end-times plague-flu.

He read the letter again, admiring her
delicate and elegant penmanship. Of course, she would have nice
handwriting. Anything less would’ve been the true surprise. She
reminded him a lot of her mother in that way- classy, elegant,
always on point. But Avery was different from her, too. He didn’t
feel the same way about Dr. Andersson as he did when he was around
her gorgeous daughter, who could’ve modeled swimsuits for Sports
Illustrated and always seemed a little mussed, a little nervous and
flushed, a little too sexy for her own good.

Tossing the letter in his desk drawer to keep
it away from prying eyes and to stop himself from rereading it,
Tristan stood up to clear his head. He pounded out a hundred
push-ups and did pull-ups using the bar across the top of the
doorframe to his bathroom. Weighted lunges were last. Somehow, he
felt a little better about eating so many damn cookies. Without a
doubt the best cookies he’d ever eaten. Also, the best letter he’d
ever received, too.

He finally turned in but first locked his
door, which he never did. Freddie was out, and he didn’t want just
anyone walking into his room. Especially if they were carrying a
pipe wrench or a kitchen knife.

Tristan couldn’t sleep for a long time. His
mind bounced from the terror at the refinery plant to Avery
Andersson possibly being in true danger last night. The fact that
he wasn’t there last night to help her this time really bothered
him for some reason. She was too naïve, too innocent. For God’s
sake, she still lived at home for all intents and purposes. She was
homeschooled. Had never lived on her own somewhere other than home.
The most risk she had taken in her life was being friends with
Renee.

He took a second to send a request to the man
upstairs, who probably wouldn’t even give it a second glance. But
he wanted to think that someone was going to watch over her.
Tristan needed to stay away from her, never see her again. Nothing
good could ever possibly come of it. That didn’t mean he wanted her
left unattended. Obviously, that wasn’t a good idea for her.

Tristan dreamed that night about the
firefight with the air raid sirens going off and his friends being
in it with him. This time, however, Two-Shakes, his best friend,
came at him with a pipe wrench while Benny, his other friend he’d
lost that day, held a kitchen knife to Avery Andersson’s throat.
They were both mumbling strange words that weren’t quite words. He
couldn’t make them stop, and the worst part was that he couldn’t
get to her.


Chapter Twelve

On Friday, Avery went to the city for an appointment
at the hospital to go over her initial ideas with their director of
marketing. It had been three days since the stalking incident, and
it was also the first time she’d gone out since then. Nothing else
had happened, so she started with the self-doubt thing again. Maybe
it was just somebody’s dog chasing her. Maybe it wasn’t a human
voice she’d heard. She did have a vivid imagination. It could’ve
just been running wild and causing her brain to go into panic mode,
especially after what had just happened at the bar.

She had to circle the parking deck three
times to find a parking place. Finally, she found one at the very
end of the lot on the rooftop deck. Then she was running late and
had to speed walk in her beige heels, which she wasn’t used to
wearing. By the time she made it to the elevators, her feet were
killing her.

“Hold it, please!” she called out, and
someone’s hand shot out to stop the door. “Thank you.”

She entered the elevator and noticed the
woman with sad, tear-filled eyes who was wearing a medical mask
across her face.

“Th-thanks,” she murmured again,
nervously.

“Sure,” the woman remarked. Her eyes were
brilliant green, probably from crying. “You should make sure you
pick up one of these masks. They’re all over the hospital in
bins.”

“Oh, why?”

“The flu. Everyone either has it or will,”
she said and sniffed hard. “My grandparents both just passed from
it last week, and now my girlfriend and her father have it.”

“I’m so sorry,” Avery told her, wishing she
could offer this stranger a hug. She had pink and green hair and an
eyebrow piercing. It didn’t matter. Avery would still hug her.

“Yeah, it’s real bad, I guess,” she said and
pulled her hoodie closed, overlapping the flaps instead of zipping
it up the front. “My dad said three men he works with at the steel
mill got it. One got the other kind, makes you real violent or
something. I don’t know. All’s I know is I don’t want it, and I
hope my little boy doesn’t get it.”

She didn’t look old enough to have a son, but
Avery nodded just the same. The elevator came to a stop on the
ground floor, and the doors opened.

“Good luck to you,” she told the woman as
they both got out. “I’ll say a prayer for your family.”

The girl scoffed. “Thanks. I don’t think
that’s gonna work, though. God’s turned his back on his now. Some
say the end is coming.”

Avery stood there for a few moments after the
girl left and thought about what she’d said. Then she went to the
restroom to make sure her hair and makeup looked right before going
to her meeting. As she washed her hands, she thought about what the
girl in the elevator said about the end.

Her faith had always been strong. She was
raised in a Christian home. Her parents, despite both their
scientific educations and minds, still believed. It was one of the
reasons she was homeschooled. Her father didn’t want their minds
swayed toward secular thinking. Bible study was a part of their
daily school curriculum, and she still belonged to a Bible study
group of young women around her age and in their early twenties
that she met with once per week at their church. Her father hadn’t
been satisfied with the local private schools, either. She’d asked
him once why they didn’t just go to the private Christian school in
town or the Catholic one the next town over, but he said he’d
reviewed the schools, met with their headmasters, and found the
curriculum lacking, not difficult or challenging enough. The
flexibility of their schedules also left more time in the day for
outdoor play, pursuing their other individual interests, college
classes, and music.

She found it hard to believe that a simple
flu was the work of God. People were sometimes paranoid doomsday
predictors. She was always taught to steer clear of those types.
Renee’s parents were a little bit like that. They even had a
fallout shelter on their horse farm, which only Avery knew about.
They were what Renee called ‘preppers.’ She wasn’t about to start
worrying about the end of the world. Preventative measures taken
against catching this flu was probably a good idea, but it was just
another sickness. It wasn’t going to kill everyone on earth. She
knew the world was full of sinners, but there were still good
people left. God would never turn His back on people.

She went to the man’s office with whom she
hadn’t worked yet and waited until he was available. Avery had met
with his team of three employees who worked under him and received
the go-ahead on the contract from them. After ten minutes, he came
out to collect her and offered Avery a seat in his office, which
had a sad view in her opinion. It was overlooking an ancient
graveyard, sort of a depressing feature for a hospital.

“Awful, isn’t it?” he asked her.

“Excuse me?”

He smiled, showing his white teeth, “Not
exactly the message we should send, but the city wouldn’t agree to
move it before this wing was built. So now I’m stuck looking at a
graveyard all day. Pretty revolting, actually. They should move
it.”

“Oh, yes, I suppose,” she remarked, unsure
how to take his comment. It seemed vain to put oneself above the
dead who could not speak for themselves. Disturbing graves was not
a good idea.

Mark was polite, cordial, and very
well-groomed other than speaking so lowly of the deceased. He was
mannerly and kind and didn’t have on a wedding ring. If she were
being honest with herself, Mark was probably the kind of man she
would typically be attracted to. He even left his office and
brought her back a mug of coffee.

Nearly an hour later, after she showed him
her plans laid out on a conference room table where they’d gone,
she drastically changed her opinion of the man. More than once,
he’d rested his hand on her lower back as she bent over the table
to reach something from the drawings and printouts. Each time,
she’d moved subtly to her right to get away from him. He had no
business putting his hands anywhere on her. They were strictly work
associates. She was relieved when it came time to pack her papers
into their files and back into her leather messenger bag, a gift
from her father.

“Well, thank you for your time, Mr. Crane,”
she said and reached out to shake his hand.

He grasped hers and held onto it, not shaking
it at all but gripping firmly.

“The pleasure was all mine,” he said. “I
heard you were quite the looker, Avery.”

“Um, thank you, Mr. Crane, but I…”

He tugged slightly, knocking Avery off
balance in her high heels and forcing her to take a step toward
him.

“How ‘bout you and I take this somewhere more
private?”

“Excuse me?”

He pulled again, this time more roughly.
Avery had to take two more steps closer until she was less than a
foot from her chest bumping his. Mark’s dark eyes roamed down the
front of her with appreciation. His other hand slid behind her down
to cup her bottom.

“Mr. Crane, stop this instant!”

“What if you and I go back to my office?” he
suggested, making Avery want to kick him in the crotch.

She shook her head. “I don’t think that will
be necessary. I’m ready to go.”

She glanced past him toward the door, wishing
someone would just open it. When she’d gotten off on his floor,
Avery had noticed that only about half the staff were at their
desks. Most had signs on the desktops that read, “Sick Day.” Being
such a late appointment, it looked like the rest of the staff was
just gone for the day now.

“But we’re just getting started,” he said.
“I’ve got a door with a lock. Or maybe you like it in here with
that wall of glass. Like living on the edge? Like a little
exhibition? I prefer more privacy. I wanna’ bend you over my desk,
pull up this little blue skirt, grab that blonde head of hair of
yours that you seem to want to hide, and take you from behind.”

“No, thank you. We’re finished here. I-I have
a boyfriend anyway,” she stated firmly and began spouting off lies.
The only thing that came to mind was one person’s face, Tristan
Driscoll. He was probably the most intimidating person she’d ever
met, and it wasn’t just the tattoos. “He’s in the Army, stationed
right down by me. His name is Sergeant Tristan Driscoll. He’s about
your size, only much…hm, how do I describe Tristan? Wider, a lot
more muscular. Way too many tattoos, of course. Special Forces,
actually.”

She felt his grip on her bottom lighten
slightly, but he didn’t remove it completely, though.

“He’s very protective, Mr. Crane. He
wouldn’t like this. Not at all. One time we were just having dinner
and our waiter made an inappropriate comment, and Tristan…well, he
just stood up and started choking him. It was all so…gosh, violent,
I suppose. I told him he can’t just go hitting and choking people
like that. He has a lot of issues with PTSD and his temper, but
we’re working on that.”

“Hey, I was just joking,” he said and stepped
back like he was going to catch a disease from her. She hoped he
got a venereal disease from someone. Then to her dismay, Avery
realized with behavior like this, he probably already had many.

She bolted out of the conference room and
said over her shoulder, “The rest of our work together will be
through email, Mr. Crane. Have a nice day.”

He didn’t try to stop her again or even
reply, so Avery headed straight for the first elevator she came to.
Most of the lights were out on his floor since the workers had gone
home already for the day, which made her wonder if that was the
reason he made such a late appointment with her. When she got in
the elevator, she took a few relaxing breaths and pulled her bottle
of water from her bag. She downed half of it. The event had
disturbed her more than she wanted to admit. Her hands were shaking
slightly.

When she got off the elevator, Avery
immediately realized she’d taken the wrong one. The first series of
elevators took people to the actual hospital where patient care was
handled. The second ones, around the corner from where she got on
this one, were just for the administrative building. Now she was in
the hospital on the ground floor. No matter, she’d just walk to the
other side of the building to catch the elevators that would take
her up to the right parking deck.

Avery passed a box with surgical style paper
face masks in it with a sign above warning people to wear one at
all times in the hospital. She turned around and picked one up.
There were also disposable latex gloves, but she left those and
pulled on her leather driving gloves instead.

Then she kept going to find the elevator.
Arrows painted on the wall pointed in this direction.
Unfortunately, she ended up by the Emergency Room waiting area. It
was a complete and utter madhouse. There had to be over a hundred
people waiting. Some were sickly looking, others crying, some
arguing. Security officers and even the police were trying to keep
things calm.

“You can’t bring those ones in here!” a nurse
was yelling at a police officer, a State Highway Patrolman. “We
sent out a memo. We can no longer take the ones with that. This
isn’t a jail. We don’t have the ability to take care of them. They
get loose. They’re hurting other patients.”

“Look, lady,” the officer said impatiently.
His arm was scratched badly, tiny rivulets of blood coagulating on
his shirt. He looked like he’d just gotten mauled by an alley cat.
There were similar scratches on his face. “I can’t take her to
jail. She’s technically sick.”

“Excuse me, ma’am,” a man behind her said.
Avery spun to find a police officer standing right behind her.

“Yes?”

“If you aren’t sick, you might want to go out
those doors,” he said, pointing to the exit.

“I’m trying to get to the hospital staff
parking deck,” she explained.

His eyes roved over her, too, but not in a
perverted manner. “You don’t want to be down here.” The tall
officer’s voice was muffled through the mask he also wore. “Go out
those doors and walk around the building to the left. It’ll take
you a little longer, but it’s safer than being in here.”

“Why are all these people in here?”

His brown eyes darted around as if he were
nervous to answer. “It’s the flu.”

“The flu? The one they’re talking about on
the news? Why won’t they take that State Highway Patrolman’s
prisoner?”

“Yeah, he’s got a violent one, a crawler,” he
said.

“A what?”

A fight erupted behind him between a man who
looked homeless and two women who just looked sick.

The police officer said, “Just go!” and left
her, and Avery made a quick dash to the exit doors which swished
open. She walked along the sidewalk with a niggling feeling that
someone was going to jump out of the bushes and attack her.

Avery even stepped off the sidewalk and
peered through a window that ended up being an E.R. patient room.
Four patients were sharing one room. Each was wearing a hospital
gown and were suffering in various states of illness from vomiting
in the sink, to lying prone and not moving. She hoped they were
just sleeping.

Tip-toeing in the grass, she went to the next
window and looked in only to jump back, trip on the edge of the
sidewalk and almost fall down. A person slammed themselves against
the window at her. Their forehead was bleeding. The man’s eyes were
bloodshot and wild. Although she couldn’t hear him through what was
definitely very thick glass, he opened his mouth and screamed for a
long time. Then he hit the glass again. It was then that she peered
closer without actually walking closer again and noticed that he
was handcuffed with his arms behind his back. It sent a chill
through her, and she rushed away without looking in any more
windows.

By the time she got to her car, her feet were
killing her, so she kicked off her shoes and fired up the SUV right
after locking the door. Avery paid her parking fee at the booth on
the first floor and sped away without looking back.

She still had to stop for a few things her
mother needed from the big box store. She switched to her flats and
got out. Avery bought bulk packages of toilet paper, tissues,
sanitizer wipes, paper towels, and laundry soap. Then she put fresh
produce, cheese, and three gallons of milk in her cart. There were
also chocolate bars written on the list, but she was fairly
confident that it was Faith’s handwriting and not their mother’s.
She obliged and bought a five-pound bag of mini chocolates in a
variety of flavors. She had a sweet tooth sometimes, too, so she
could understand. Next was a large bag of sugar, and a sack of
all-natural flour, which was the kind her mother used for bread and
baked goods. She also picked up six blocks of butter. Peanut butter
was the last on the list, but they made their own jams. When their
father was out of town, they ate a lot of simpler meals like
sandwiches, especially at lunchtime.

Avery sorted the items that needed to stay
cold into her built-in cooler in the hatch of the SUV, something
her father had installed for her for this very reason. The sun was
out today and bright, so she pulled on her sunglasses as she drove
home. It didn’t mean it was warm, though. In fact, it was chilly,
her temperature gauge on her rearview mirror reading
fifty-eight.

When she arrived home, the kids helped her
carry in the groceries while her mother had a patient in her
office. Her office suite with the connecting bathroom were both
soundproof, but they all knew to be quiet anyway. Her mother
treated people who had enough trouble talking about their problems.
They didn’t want to do it thinking there were eight kids running
around the house or possibly listening in. Her mother told her once
when she was doing her residency work that she chose to work with
the criminally insane, which sometimes took her to prisons. Only
one time had a person ever become violent with her during a
session. The guard was there within seconds, but the inmate had
still managed to attempt strangling her mother.

But she told Avery she never felt fear with
her patients she treated now. She also promised her that none of
her patients were dangerous and that she’d never bring someone like
that into their home. Avery knew that her mother’s specialty was
childhood trauma and working with soldiers who suffered from
post-traumatic stress. Obviously, Tristan had been diagnosed with
that, or he wouldn’t be getting treatment from her mother. She
wouldn’t exactly call a man like Tristan not dangerous, though. And
it made her wonder if something happened to him in war that he was
being sent to her mother. She explained that most of the soldiers
were referred to her by their superiors and not because they wanted
to be seen by her. It was ordered. She figured that was the case
with Tristan, too. He didn’t seem like the type to seek help. Not
with anything.

“I’m going home to change, and I’ll be right
back to make dinner,” she told Abraham, who nodded. “Finish that
paper?”

“No, still plugging along,” he complained and
rolled his blue eyes.

“You’ll get it. You just need some
inspiration.”

“It’s about the French Revolution. Snooze.
I’d rather write about the American Revolution.”

“Yes, I completely understand. But, as it
goes, professors have their own syllabus, and we must adhere to it
or find ourselves with a less than favorable grade.”

“You’re forgetting the most important thing,”
he said in a light tone. “Irritating Dad with a B.”

She chuckled. “Yes, that would be pretty
important, huh? Oh, well. Let me know if you need help later. I’ll
be back.”

He nodded, and she went back to her car, took
her heels and bag to her apartment, which she still hadn’t gotten a
lock for. Her mother called their father the very next morning
after the stalker episode and told him about it. He was upset, to
say the least, but she assured him he didn’t need to come home. He
told her that he’d install a lock on Avery’s apartment as soon as
he came home, but that wouldn’t be until Sunday Then he was hitting
six different cities in Europe giving lectures on nuclear
energy.

Avery removed her Caribbean-blue skirt suit
and hung the jacket. She wanted to have the skirt dry-cleaned since
that nasty man touched it. Then she took off her white silk blouse
with blue birds and flowers printed on it and set it next to the
skirt on the back of the gray upholstered chair. She replaced the
clothes with olive khakis, a matching t-shirt, and a cream hoodie
with the words, “St. Croix” embroidered on the back. It was worn
and soft from years of use. They vacationed there when she was
fourteen. It was great, like a paradise. She slipped into her
loafers and went back down to the house.

Avery started dinner with Kaia, Joy, and
Cyrus’s help. She took out the tiny muffin cup pan that held
thirty-six spots and mixed up a quick pie crust recipe using the
food processor. Then she pressed it into the muffin cups and filled
it with the egg, spinach, and caramelized onion mixture that Kaia
and Joy had prepared. Quiche was a quick, weeknight meal that they
had down pat. Served with a green salad, and dinner was done.

Her mother’s client’s taillights reflected in
the glass as they drove away down the drive. A few minutes later,
her mother joined them for dinner, thanked the kids for making it,
and led the mealtime prayer making sure to ask God to watch over
Hugo.

Avery was going to Renee’s tomorrow to ride
but still managed to stay up until around two a.m. to get some work
done. She tried to fool herself that it was just to work. But if
she was being truthful with herself, it was also so she didn’t have
to think about the bizarre and awful things that kept happening to
her lately. First, the man in the bar, then the stalker on the
road, and today the pervert project manager she was going to be
forced to work with for the next four to six weeks. She hoped she
could complete it in two.


Chapter Thirteen

On Monday, Tristan had a visit with Dr. Andersson.
It was going well. Or as well as could be expected for having to
talk about shit he didn’t want to talk about.

“The last time we left off, you were telling
me about your father. Can you describe him in more detail to me?”
she asked, hitting him right in the chest with that opener.

Tristan squirmed in his seat and looked out
the wall of windows behind her. “He was an asshole, Doc. What do
you want me to tell you?”

“Was he an alcoholic? Did he do drugs?”

“Hard drinker, not beer. Liquor. When he got
sopping drunk off his ass, then the fists would fly.”

“I’m sorry. That must’ve been terrible for
you.”

He gave half a shrug as if he didn’t care. “I
eventually got placed in foster care, as you know. That was better.
Most of the time.”

“Was there ever sexual abuse?”

“What? No, nothing like that. He was just a
mean drunk. I learned to stay away from the house as much as I
could when he was like that. But, honestly, as I got older, I
wanted him to take it out on me instead of my mother.”

“A protector.”

He shrugged again.

“You certainly protected my daughter,” she
remarked, the first time ever. “I still haven’t had a chance to
thank you for that Sergeant Driscoll. It was a very brave thing to
do.”

“Yeah, well, sometimes trouble just follows
me, I guess.”

During the two weeks since it had happened,
he’d seen Dr. Andersson four times. She hadn’t brought it up, and
neither had he. Tristan desperately wanted to ask her about the
incident last week when Avery had been chased down by someone. He
didn’t, though. Then he’d have to tell her how he heard, and he
really didn’t want to get involved. Her daughter was none of his
business. Neither were her pale blue eyes, full breasts, long tan
legs, or her damn adorable teepee.

“I don’t think that’s true, Tristan,” she
corrected. “I think perhaps you put yourself in these situations to
protect innocent people from being hurt.”

That was deep. He didn’t believe it,
either.

“Just like you put yourself in harm’s way in
the protection of your mother and the girls who were being abused
in that foster home. I think you just have a very protective
nature.”

Damn, that was seriously deep. And a load of
bullshit. He was told for years he had a bad temper. That’s all it
was.

“I don’t know, Doc,” he said
uncomfortably.

“During another session,” she said without
missing a beat, “you told me that sometimes sounds bothered you.
Can you describe those sounds?”

He shook his head, scrunched up his mouth,
and lied. “No, not really.” Air raid sirens or any sirens.

“Gunfire?” she asked, to which he shook his
head. “I know a few of your friends were killed. Does it have to do
with that?”

Tristan lied again and shook his head. Then
he rubbed his hand over the lower half of his face.

“It’s very common for soldiers to feel
guilty, to experience stress at certain triggers. You have nothing
to be ashamed of, Sergeant Driscoll. You’re a good person. I can
see that.”

“I don’t know about that, ma’am.” This woman
and her daughter were clearly poor judges of character.

“Why don’t you tell me about some of your
tattoos? Most people get them because they symbolize things in
their lives that they want to memorialize or remember. Can you
explain some of them?”

He stared hard at her. This topic was also
uncomfortable. He was starting to think Dr. Andersson studied
techniques from CIA interrogators.

“I see you have a cross there on your upper
arm,” she said. “Are you a Christian?”

“Nah, but I believe in God,” he explained.
“I’ve never been baptized or anything like that, didn’t do a whole
lot of time in church growing up except for when I stayed a short
stint with a religious foster family. Sometimes I read the
Bible.”

“Okay, and that one there,” she said, using
her blue pen to point to a helmet.

“Soldier’s creed,” he explained the words and
then the helmet on the rifle. “Battlefield cross.”

“I understand that one actually all too
well,” she said. “I’ve seen a lot of that one treating soldiers
like yourself.”

“Yeah, I bet you have.”

She used her pen again, “And this?”

“Airborne symbol.”

She nodded thoughtfully and pointed again.
“Here? What is this one?”

“That one?” he asked of the skull with the
cigar in its mouth and the military beret on its head. “That’s what
you get when you’re a dumbass drunk kid on a weekend furlough at
eighteen with your equally dumbass buddies.”

She actually laughed, the sound much ornerier
than he would’ve given her credit for. “Right. I’m sure I can only
imagine, Sergeant Driscoll. What about there on your wrist?”

“This one here is just a date,” he said,
pointing to the underside of his left wrist.

“And what is the importance of that
particular date?”

“Nothing really,” he lied, not wanting to
talk about it.

She tilted her head to the side with clear
disbelief and said, “It isn’t important, but you had it drawn on
your body in the form of a permanent tattoo?”

He scratched the side of his head, picked up
his discarded camouflage cap, and balled it up and unfolded it and
balled it again, squeezing the bill into a perfect oval.

“I lost a few of my buddies on that day a few
years ago,” he rubbed his right nostril and sniffed hard. It pushed
away feelings and worked well.

“That must’ve been terribly difficult,” she
said with true sympathy in her soft voice.

He wrinkled his nose and gave a curt nod.
“Yeah, sometimes. Better if you don’t get too close. You never know
when their ticket’s gonna get punched.”

“That’s not a healthy way to look at it,
either, though. Not letting anyone into your life will cause you to
lead a very lonely life, Tristan.”

“That’s fine by me. I don’t get lonely.”

“Everyone gets lonely,” she countered.
“Humans are by nature and genetic code community-driven beings. We
aren’t meant to be alone, to live alone. How else would we even
procreate?”

“Procreate?” he scoffed and shook his head
with disbelief. “Doc, seriously. I’m not lookin’ to have kids with
someone. That’s a no-brainer.”

“Why not? Maybe you’d be a good father
someday.”

He vehemently shook his head this time. “No,
no, I wouldn’t. That’s not in the cards for me. I just want to do
what I’m doing now and retire someday to a place…I don’t know…like
this. Somewhere remote. Maybe get a dog.”

“So, let me get this straight,” she said as
if slightly offended and was going to go off on a mom-style rant at
him. “You’re just going to not get close to people, not make new
friends, never marry or have kids, retire when you’ve put in the
appropriate amount of time in the service, and live in
isolation?”

That sounded great. A little judgy and maybe
a bit condescending when she said it, but, yeah.

“Sure. Sounds good, actually.”

“Tristan, there’s no reason you have to be
alone in this scenario, this future utopia you’ve created in your
mind. You are so young. You have a long life still to live.”

Probably not, if he was being totally honest.
It wasn’t like his job was entirely safe, ever.

“You could easily retire early or quit after
your enlistment is up. Settle down, find a little place where it’s
peaceful out in the country. And marry.”

He rolled his eyes.

“You could. There is nothing wrong with you,
Sergeant Driscoll. Sure, you’ve got a few battle scars. You had a
rough childhood. I’m not going to sugar coat it. Your life before
the Army came along sounds like it was pretty awful. I see the
scars on your arms.”

His gaze shot to hers.

“Don’t worry. Your secrets are safe with me.
I’d never tell anyone, and I didn’t even document it. Cigars?
Cigarettes? Which one?”

“Cigarettes,” he told her, feeling his eyes
well up. It pissed him off, so he gripped the arms of the chair to
suppress his feelings.

“That’s a horrible experience for any child
to go through. I like that you covered them with tattoos. And your
ink tells a story. It tells your story.”

“Your daughter doesn’t like them,” he blurted
and immediately regretted it, felt like an asshole for bringing her
up.

She only chuckled softly. “Avery’s nineteen.
She doesn’t even fully know who she is yet, where her place in this
great big world is yet. She was offered a full scholarship to
Cambridge like her father. I studied there, too. Did she tell
you?”

“No, ma’am,” he said.

She offered a grim smile. “Doesn’t surprise
me. My daughter is wise, beautiful, mature, and terrified.”

“Terrified?” he asked, wondering if it was
from last week when she was chased.

“Yes, like you, Avery is afraid of the world.
You’re afraid of letting people in your world. She’s afraid of
going out there into the world. You’re afraid of being stuck here
too long. But she’ll come around. So will you. I don’t want you to
leave in a few months and never even consider what I’ve told you
today. People get hurt, Sergeant. We get knocked down. We get
dragged through the mud. We watch the people we love die. Everyone
eventually loses someone in their life that they care deeply for.
Whether that is a friend, a lover, a spouse, a parent, or a child.
Life isn’t something you’re going to get out of without a little
pain that works its way in from time to time. Like Avery, don’t be
afraid to experience all that this life has in store for you. Go
out and grab that opportunity, those life experiences, even if you
know going in that it’s going to hurt you, even better if it does.
At least, the pain lets you know you’re still alive and still a
part of the living.”

Tristan couldn’t speak after that. He sat
there staring at her feeling like he was going to have a crying fit
like some sort of sissy. Jesus, next he was going to be asking for
almond milk in his damn coffee. She concluded their session, like
she always did, with a prayer and stood to shake his hand.

“Just think about it, okay? I’ll be praying
for you,” she offered as he left.

He must’ve been her last patient because when
he left, it was after five. Feeling like he’d just been put through
the wringer, Tristan was tired all of a sudden. As he was going to
his truck, he spotted some of her siblings playing baseball in the
side yard. There was a ton of them. All laughing or screaming or
talking all at once.

Then, he met her father, not on purpose. The
man spotted him, waved, and approached, wiping his hands on a shop
towel. He was tall just like Tristan figured from the family
photos. The dude had a heavy accent. He had come down from the
garage, where Avery’s car was not parked again. A teenage boy
almost as tall as him, and very obviously one of his blonde Swedish
offspring, fell in step beside his father.

“Dr. Hugo Andersson,” he said, extending his
hand. “You’re Sergeant Driscoll, correct?”

His accent was so thick, Tristan didn’t catch
every word but got the gist. He was a doctor, too? “Yes, sir.”

They shook hands, and then the boy stepped
forward. “Hi, I’m Abraham, Avery’s brother.”

“Yeah, I got that. You all look alike,” he
joked and got smiles from both of them.

“Sergeant Driscoll,” her father started, “I
just wanted to say thank you for helping my daughter a few weeks
ago. She told us what happened, and we’re indebted to you.”

He held onto a lot of his vowel sounds, which
made following his line of thought difficult.

“No, sir. Not at all. I was happy to
help.”

“Avery means so much to this family,” he
said, not really needing to, though. That was obvious. “We don’t
know what we’d do if something happened to her.”

“Like I said. Don’t mention it. I was glad I
was there. It was just one of those right-place-right-time kinds of
things.”

“Not according to Avery. She said what you
did was very heroic,” her father corrected.

He didn’t want to keep talking about this. It
wasn’t a big deal. They were making him sound like some sort of
hero. Not the case. Instead, Tristan motioned to their greasy hands
and asked, “Working on something?”

“Yeah, my car,” Abraham announced
proudly.

“Need any help?” Tristan offered and then
wondered why he had. That was weird.

“Do you know anything about foreign
cars?”

“I don’t know. Engine. Battery. Wires.
They’re all pretty much the same, right?” he joked.

“We’re replacing the starter in my son’s
Porsche,” his father explained.

“Need help?” Again? He asked again? What the
hell?

“Sure!” Abraham said excitedly. “That’d be
awesome.”

“Abraham,” his father scolded in a stern
voice, “let this young man go home. He didn’t come here to work on
our vehicles.”

“I don’t mind.”

“Yeah, c’mon, Dad,” Abraham pleaded as a car
pulled down the lane.

Dr. Andersson explained, “Alright, but only
because he might actually be able to figure this out and not
because we want to keep him from his own life. Working on cars is
kind of a hobby for me, but not Porsches. I’ve never worked on one
of those before. It was my friend’s car, and Abraham saved his
money and bought it from him.”

The car pulled closer and parked down by the
house. It was her. Avery. She got out looking like a stunner as
usual. Her hair was pulled back into a low twisty style at the base
of her thin neck. She wore a pale peach sweater and khakis. Her
body was hot. He could tell, but she wore old grandma clothes. She
sent them a wave.

“Hey, Ave!” Abraham yelled loudly, causing
his father to flinch. “C’mon, Sergeant Driscoll, let’s check it
out.”

Abraham led him up to the garage, but he kept
mum on the fact he’d been in there before. Not in the actual garage
but in Avery’s apartment above it. In the back where she came in,
it was just a drywalled hallway leading up. He couldn’t see the
garage space from there. Now he could, though. The four mechanical
garage doors were open, classical music was playing through the
surround sound, and Tristan’s jaw about hit the floor, which wasn’t
even concrete but some sort of material over concrete that looked
like brown swirling, bronze, shiny glass. It wasn’t glass. It just
looked like it. That was not the shocking part. The seven cars he
had all backed into the long building were the real show stoppers.
He had an old Army Jeep, something that looked like it was from the
1940s. A black Maserati, also vintage. A limited edition 7 series
BMW, sleek, shiny black. A convertible red Mercedes that had to be
eighty years old. It was in mint condition. A Ford Mustang muscle
car from the 60s. And finally, a pickup truck from the 50s painted
mint green with the wood rails on the top of the bed. It was so
cool.

“Wow,” he simply commented.

“I like buying old cars and having them
restored,” her father explained. “There’s just something about
saving something that was just destined to sit around and rust away
to nothing, restoring it to its original glory.”

“Well, sir,” he said, “I don’t know who does
your restoration work, but these are fantastic.”

“Thank you, Sergeant.”

“Just Tristan,” he corrected and made sure
Abraham heard, too.

They got to work after Tristan received the
more up close and personal tour from Hugo in which he explained
where he bought each vehicle and showed him photographs of what
they looked like before the restoration started. It was
impressive.

An hour later, they finally had the part
replaced with a new one, which he’d already special ordered for the
old Porsche. He never worked on cars in a garage this nice before
and certainly not while listening to classical music. It was
strange.

He left about ten minutes after they finished
and after he’d washed his hands at the sink in the back of the
garage. Mr. Andersson tried to pay him for his help, but Tristan
refused it and thanked him instead for the tour. Some of those cars
and models were all but obsolete. People just didn’t care about
stuff like that anymore. It was all new, new, new, disposable junk
that had so many EPA emissions regulations they broke down within
the first year.

On the drive out, he noticed their gate
closed behind him. That had never happened before, even when he was
the last patient of the day. It made him wonder if they just
started using it because of what happened to Avery. Now, he
regretted not asking her mother, father, or brother about it. He
wanted to know. In detail. Then, he could make up his mind as to
whether or not to try and track down the asshole stalker and beat
the tar out of him.

When he got back to base, he changed since he
got grease on his clothes working on that car and joined his
friends for dinner.

“We’re goin’ to your girlfriend’s hippy chick
friend’s house Saturday to go four-wheeling,” Royce said.

Tristan squirted mustard on his burger, which
they’d grilled out. There was a nip in the air lately, and he
wasn’t sure how much longer they’d be able to use the outdoor
grill. Soon, he’d need to pull it into the garage bay of the
equipment building.

“Hello?” Freddie said. “Earth to Tristan,
come in.”

His head shot up, and he stared blankly at
his friend. “Huh?”

“Saturday, numbnuts? We’re going to Renee’s
for four-wheeling. You know, your girlfriend’s weird little
friend,” Royce said.

“Hey,” Spencer corrected.

“Right, forgot you and hippy girl are a
thing,” Royce apologized, sort of. “What’s she like? Is she a
freak?”

Royce started gyrating his hips and making
his eyebrows jump up and down.

“You’d like to know,” Spencer remarked and
took a bratwurst off the grill with tongs and set it on Freddie’s
outstretched plate.

“Yeah, no shit, I do. That’s why I asked. And
what about your new girlfriend? She all straight-laced and prim and
proper in the sack or is she one of those shy, little innocent ones
who turns into a total freakshow in bed?”

Tristan just shook his head. “Don’t know. Not
my girlfriend.”

“Uh-huh, sure,” Royce commented. “Like you’d
tell us anyway.”

“That part is true,” he inclined his head,
making Royce laugh. He was one of those guys. All talk, easy to
laugh, always looking to pull a prank.

“So, you coming with or what?” Freddie
prodded.

“Where?”

Royce groaned while Spencer laughed and
explained. “To Renee’s Saturday. She invited us to come over and go
four-wheeling there. She’s got horses and cows and stuff. Lives on
a farm.”

“Farmer’s daughter, eh?” Royce started again,
to which Spencer rolled his eyes.

“Maybe you should stay here,” Spencer joked
at Royce.

“What? And miss all the fun? I gotta get me a
farmer’s daughter, too!”

“Farmer’s daughter,” Tristan started as he
sat at the metal picnic table, “doesn’t exactly mean dumb, blind,
and no sense of smell.”

Freddie and Spencer laughed at Royce’s
expense, who took it all in stride and chuckled.

A few weeks had passed since he’d heard that
gossip about Avery and her family in town. He just kept his head
down and stayed busy with work. Driving past her house three times
during the last week was slowly becoming a part of his daily
routes. It had to stop, but he couldn’t seem to make himself. He
worried about her. Each time he’d gone for therapy sessions with
her mother, she wasn’t home. He knew because he was becoming kind
of an Avery stalker. Her car was always gone. He knew what she
drove from the night of the bar fight. He even darted through the
weeds to check and see if she’d installed a lock on her apartment
main door after the issue of someone following her down the street.
Tristan was disappointed, to say the least, that she had not.

“So? You in?” Freddie prodded as Tristan took
a big bite and shrugged. Then he shook his head. “What? Aw, c’mon,
man. You gotta go with us. It’s gonna be fun. She said they were
gonna have a bonfire and shit.”

That sounded like fun for no one. Maybe
children. Definitely not him.

“Nah, think I’ll pass,” he told them, only to
receive groans of disappointment. That wasn’t his scene. Hanging
out with girls for the day, especially ones younger than him. A
bonfire. No. They’d probably want to make s’mores or some shit,
too. Forget it.

“Saw your girl the other day,” Spencer
said.

“My girl,” he repeated flatly.

Spencer smiled devilishly and said, “Yep. She
was at Renee’s. They were just coming back from riding when I
showed up.”

“I assume you are referring to Avery
Andersson?” he asked in an asinine tone.

“Yeah, of course. I helped them get all the
equipment off the horses. It was pretty cool.”

“Fascinating,” Royce remarked like an ass.
“What was she wearing? Get to the good stuff. That chick is totally
hot.”

“Riding pants and a sweater,” Spencer said.
“She’s not like Renee. Renee’s a little more…I don’t know.”

“Slutty?” Royce teased, trying to dig for
info.

Spencer just laughed, “Nah, she ain’t like
that. Definitely not. Renee’s got a little wilder streak, but
neither are hoes. Avery’s a good girl, ya’ know? She’s really
conservative, runs some sort of kids’ hour at her church or
something. They’re different. That’s for sure.”

Of course, she runs a children’s program. And
at her church, no less. She probably did mission work with the
poor, too.

“She was askin’ about you, bro’,” Spencer
added.

Tristan’s gaze jumped to his friend.
“Me?”

“Yeah.”

“Asking what?”

He shrugged, “The usual. How you were, if you
were doing okay, that kind of thing.”

“Why wouldn’t I be doing okay?” he wondered.
She was the one with all the problems. Attacked at a bar, stalked
on her road, stalked by him, too.

“Even asked if you’d be coming Saturday,” he
said.

He gritted his teeth and shook his head.
There was no way in hell he was going now.


 


He was used to traveling around the world,
moving here or there, being stationed in different countries,
villages, big cities. After a while, it all looked the same. The
people, the places, the missions. They blended after so many years
of being in the military doing special missions. All he needed to
know was where to point his rifle.

This was different. The location was like
nowhere he’d ever been. The people weren’t even people anymore. The
enemy wasn’t easily or clearly recognized anymore as the enemy.
Lines were being crossed every day. The military was being used,
but it didn’t feel right. He didn’t want to kill Americans. He
joined up to keep Americans safe, not kill them.

People didn’t even look like people. Nobody
trusted anybody else. Even just regular people weren’t trustworthy
anymore. Society was quickly collapsing, and all he could think was
that it was better when he’d been in the middle of a violent,
bloody firefight in the middle of the night in total chaos with
nothing but the companionship of gunfire and the smell of
battle.


Chapter Fourteen

Avery pulled her gentle mare to a halt in Renee’s
indoor riding arena. They had left the wide sliding doors open on
either end of the riding arena barn to allow for the fresh air
outside to circulate. It was turning out to be a nice Indian
summer, so she was living it up.

Renee cantered over to her and called, “Hey,
wanna’ go another round and then call it a day? The guys should be
here soon.”

“Sure,” she returned and touched her heels
lightly to the sides of the tall mare, which set her into an
immediate trot. She was a sweet girl, always was.

Avery approached the first oxer and applied
pressure to the mare’s sides again, taking the jump easily. She
followed the pattern they were running and ended with only one rail
knocked down. It was a good round. Renee used to do show jumping
when she was young but took a hard fall when she was twelve and
dropped out of it after that and only did it for pleasure now.
Avery had taken lessons for most of her youth. Sometimes they just
went on trail rides around Renee’s family farm. Other times, they
rode in the indoor arena or one of the paddocks. Her family owned a
lovely farm with beef cattle and horses for pleasure, mostly.

Clapping at the one end of the barn drew her
attention. It was Spencer. She trotted by and dipped her chin in
accord. Renee joined and got the same praise, to which she laughed.
Spencer was not alone. He’d brought three friends. The same ones
from the bar that night, including Tristan Driscoll, who looked
like he’d rather be anywhere but here.

“Hey, I was gonna tell you, Avery,” Spencer
said. “Thanks for the cookies. Those were awesome.”

“Oh, yeah,” another one said. She thought his
name might be Freddie. “Those were great.”

“You’re welcome,” she acknowledged as Spencer
opened the gate, and the men filed in.

“You can come by the base anytime with
cookies, ma’am,” the other man said. “Royce,” he introduced himself
and extended his hand up to her, and she shook it. “I don’t think
we were formally introduced that night. Need help?”

“I think I can manage,” she said and stood
slightly in her left stirrup and swung her right leg over the
mare’s broad back. She felt hands on her waist as she came down.
When her feet hit the ground, Avery looked up and over her
shoulder. “Um, thanks.”

“No problem, ma’am,” Royce said with a
twinkle in his brown eyes and a soft squeeze of her slim waist
before stepping back.

“Just Avery,” she corrected.

She pulled the reins over the mare’s neck and
gathered them together. It tossed its dark head in a universal
signal that it was ready to be done with this. Renee also
dismounted and pressed a kiss to Spencer’s cheek. Freddie was
talking Renee’s ear off, asking lots of questions about the horses
and the farm.

“Want to ride?” she offered him.

“Oh, gosh. No way, ma’am,” Freddie said to
her friend. “I’d just fall off on my ass.”

“I’ll walk you around. I won’t let you fall.
I promise,” she told him.

“Uh…” he stalled.

“Oh, come on!” Renee pleaded. “It’s fun.
You’ll like it. Just one lap, then we’ll get the horses put away
and the four-wheelers out.”

“Oh, alright,” he said and had a difficult
time mounting. Renee ended up hauling over the mounting block for
him. Then she led him away down the long wall of mirrors meant for
perfecting one’s form.

“W-would you like to ride, Royce?” she
asked.

“Nah, no thanks, ma’am,” he told her
immediately with a grin that showed his dimples. He was
good-looking and knew it. “Anyone else?”

Spencer shook his head and laughed. “No way.
Renee made me ride with her the other day. That was enough for me.
My butt’s still sore.”

Royce laughed. “What about you, Tristan? Care
to show us your skills? I know your unit did some trekking through
the mountains on horseback.”

“No, thanks,” he said.

“Aw, he’s scared,” Royce jeered. Avery didn’t
like that. Then he made chicken sounds. It was terribly rude.

Tristan shoved off the wall where he was
holding it up with his muscular arms crossed over his chest.
“Fine.”

He approached the mare and stroked her head,
her nose, held his hand below her muzzle and let her smell him.
Then he came to the side and looked down at Avery.

“W-would you like the mounting block?” she
offered.

“I don’t think so,” he said. “But I would
like those reins. I don’t wanna’ do this without the steering
wheel.”

“Oh!” she said with a laugh and held them out
to him. “Yes, that would help, wouldn’t it?”

He didn’t smile or laugh or even offer the
slightest grin. He was always so serious and stern looking. He
simply took the reins, pulled them back over the mare’s head, and
stuck one foot in the stirrup. He bounced once and swung a leg
over. Her mare stepped forward two paces, and he reined her in.
Then he nodded down at Avery to move back, that he had control.

“Yeah, go cowboy!” Royce teased and added a
‘hee-haw’ for good measure, or just to be obnoxious. He stepped
closer to Avery.

Tristan didn’t look amused at his friend’s
antics. He set the mare in motion and controlled her masterfully.
He bumped her forward into a slow walk, increased to a posting trot
about hallway around. Then he pressed her into a canter. For being
such a large man, he sat a horse well. Sometimes larger riders
seemed uncomfortable and awkward and looked even worse on a horse.
He didn’t. Tristan appeared right at home and at ease on her. She
listened well to him, too. She didn’t toss her head, buck, or even
pull at the bit. He rode a few laps around, did some figure eights,
and came to a stop near them again where Freddie and Renee had just
ended.

He swung to the ground and said, “She’s a
nice mare.”

Avery smiled, “Yes, she’s so sweet. Aren’t
you, girl?”

She rubbed her nose as Tristan petted her
neck.

“Need help removing her tack?” he asked
without looking at her.

“She got a tack? Like stepped on one or
something?” Freddie asked with concern, making Renee laugh.
“What?”

“That’s the saddle and bridle and pad.”

“Oh, duh,” he apologized. “If it was a rifle
or a computer, I’d know it.”

They left the barn with Royce and Freddie on
their heels, and she was left with Tristan.

“She goes in the other barn,” she explained,
thumbed toward it, and led him after he swept his hand past him as
if she should go first. He brought the mare behind them. “Where did
you learn to ride?”

“Here and there,” he answered evasively.

“In the Army?” Avery pressed, getting a tight
scowl.

Tristan pulled the mare through the open
doors to the other half of the stables and didn’t answer. Avery
didn’t push for an answer. He obviously didn’t want to talk to her.
She merely hooked the mare to a tie and started removing her tack.
Tristan figured out the snaps on the English saddle and took it
off. Then the pad. She removed the horse’s padded shin guards,
which protected their precious legs in case they hit a rail going
over a jump. Renee’s horses wore them whenever anyone rode, whether
jumping or just pleasure riding. She was very protective of her
horses for a good reason. They were her income while she worked her
way through grad school. She lived in a small apartment in town
above a restaurant but close enough to her parents’ place to
continue giving riding lessons. She had quite a few students, too.
Like Avery, she loved her parents and was close with them, but also
wanted more freedom than Avery. Thus, the apartment.

They finished with the mare and turned her
out in a small paddock with a few other horses. Then Avery hung the
bridle in the tack room where each horse had their own designated
spots for their tack in particular. Tristan carried the saddle and
handed it off to her.

“Thanks for the help,” she said agreeably and
got a curt nod. He wasn’t much of a talker. Abraham said he’d
helped them the other night work on his car. He’d gone on and on
about how ‘cool’ Tristan was and how he knew so much about stuff.
As they were leaving the barn, Avery paused near the light switch.
“You-you didn’t call or text.”

“What?” he asked hesitantly as if he weren’t
sure why he would have.

“I just thought you might’ve found out more
information about the flu,” she said. It had been bugging her that
he hadn’t called. “Remember? You said if you did, you’d text. You
didn’t text.”

“Oh, sorry,” he apologized and shoved his
hands into the pockets of his black hoodie. “Been busy.”

She hated to admit it, but that hurt a
little. “Oh, right. Of course.” Stammering about it like an
imbecile didn’t help. Avery turned the lights off and left the barn
with him to join their friends. Another three people had shown up
in the meantime, two of their girlfriends- Joella and Sheba, and
one of Renee’s cousins, Joshua, who was Avery’s age and like a
brother to her. Renee didn’t have any siblings, but she had a large
extended family.

Avery ducked away to change in Renee’s old
bedroom in the ranch-style house, removing her tall black riding
boots and tan breeches with the suede knee patches. She pulled on a
pair of cargo khakis and kept the same black turtleneck, topping it
with a black zip-up sweater with tiny embroidered flowers around
the cuffs. Then she spritzed on some body spray from her friend’s
bathroom counter, praying it smelled better than horse. Looking in
the mirror, Avery frowned at her plain appearance. All the other
girls wore makeup and had neat hairstyles and more fashion sense
and style. She was so plain and boring, uninteresting to the
maximum. Spotting a tube of lipstick, she applied some.

“Oh, geeze!” she said to her image in the
mirror. It was so red! She blotted and blotted. “Worse!” Now her
lips looked swollen and red like someone had punched her.
“Great.”

“Hey, girl,” Renee said from the other room.
“Almost ready?”

“Um, yeah, just…getting dressed and…” she
groaned.

“What’s wrong?” Renee asked, entering the
bathroom with her. She looked so cool dressed in tight skinny jeans
and a white gauze tunic that was cut in a low vee in the front to
reveal a white cami with lace trim. Topping it was her tan, suede,
fringe-sleeved jacket that came down to her knees, which she’d
found at a vintage store, of course. She looked so original and a
lot sexy. She had on a beret that matched the suede color of her
coat with burgundy embroidered flowers. Avery would never look like
that. She always managed to look like a model for the cover of a
camping and hiking magazine.

She moaned. “I’m so boring. Look at me! I
literally just remembered that I bought these pants online from an
outdoors catalog company because they were water repellent! And I
look like I spent all day in a barn.”

“Let me help,” Renee said and jumped right to
it. First, she removed the pins holding Avery’s smooth bun in place
at the base of her neck and brushed out her long hair.

“Yikes, now it’s too poufy,” she said, trying
to smooth it down.

“No, it’s good. Leave it down. You’ve got
great hair,” her friend commented as she sprayed stuff in it,
creating a gray fog in the small bathroom.

Renee applied black eyeliner around the top
and bottom of her eyes and smudged it with a Q-tip. Then she swept
some mascara on.

“Your eyes are your best feature. Always
accentuate your best feature.”

“I thought my brain was my best feature.”

“Guys can’t see your brain, babe,” her friend
joked, making Avery chuckle. “Did you try to use my red lipstick?”
she asked, to which Avery nodded weakly. “Here, let’s try this one.
Red like that isn’t going to go with your skin tone. You’re already
tan.”

“And freckled.”

“Those are cute. Are you kidding?”

She held still as Renee swiped on some pale
peachy-pink lip gloss and dusted something lightly across her
cheeks with a soft brush.

“There, perfect.”

She turned to look in the mirror and didn’t
feel quite comfortable. “Do you think it’s too much?”

“You’re asking a white girl with dreads if I
think lip gloss and mascara is too much? Come on! We need to get
out there. Everyone’ll be waiting.”

She smiled and followed her friend, hoping
she didn’t look stupid. The mascara and eyeliner did accentuate her
eyes. What felt like globs of makeup being applied ended up looking
subtler than she would’ve thought. She just wasn’t used to wearing
any unless she had to go to a meeting with clients when she’d wear
a soft mauve lipstick and mascara. They pulled on their shoes,
bright blue cowgirl boots for Renee, and sensible gray suede hiking
gym shoes for her. Yep, bought from the same camping catalog.
Totally practical, once again waterproof, and zero percent
sexy.

“Surprised to see Tristan here?” Renee asked
as they walked, arms linked toward the group hanging out by the
barn.

“Yes, I thought you said Spencer said he was
for sure not coming.”

“Hm, guess he must’ve changed his mind,”
Renee hinted and winked. Avery nodded to her friend. “Are you glad
he did?”

Her eyebrows pinched together, Avery
swallowed uncomfortably and said, “Um, sure. His friends are here,
so he probably didn’t have anything better to do, ya’ know?”

“Yeah, right. Hot guy like that? He’s got
plenty to do. He just chose to hang out with us for his friends,
too. Sure.”

Avery sent her a smirk and shook her
head.

“Hey, Ave!” Joshua yelled and jogged over,
picking her up and swinging her around.

“Hi! How’s school? Staying out of trouble at
OSU?” she asked when he put her down.

“Aw, now where would the fun be in that?” he
teased, his blonde hair shiny and gilded in the sunlight.

“Everyone ready?” Renee called out and got
shouts and hoots of pleasure from the group in answer. “Mount up,
people!”

“Avery, ride with me?” Joshua asked, only to
be interrupted by their friend Joella, who had a huge crush on
Joshua for the last two years and didn’t have the guts to tell him.
She was so sweet and pretty. They would make the cutest couple.

“Josh, I was hoping you’d ride with me,”
Joella said, touching his arm, a bold move for her. “Hey,
Avery.”

“Hi, glad you could make it,” she greeted her
friend with a hug.

“I had to come. I brought the wine and
beer!”

Joshua laughed. “Then, heck yeah, I’m glad
you came, too. Sure, I’ll ride with you, Joella. Catch up
later?”

He was asking Avery, and she nodded
agreeably.

She saw Tristan’s pickup truck with a trailer
attached. They must’ve brought two of the four-wheelers because
Renee’s family only had three. Freddie was already on one. Spencer
was riding with Renee behind him. Royce was on his four-wheeler
already and their other friend, Sheba, was getting on behind him,
which left her standing there. She felt like an idiot until Tristan
pulled up beside her.

“Need a ride?” he asked.

She nodded and got on reluctantly behind him.
It was really uncomfortable riding with him between her legs, so
she tried to keep three or four inches between them so their bodies
didn’t touch. He didn’t say anything and followed after the rest of
the group on the path that led out behind the barns and sheds.

At first, Avery tried holding onto the small,
narrow bars beside her hips but the course became too bouncy. She
was jostled forward a few times into his back. Tristan reached
behind him and grasped her hand, bringing it around his stomach.
Then he did the same with the other until she was holding tight. He
slid his hand under her right knee and yanked her whole body
forward until she was pressed tightly against his. It was very
embarrassing. But once she had a better grip, he sped up, and she
didn’t feel like she was about to bounce off the back.

She’d been down this path many times with her
friend on horses but never on four-wheelers. Avery didn’t really
like riding them. She didn’t trust them not to flip over. Horses
seemed more reliable.

They rode through the woods down paths, came
to a gravel, abandoned road and kept going. The path used to be a
train track but was rerouted and torn out decades ago. Now it was
just a nice path to ride on.

Up ahead, Spencer led them off the path up
into the woods and onto another trail. They rode to the top, wound
their way slowly down a long, tricky steep path until they came to
a shallow creek and crossed it. Maybe her sensible khakis weren’t
so lame, after all because she heard a few of the girls ahead of
them crying out about getting splashed. Of course, Royce and
Freddie were trying to peel out and send as much water spraying
into the air onto each other as possible. She noticed Tristan hung
back until they were through with their shenanigans before slowly
crossing.

After another half hour of travel, they
arrived at her family’s cabin. It wasn’t much, just a tiny cabin
for their friends to stay on when they came down from the city to
hunt for the weekend. Each person parked their machines near the
structure and got off. Tristan offered to help her, and she took
his gloved hand.

“Thanks,” she mumbled and walked away from
him to join her girls.

“That was awesome!” Freddie yelled and pumped
his fist in the air.

Royce joined in, “Yeah, you’ve got some great
trails.”

Every vehicle carried on the back rack either
a cooler or supplies of some sort. Avery had helped Renee pack
items earlier into the coolers on the back of her family’s three
ATV’s. The guys were nice enough to carry them over and set them by
the campfire pit, which they also went about dumping wood and
kindling into.

The sun was lowering in the sky as they set
up their table with hotdogs, buns, chips, cold pasta salad, and
cookies that Avery made and contributed- this time peanut butter.
She hoped nobody had a peanut allergy. She’d also brought Hershey’s
chocolate bars and marshmallows. Her family liked doing fun
versions of s’mores like chocolate and marshmallow melted between
two cookies.

Someone set up and lit the oil lamps around
the fire and brought out the folding chairs. There was also a
wooden picnic table, and the fire was roaring and crackling. Avery
went back into the cabin to retrieve the paper plates she knew
Renee’s family kept in stock in the pantry cupboard in the tiny
kitchen.

“I heard you had some trouble last week,”
Tristan said behind her, causing Avery to jump at his deep
voice.

“How did…”

“Through the rumor mill,” he answered,
cutting her off and moving to stand with his hand on the counter,
his wide back creating a wall that she could not see past. “Is it
true?”

“Hey!” Royce complained loudly outside.
“There’s no service up here!”

“Duh,” Renee countered. “You should’ve
figured that out that by now.”

They all teased him, but Avery was more
concerned about her discussion with Tristan.

“What did you hear?” she asked
cautiously.

“That someone chased you down the road,” he
said bluntly, getting straight to the point, which she was learning
was exactly how he was. “Is that true?”

“Yes, I think so.”

“You think so?” he asked impatiently.

Avery was having none of it. She didn’t like
raising her voice at people, but she did have seven younger
brothers and sisters, after all.

“Yes,” she stated more emphatically and with
a touch of attitude.

“What happened? Tell me exactly,” he
demanded, apparently not at all intimidated by her emphatic
tone.

“I-I was out for a walk,” she described
because she figured with that determined look on his face he wasn’t
going to stop asking, and she didn’t want to talk about this in
front of the others. They’d probably think she was just being
dramatic. “It was a little foggy.”

“Where were you walking?” he interrogated, to
which she shrank.

“Through the woods,” she explained, watching
an irritated scowl wash over his features. “I do it all the
time.”

“What kind of gun do you carry?”

“What…no, no gun,” she said confusedly.

His scowl deepened. “Continue.”

She stared at him a second as if he were
crazy and then said, “I went across our neighbor’s farm. They were
super sweet. Both passed away now, though. Not even very old when
it…”

“Avery,” he stopped her. “We’ve only got
about thirty seconds before the hoard comes in here for those
plates.”

“Oh, right,” she said, blushing. She knew she
was because she could feel it and because Tristan’s eyes dropped
slowly to her cheeks. Which, of course, caused them to stain
deeper. “I was coming past our neighbor’s property on our road out
of the woods then, the Campbell’s. They have a dog, a big English
sheepdog. So cute and… right, sorry. Stick to the facts! Charlie
was barking his poor head off.”

“Does he do that often?”

“No, never. He’s a little…I mean, big
angel. He’s huge. So sweet. Anyway, sorry again. I heard
something…”

“What? What did you hear?”

“Branches snapping,” she recounted and felt a
shiver on the back of her neck and placed her hand there to calm
it. “I can’t describe it, Tristan,” she said, her voice quieting
and her heart rate accelerating as she remembered that night. She
had been truly terrified like never before in her life, not even
when that man had grabbed her at the bar. It was a fear so intense.
“I heard… something.” Avery’s gaze lowered from Tristan’s to stare
at the wooden floor about three feet away as she recalled it all so
fresh in her mind still. “Growling or a voice…but not a voice…not
really…not anymore. And then it started coming through the woods at
me. Something just told me to run. So, I did. I ran fast. I’m not
much of a runner. I prefer hiking, but that night I ran like the
hounds of Hell were on me. It was all so strange, though. As fast
as I was going and as far ahead of a lead I had…” she shook her
head, remembering. “It went across the road into the woods on the
other side and was caught up to me in a flash. I barely made it
through the gate before…I don’t know what.”

Avery drew her eyes up to meet his again. He
looked fierce and angry and…something else…worried? Instead of
saying anything, Tristan just nodded.

“A bear?” she asked softly.

He just stared at her but narrowed his blue
eyes. “Maybe.”

“We get coyotes out by us pretty often,” she
tried to rationalize.

“But coyotes make their own sounds, kind of a
yipping. You said this thing was growling and what?”

“Almost…I don’t know. It sounded like a
person, but they weren’t saying words.” Avery covered her face with
her hands. “I feel like an idiot. It was probably just somebody’s
stray dog or a coyote looking for a chicken coop.”

He pulled her hands down gently and didn’t
let them go.

“I’m glad you listened to your instincts and
ran. Sometimes people don’t, and it costs them.”

She pursed her lips and nodded. “I think…I’m
not sure, and this probably sounds crazy, but…”

“Hey, you two!” Freddie called. “Get those
plates out here. We’re starving.”

The trance was broken, and she ducked around
Tristan and hurried back out to the campfire, which gave off the
most glorious smell, all woodsy and smoky and crisp. Everyone ate,
the guys told funny military stories, except Tristan, of course. He
wasn’t even sitting by them. He’d chosen to sit on the picnic table
and plant his feet on the benched seat part of it and eat alone.
His face was so severe and intense. He didn’t laugh at his friends’
stories or even crack a smile. Maybe he already heard them, or
maybe he was thinking about something that upset him. Maybe he was
just grumpy.

“Who wants s’mores?” Renee announced and got
a lot of loud and raucous ‘yes’s’ as she rose to get the supplies.
Avery went to the picnic table to help. “S’more, Tristan?” her
friend asked. He just scowled. Not one to miss a beat, she said,
“More for us, then! Avery’s family has the coolest s’mores
inventions. Tonight, it’s peanut butter cookies instead of graham
crackers.”

“Cookies?” he chirped up.

Avery smiled. What was it with men and
cookies? Renee took the supplies to the campfire, and Avery kept
one box of cookies behind. She opened the lid and enticed Tristan.
“Want one?”

“Peanut butter, huh?” he asked, to which she
nodded.

“What’s your favorite?”

“Any,” he said and almost cracked a grin.
Almost. But he did take a few cookies.

Avery felt bad he was sitting alone, so she
climbed onto the tabletop and sat like Tristan right beside him.
She didn’t want a cookie, though. She’d had a few during the baking
process early this morning.

“Hey, Ave!” Renee called over to her. “Tell
Tristan about your dick boss. He’ll get a kick out of that
story.”

Avery sent her a glare and shook her head.
Renee laughed and went back to talking to Spencer.

“What’s this about?” he asked.

Avery took a deep breath and lied. Then she
tried to figure out why she lied. “Oh, nothing. She’s just being
silly.”

“Then why’d she bring it up? You dating your
boss or something? What boss? I thought you worked as an
independent contractor.”

“I do. No, not dating him…”

“Who are you dating then? That kid over
there, Joshua? He keeps staring at you all night.”

“What?” she gasped on a whisper, hoping
nobody heard him. Tristan didn’t seem like the kind of man who
cared what anyone heard or didn’t hear. “No, Joshua is a friend.
We’re just friends. He’s Renee’s cousin.”

“Then what’s the deal with the boss?” he
pressed and took a large bite out of a cookie as Sheba starting
dancing around the fire with Joella. They cranked up the music that
had been playing at a low decibel. Sometimes her older friends
drank. Tonight was going to be one of those times.

“He’s not really my boss, just the project
coordinator for the hospital that I’m working on this contract for.
It-it was nothing.”

“Nothing, huh?” he asked and sniffed, staring
at the fire and not her. “If it’s nothing, then tell me what
happened.”

“He just made a pass, not a big deal.”

“What kind of pass?” he questioned and
casually leaned forward to place his elbows on his knees while he
worked on another cookie.

Avery scrunched up her face and said, “Just
said some rude things.

“Did he say rude things or make a pass?”

“Hey, we’re going for a walk!” Sheba shouted
and linked her arm through Royce’s. If she didn’t know her friend
so well, Avery would think it was a bad idea. However, she almost
felt like she should warn Royce. Sheba was homeschooled and raised
in a Christian home, but it hadn’t exactly stuck. She was fairly
rebellious to the point of reckless, and Avery believed
promiscuous. They didn’t actually hang out that much unless Renee
was with them.

Spencer waved to them.

“Which one?” Tristan pushed. “Rude words or
hit on you?”

She thought about that for a moment. “Both, I
suppose. Let’s not talk about it, okay?”

Tristan twisted his neck to look at her
directly, which always caused Avery to feel a little breathless.
There was something about him that made her nervous.

“Did he touch you?”

She sucked in her bottom lip and squinted.
“Um…”

“He touched you?”

“Just…it was no big deal.” She tried to
chuckle, but it came off as nervous and nerdy. His left eye
twitched.

“I should go up there and take care of this
asshole.”

His crassness and the implication of what he
was suggesting made her flinch. Then she remembered something that
might help to talk him off the ledge.

“You already did.”

He looked at her again with a perplexed
expression, the light from the fire making the blueness of his eye
color more intense. “What are you talking about?”

“I sort of lied and told him I had a
boyfriend.”

“What’s that got to do with me?”

“I said it was you. Sort of. I mean, I just
described you to him, and the man backed right off after a few
minutes. I’m sorry. Now that I say it out loud, it sounds creepy
and like I’m your stalker or something.”

Tristan chuckled. It was a low belly sound
and guttural.

“What made you do that?” he asked and
polished off another cookie, his third. “Tell him I’m your
boyfriend?”

She shook her head. “I don’t know. You-you’re
the most intimidating person I know. I guess I just thought of you
when I was trying to describe my ‘boyfriend’ to make him stop.”
Avery used air quotes to explain it.

“Intimidating, huh?” he asked, to which she
nodded and raised her eyebrows. Then he mumbled something.

“What was that?” she asked. “Sorry, I didn’t
hear you.”

“I said if he wants to see intimidating, I’d
be happy to show him intimidating. Especially if the asshole likes
intimidating women. Punk.”

Her eyes widened at his threat. She didn’t
want to see that. She could imagine what he’d do to a man like Mark
Crane.

“I think threatening him with my Army
boyfriend did the trick. He seemed a little scared actually.”

Tristan chuckled again, a husky, throaty
sound. “Damn straight. He should be. What hospital again?”

Avery was young, but she wasn’t stupid. “No,
I don’t need you going up there. This is a big contract for me.
This is the equivalent of some people’s full-year salary. I took
care of it.”

“Uh-huh. Renee!” he called across the
campfire, his deep voice a booming sound in the night. “Which
hospital does this asshole who hit on Avery work at?”

“No!” she shouted to her friend and hopped
down from the picnic table to stand in front of Tristan. She
clasped her hands over his ears so he couldn’t hear her friend’s
reply. “Do not tell him!”

Renee laughed loudly as Tristan’s hands shot
up to her wrists. She struggled to keep his ears covered. Peering
over her shoulder, she could see her friend had returned to talking
with Spencer and the others. Finally, Avery allowed him to lower
her hands.

“No,” she said firmly and wagged her finger,
or attempted to.

“Do you really think you could stop me from
finding out?” he asked in a serious tone and tugged at her wrists
until she was forced to kneel on one knee on the picnic table’s
seat between his thick thighs. He was very close. She could smell
his…after shave? Cologne? No, probably not cologne. She couldn’t
imagine someone like Tristan wearing cologne. Mark Crane wore
cologne, a lot of it, too. Tristan smelled like leather and grass
or dirt. Dirt? She was losing her mind.

Suddenly, a blood-curdling scream ripped
through the night sky, and the moment was over. Tristan jumped
down, moving her out of the way at the same time. He led her over
to the others, and she looked down to notice he had a tight grip on
her hand.


Chapter Fifteen

“Shut that shit off,” he ordered of the music, which
Spencer immediately cut the sound to.

He waited with his friends and held onto
her.

“Probably just Royce messin’ with us,”
Freddie said, although Tristan could see the fear in his eyes.

“Shh!” Spencer commanded as he also strained
to listen.

Everyone was so quiet, but that wasn’t the
only thing Tristan noticed. Even the crickets had stopped chirping.
The frogs were quiet. No owls hooted. The night had ceased its
nocturnal activities as if it, too, were frightened at what it had
just heard. Tristan wasn’t afraid. He just wished he had a
weapon.

“Stay right here,” he told Avery and released
her hand.

He used his phone’s light to see his way to
the small shed next to the house and opened the door. There was a
chainsaw in it, and a wheelbarrow, some spare lumber and a
half-empty package of shingles for repairing the cabin’s roof if it
needed it. He did find a shovel and a crowbar. He took both. They
were the only possible weapons. Rushing back to Avery, he handed
the shovel to Spencer and kept the crowbar. The weight of the steel
felt good in his hand. He picked up her hand in his again and held
tight. That felt better.

It wasn’t that he was holding her hand
because she was actually his girlfriend or anything or even that he
thought of her that way. But she had a bad habit of getting herself
into dire situations, especially lately. Getting attacked by some
freak at the bar, chased down by something out on a walk, sexually
harassed at work, secretly stalked by him. She was a walking
disaster zone.

“What was that?” Renee whispered in fear.

“Shh, easy,” Tristan warned quietly and tried
to listen.

“We need to get Royce and head back,” Spencer
commented.

Tristan had never been in any sort of shit
with any of these men. They were all assigned temporarily to the
base outside of town for one reason or another. Only Spencer was
Special Forces, green beret. The rest carried lower ranks. It
didn’t matter to him. They all went through basic and AIT. They
knew how to fight if they had to. It was whether or not they could
perform if the situation merited it. Not everyone could.

“Let’s go,” Tristan said. “We don’t leave
without them.”

“Where’s this go, Renee? The path they took?”
Spencer asked her.

Avery’s friend, Joshua, the same one from the
pics on her phone, just stood there looking as scared as the girls.
Freddie wasn’t in much better shape, which led Tristan to think
that his roommate hadn’t seen a combat mission yet in his service.
He knew Freddie was a diesel mechanic, which was great if something
broke down. That wasn’t going to help tonight, though. Technically,
Tristan’s MOS was engineer, just engineer, a generic term. He was
not an engineer of any kind. Some divisions that the Army created
about thirty years ago didn’t actually exist, so technically, he
was an engineer. It looked nice on paper. Technically.

“There’s a creek, a stream that leads to a
lake. I don’t think they would’ve gone that far, though. The lake’s
about a mile away. The creek is closer.”

“Let’s move,” Tristan said and led the group.
He walked over to Freddie and handed him the crowbar. “Use it if
you have to. I’m Leaving the girls behind with you. They’re
weaponless. You’re in charge. Do not let me come back here and see
you haven’t taken care of them. If we aren’t back in ten, leave.
Get them to safety. Ya’ hear?”

“Yes, sir,” his subordinate answered
immediately, forgetting their status of roommates and buddies.
Tristan was pulling rank.

Then he turned to Avery, “Stay close to
Freddie, okay? We’ll be right back.”

He released Avery’s hand, and she looked
upset about it. Her pale blue eyes were wide and frightened.

“I want to go with you.”

He shook his head. “Not safe. Stay here.
Leave us if we don’t come back in ten minutes.”

This time, she shook her head.

“Yes, don’t argue.” He turned his back to her
and signaled Spencer. Tristan just kept going toward the path.

“C’mon, Spence,” he said to his friend, who
nodded and gave Renee a kiss on the cheek.

They walked for a few minutes along the worn
dirt path surrounded by woods. Tristan stooped, pausing a moment to
reach under the hem of his jeans and remove the knife from his boot
he had strapped there in a leather scabbard. It wasn’t that big,
but it was better than nothing. He wasn’t opposed to bare-handed
grappling, but he’d rather use something that left an even bigger
mark than his fist.

“What the hell was that, man?” Spencer
asked.

“Not sure. Wild animal?”

Spencer was quiet. Neither of them believed
that. It sounded more human than animal, more animal in nature than
a human would sound.

Then, as if on cue, it did it again, making
that awful screaming sound as if it were in pain or in a rage. He
wasn’t sure which, and he wasn’t sure where exactly it was coming
from. They both froze in their tracks. Waiting. Listening.
Calculating.

Suddenly, out of the corner of his eye,
Tristan caught sight of something white in all the darkness around
them.

“Help!” Sheba screamed and nearly ran him
down. She was wearing a white t-shirt and not much else. He was
pretty sure the shirt was Royce’s because it had an emblem for
Indian motorcycles on the left breast pocket.

“What happened? Where’s Royce?” Tristan
shouted above her hysterical crying.

“Something…something…I don’t know. It
attacked us. We were down by the creek. Was gonna go skinny
dipping. It…what the hell was that?”

“An animal?” Spencer asked her.

She shook her head, her mascara streaking
down her face and staining Royce’s shirt.

“Sheba, where is he? Where’s Royce?” Tristan
asked.

She just trembled under his hands and cried.
“Gone. He’s gone. It…took him, dragged him away.”

“A bear?”

That was the only thing he could think that
would be able to carry off a man of Royce’s size.

“No, I don’t…I don’t know…a man? We gotta get
outta’ here. Now!”

“Go back,” Tristan told her, shouted in her
face was more like it. “Follow this trail. It takes you straight
back to the camp. You’re not far. Go!”

She ran, didn’t wait or pause, just took off.
He noticed her feet were bare and so were her legs.

“Ready?” Tristan asked his friend. Spence
just nodded.

They kept going, came to a ravine and went
down it. Tristan wished he had a gun. If it was a bear, he couldn’t
stab it to death. Before the night was over, his strength and
skills as a killing machine were going to be tested. He had this
feeling many times in the past. It never failed to come to
fruition. Each time, he’d had to kill people when that instinct
kicked in. Tonight, he just wondered if his ticket would get
punched or his enemy’s.

He could hear water gurgling. They had to
have come this way. Sheba probably took off through the woods and
got off the path at some point to have come at him from an angle.
She was in a panic, so it was understandable.

“Tristan, here,” Spencer said, shining his
phone’s light on blood near the bank.

“Where is he? He can’t have gotten far,”
Tristan noted and looked around. He found a path in the sandy
shore, streaks or drag marks. He whisper-shouted to his friend,
“Here. Over here!”

Spencer joined him, and they followed it.
Blood marked the ground here and there. It went about thirty yards
until they found Royce. He was dead. Clearly dead. There were what
seemed like claw marks on his face and his bare chest. His neck had
a huge chunk missing as if an animal like a bear had bitten a piece
out of it. His eyes were wide open and frightened, even in death.
It reminded Tristan of the look Avery gave him before he left the
campfire.

Then another scream came, this one more
muffled than the last, and definitely not the same tone. This was a
woman, and it was coming from the campfire.

“Go!” he shouted to Spencer, who took off up
the hill.

Tristan passed him and sprinted. He had a
better weapon than his friend. That’s why he should’ve gone first.
That’s what he told himself. The truth he didn’t want to
acknowledge was that he was scared out of his mind that Avery was
being attacked by whatever animal just killed his friend.

He ran as if his life depended on it. In
truth, her life maybe depended on it. Avery was not the kind of
person who could take care of herself. She’d lived a protected,
sheltered life. She was weak, soft. Whatever just killed Royce
would kill her in half the time. Royce would’ve put up one hell of
a fight.

Tristan held the light of his phone in front
of him on the path and almost slid to a stop at the sight of blood
again. Spencer ran into him. Tristan pointed at the blood in the
silvery beam of light from the phone, and they moved forward more
cautiously.

“Drag marks again,” Spencer located
first.

They followed them off the path and into the
woods. It didn’t take long to find the end of the trail of blood.
Sheba’s dead body lay prone and unmoving, unblinking, lifeless eyes
staring up at the night sky. Her abdomen shredded open, her throat
cut.

“Fuck! Are you serious, man?” Spencer said
with a mixture of anger and anguish.

“Let’s go,” Tristan said, snapping him out of
staring at the dead woman. “Move it.”

He double-timed it back to the campfire where
everyone was waiting for them.

“What happened? We heard someone scream. Was
it Sheba?” Renee fired off questions.

“We need to go. Now!” Tristan stated and went
directly to Avery because he’d already tried his cell phone for
service earlier and didn’t catch even one bar.

“Where’s Royce and Sheba?” Avery asked him
softly.

“Dead. We need to move. Come on,” he grabbed
her elbow and pulled her along. Everyone gasped at once. Joella
started crying. Renee was firing off more questions.

“But…” Avery said in the same quiet tone.

“Now, Avery,” he said, not caring whether or
not the rest were figuring it out. He did, however, call back over
his shoulder to the group, “Leave everything. Let’s go!”

He had just mounted the ATV when a roar and
rustling of bushes came from behind and to their right. He yanked
her arm, tugging her on behind him and fired up the machine. He
wasn’t waiting around for anyone else. He had to get her to
safety.

Someone screamed. Tristan swung in his seat
to see Freddie going down, something on him.

“Dammit!” he yelled and got back off. Then
Tristan wrapped an arm around her waist and slid her forward into
the driver’s position. “Stay here, Avery. Stay back. If I go down,
get the hell outta’ here.”

He took out his knife again and went toward
Freddie at a sprint. Renee and Joella were screaming. Spencer was
getting them out of the way.

“Hey! Get off him!” Tristan roared. This
thing wasn’t the only person in the woods tonight who could be loud
and induce fear.

He charged like a bull, dug the balls of his
feet in at the last second, and plowed into Freddie and the…man
that was on his roommate’s back. They all three went over. The man
hopped to his feet even faster than Tristan did. Freddie didn’t get
up. The man circled Freddie’s body as if sizing up Tristan. He was
doing the same.

Tristan did his best to draw it away from his
friend. He wasn’t going to refer to this thing as a man. It was not
a man anymore. Something was wrong with him. There was blood all
over its face. His eyes were huge and bloodshot, dazed as if it
didn’t know where it was or what it was doing. It had a small chunk
of a tree branch in its left hand about four inches long and sharp
on one end as if it had chipped away at the bark and built itself a
homemade knife. Had he stabbed Royce and Sheba with it?

In his peripheral, he saw Spencer rushing to
Freddie’s aid. His friend didn’t sound so good. He was gurgling and
making spitting sounds.

“Come on, motherfucker,” Tristan taunted.
“You wanna’ dance?”

It screamed. This was definitely the first
sound they’d heard earlier. It wasn’t human at all anymore. A human
couldn’t make that sound. It was impossible. The sound it was
making was like a mixture between a fox screaming and a bull elk’s
bugling sounds. People couldn’t vocalize like that.

Then it charged. Tristan planted his feet but
sidestepped quickly at the last second. The blow intended for him
was partial, but it was still enough to knock Tristan sideways.
They grappled. It tried to hit him square in the chest with its
makeshift weapon, but Tristan deflected it.

Tristan raised his knife and jammed it into
the thing’s stomach. It wasn’t even affected. Instead, he shoved at
him, knocking him off balance and into a tree behind him. Damn, the
thing was strong. It reminded him in a bad way of the man who’d
grabbed Avery at the bar. That freak had been super strong, too.
This guy wasn’t nearly as big as Tristan but was, somehow,
stronger. It didn’t matter to him. He’d fought bigger and smaller,
stronger and weaker. It wasn’t the size of the fighter. It was
skill, stamina, and pure bloodlust. Who had more. Who was
conditioned better. Who was willing to give all.

He raised his knee, braced his foot against
the tree, and shoved off and into the thing. It screamed again,
which in turn, caused Joella to scream louder. That was really
helping. Tristan punched it in the side of its head. Then he
stabbed it again, this time missing the chest and hitting the
shoulder. It didn’t slow it down, either.

Behind it, Spencer yelled, “Tristan!”

He knew what his friend meant and shoved hard
at the thing until they were dislodged again. Spencer raised the
shovel and hit it in the back of its head. It staggered. He hit it
again, missing its head because it had turned and was charging
Spencer this time. It was charging on all fours. Tristan jumped on
its back and plunged the dagger into its heart. It took three steps
with Tristan hanging on it before stumbling. Then it fell to its
knees and then the ground. Tristan stayed on until he was sure it
was dead.

“Jesus Christ! What the hell is that thing?
Is it a man?” Joshua asked from his position with the girls, except
Avery, who was still on the four-wheeler where he’d told her to
stay.

Tristan wiped his blade on the thing’s pants
since it wasn’t wearing a shirt. It also wasn’t wearing shoes. It
was, strangely enough, wearing soiled white socks.

“It’s a man,” Renee said.

“No, it’s not,” Tristan told them.

He took two steps toward Freddie when another
scream rent through the air. It was close.

“Oh, my God!” Joella cried. “There’s more
than one!”

Tristan checked a pulse on Freddie and got
nothing.

“Let’s get out of here,” he barked, pushing
people into motion. Not Spencer. He was already shuffling Renee
toward their shared ATV. “Joshua, take Joella with you. Move it,
dude!”

The guy was paralyzed with fear, so Joella
grabbed his shirt. Tristan sprinted toward Avery, who moved back so
that he could drive. He fired it up and led the way out. He wasn’t
sure if anyone else could figure out the path in the dark, but he’d
memorized it on the way in. It was just a skill he’d developed in
the military. Always know your way out in case the shit hit. The
shit had officially hit. They were in what he and his friends
sometimes referred to as a shit storm.

He pushed the machine as fast as he could
without being reckless. They made it back to the farm in probably
record time, but Tristan wasn’t satisfied with that. They weren’t
that far into the woods. They’d made a loop in a big circle of her
farm.

The second they dismounted, Tristan walked
away and called 9-1-1. When the dispatcher finished her
introduction, he said, “Send an ambulance and the police. Send the
coroner, too. We’ve got four bodies down.”

“Sir,” she said politely, “calm down.”

“I am calm. Look, lady, it’s a bloodbath out
here. One of the infected just attacked me and my friends at this
address. I killed it. Three others are dead. There’s more of them
out there. Get the goddamn sheriff out here now!” He paced in
anger.

“Sir, please describe the attack,” she went
on, to which he complied. When he was done, she said, “Sir, are you
sure it wasn’t a bear? We’ve had multiple calls tonight about bear
attacks in the area.”

“Look, lady, I fucking stabbed the guy. I
think I’d know if it wasn’t a human. I’m Special Forces. This ain’t
my first damn rodeo. I’d know if it was an escaped circus bear.
Jesus! Just send help!”

“We have a four-hour wait right now, sir,”
she said. “Just stay inside and wait for the police to arrive. We
have you in the queue now, so just get somewhere safe and stay
there.”

“What the…”

He hung up.

Tristan walked back to the group huddling
near the barn. He stood beside Avery, who immediately clenched a
handful of his t-shirt on his lower back so nobody would see. He
wanted to wrap her up in a bear hug and tell her everything would
be okay. What the hell? Where’d that come from?

“What’d they say? Are they coming?” Renee
screeched.

He let his eyes fall to the ground as he
thought a moment.

“They aren’t coming,” Avery interpreted.
“They don’t believe us.”

“No,” he corrected. “That wasn’t it. She knew
what I was talking about. She believed me all right. She was
reading off a script on how to handle this shit. She’s just trying
to smooth it over. It was just like the night in the bar. They
know. They said there’s a four-hour wait…”

“What? We have like no crime around here.
What’s the holdup?” Renee demanded.

“Good question,” Spencer said and removed his
ballcap to swipe a hand through his hair.

Renee asked, “And who’s ‘they,’ Tristan?”

“The cops. The government. The hospitals.
They all know what this shit’s all about, what’s happening. I’ve
been checking around, putting my nose where it doesn’t belong.
There was a bad attack at the oil refinery, too. Two, actually.
People were killed there, too.”

“You didn’t tell me about that,” Spencer
said.

“Me, neither,” Avery said as if she were
perturbed at him.

Tristan just shrugged. He didn’t owe her an
explanation, or anything for that matter, which made him wonder why
he felt bad. “I found out a whole lotta’ other shit about this
thing, too.”

“What thing?” Renee questioned.

“This virus that’s making people like that,”
he said.

“Wait, what are you talking about?” Spencer
asked. “Dude, what the hell’s going on?”

Tristan told them that the men at the
refinery plant were sick with the same thing that made the man
crazy who’d attacked Avery at the bar. He also told him about the
gossip he’d overheard in town and the stories online he’d seen.

“Jesus, the flu is making people fucking
zombies?” Spencer asked.

“No, man, they aren’t dead,” Tristan
clarified. “They’re alive. They’re just…I don’t know. Not people
anymore, I guess.”

“Not people?” Joshua asked nervously. “What
the hell’s going on? I haven’t even heard about this.”

“What are we supposed to do?” Spencer asked,
ignoring him. “Wait here for four hours for more to show up? God,
it wasn’t that far out there. We’re sitting here with our asses
hangin’ out, bro’. Whatever that sound was when we finished sure
did sound like another one to me.”

“I think it was another one,” Tristan said.
“You aren’t that far from your town here on this farm, Renee. The
dispatcher said to stay inside.”

“No way,” Joshua interrupted with fear in his
eyes. “I’m gettin’ outta here. See ya, Renee. If the cops want a
statement or something…”

“They won’t,” Avery said. Tristan felt her
fingers tighten in the folds of his t-shirt under his jacket. He
had the uncanny feeling that Avery Andersson would like to burrow
into his jacket altogether and stay there pressed tightly against
him for safety. He wasn’t opposed.

“Well, if they do, just give them my
address.”

“Hey, gimme’ a ride?” Joella asked, to which
he nodded.

And with that, Joshua split in his
convertible Mercedes. Some hero.

“I don’t feel safe here, either,” Renee said
in a stunned voice.

“Your parents are gone for the weekend,
Renee,” Avery said. “Come to my place and stay tonight.”

“Someone needs to be here,” Spencer said.
“The cops are eventually gonna show up. Someone has to tell them
where to see the crime scene. I’ll stay with her.”

They all looked at him.

“Would that be okay? No funny business. Just
to make sure,” he promised, and she nodded and leaned into him.
“Does your dad have any guns?”

“Yes, of course. We have trouble with coyotes
and raccoons sometimes.”

“What’s he got?” Spencer asked.

“Shotgun, couple pistols, few hunting
rifles,” she told him. “I need to take Avery home, though. We were
out shopping earlier. I picked her up. She doesn’t have her car
here.”

“I’ll take her home,” Tristan stated firmly,
slipped a hand behind his back, and unwrapped her fingers from his
shirt. He didn’t release her hand, though.

“I don’t want to put you out,” Avery said,
which he ignored because that was so ridiculous he had no
words.

“Is your dad home?” Tristan noticed her eyes
were dilated and dazed. She was in shock.

“No,” she said. “He’s in Europe for a
two-week book tour. It could get extended. I don’t know. His
schedule is hectic between book signings and lectures.”

He sighed. “Does he have any guns?”

She shook her head as if the notion seemed
strange that they’d have a gun. Tristan rubbed the stubble on his
face.

“I’m taking you home,” he said and touched
her elbow. “Spence, call me if you have trouble. How far is this
place from your house?”

Avery answered, “Like twenty minutes or
so.”

“I can be back here in fifteen if you need
me. I’d do what the cops said and stay inside. Lock up.”

Spencer nodded. “You be careful, too, bro’.
We don’t know what else is out there. Sounds like I’ve got some
shit here to level the playing field, but you don’t.”

By the look in his friend’s eyes, Spencer
also had a full grasp on the situation. They shook hands and
separated. Tristan opened his truck door for Avery and shut it
after she was in. He was on edge.

Once they were on the road, the waterworks
hit. Good grief. She even cried daintily. Tristan pulled over since
they were on a back road. He handed her a fast food napkin from the
console. He didn’t often have weeping females in his truck, so he
didn’t have soft tissues.

“You okay?” he asked and patted her back.

“Yes, I’m sorry,” she said.

He sighed. “I know. It’s hard to lose a
friend. She seemed like a nice girl.”

She shook her head. “No, it’s not that. I
mean, I am sad about Sheba, but we weren’t that close. She was more
friends with Joella than me. But her parents will be devasted.”

“Why are you crying then? ‘Cuz you were
scared you were gonna be killed?”

She shook her head again. “I was so scared
you were going to be killed, Tristan. When you were fighting with
that…that thing…I don’t know…I just…I was so scared you would be
killed.”

It was like someone took a sledgehammer to
his stomach. He let his hand fall away from her shoulder and
returned it to the steering wheel where he gripped it tightly to
keep from touching her further. He ground his teeth together so
hard, he could hear it. She probably could, too. Instead of delving
into that subject, Tristan drove her to his base.

“Why are we here?” she questioned.

“I need to change out of these clothes,” he
explained.

“Sure, I understand completely. I can wait
while you get a shower, too. That-that man had his hands on you.
You were touching him. He could’ve spread his germs on you.”

“Yeah, come on in,” he offered and got out of
the truck. She followed him into the little shack he shared with
Freddie. It hit him that he had the place to himself now. Freddie
was lying dead at their campfire site, which was probably still
burning. “Have a seat. I’ll be out in a minute. Help yourself to
something to drink. There’s beer in the fridge or whatever.”

He took a fast shower, scrubbing away the
blood that had hit his skin, which wasn’t much. Then he pulled on
clean clothing, jeans and a t-shirt that he topped with a gray
zip-up hoodie and shivered. It was chilly outside, but this was an
internal chill he couldn’t shake.

“Ready?” he asked as he entered the living
room again. She was admiring photographs in frames on the t.v.
stand.

“Where are your photos? These are all
Freddie’s. Do you have them in your room?”

“Uh, yeah, sure.”

“Can I see some?”

Tristan frowned and turned off the light,
“No.”

She looked a little insulted but followed him
from the house and back out to the truck where he drove them
straight to her family’s property.

She punched in a code on the keypad, and the
heavy wrought iron gate swung inward, permitting them entrance. He
made sure it closed behind them.

“Will you come in with me? I-I don’t want to
be alone right now,” she said.

Her meaning of that statement and his
interpretation were probably two very different things, but he cut
the engine anyway and walked her to her door. Usually, women wanted
a few hours of sex with him when they used that line, but he knew
Avery Andersson wasn’t that kind of girl, was the furthest thing
from it.

“Still no lock?” he asked.

“No, I meant to get one, so did my dad, but
we’ve been so busy. Now, he’ll be gone for a while. Honestly, I
don’t know how to install one anyway.”

Avery led the way up to her apartment, and
Tristan followed her into the living room area where she lit the
gas fireplace.

“Make yourself at home,” she said. “I’ll be
right back. Make coffee if you’d like. I just want to change.”

“Yeah, sure,” he agreed.

She left, going back down the long hall
toward her bedroom. There was a dim light on over the kitchen sink,
so he filled the carafe with water and poured it into the machine.
The drawer below it was mostly filled with girly coffee flavors
like vanilla and caramel. He chose Columbian, dropped in the pod,
and pressed start.

When Avery returned to the kitchen, he had
moved into the living room where he was inspecting her windows.

“What are you doing?” she asked and joined
him near the front wall.

“Checking for points of ingress and
egress.”

“Entry and exit points? To my apartment?
Wh-why?”

He turned to face her, taking in her
appearance. If he’d thought she was hot before, those faded, holey,
and worn pale jeans hanging low on her slim hips and flaring out at
the bottom near her ankles were sizzling hot. She was only wearing
a white t-shirt, but she looked like a damn model. Normally, she
dressed like she was going fishing or something. This was a change.
And although she’d taken the time to braid her long hair into a
single braid that she’d pulled over her right shoulder, Avery
Andersson was still a sight. She was a good girl. Clean cut.
Decent. But that didn’t mean she wasn’t hot as hell, and Tristan’s
thoughts were anything but decent. Then she went and slightly
ruined the effect by pulling on a long white sweater cardigan that
hung almost to her knees that she plucked from the back of a
sofa.

“Wh-what?” he asked on a broken whisper.

She tipped her head to one side to assess
him, which he didn’t like and narrowed his gaze on her.

“Do you think someone’s really going to come
back here?”

“I want you to tell me exactly what you
experienced on your walk when you thought someone was stalking
you.”

She took her time and told him over coffee
that they both drank on the leather sofa in front of the fire. He
sat there, contemplating her story for a long time trying to make
sense of it all.

“Remember when we heard that…I don’t
know…scream tonight? Whatever was on our road, it sounded just like
that, Tristan.”

His heart stopped for a moment.


Chapter Sixteen

Avery tucked her legs under her and turned more to
face him after setting her mug on the table in front of them
without spilling any. It was a miracle. Her nerves were fried, and
her hands were still trembling. She’d washed off the makeup that
Renee had applied because after looking in her bathroom mirror, she
spotted two raccoon eyes staring back at her. Tristan seemed
anxious and rose to look out the front wall of glass again, which
seemed to bother him. Then he walked past her cello on its stand
and touched the strings. He returned and sat again.

“You’re a trouble magnet,” he said
finally.

“Excuse me?” she asked on two blinks.

He shrugged. “Everywhere you go, trouble
seems to follow.”

“That’s not true,” she answered, affronted
and offended that he said it.

He tipped his head and sent her a doubtful
look.

“Okay, maybe lately. But maybe it’s you. Did
you think of that? Huh? Maybe the common denominator is you, not
me.”

He shook his head, “No, I usually go looking
for trouble. It doesn’t look for me.”

“Oh,” she whispered. Sometimes, the things he
said sounded so ominous and dark. Of course, she didn’t blame
trouble for not pursuing Tristan. He was a dangerous man. There was
something so dark and broken in him, but not the kind that made a
woman want to try and fix him. He was covered in warning bells and
signals, and not just his tattooed skin. It was more like people
should steer clear, make a wide trajectory around him so as not to
cross paths.

“Where’d your boss touch you?”

“Mr. Crane grabbed my…oh, wait, you tricked
me. I wasn’t ready for that question.”

“It’s effective, though.” He offered a cocky
smirk. “So? Where’d he touch you?”

She moaned uncomfortably, which seemed to
draw his attention to her mouth. “My…you know, my butt, okay? But I
told you already. I handled it.”

“Hm,” he murmured. “We need to work on your
security around here.”

He jumped topics a lot. It threw her off.

“I could call a locksmith tomorrow. I could
do that.”

Tristan turned to face her, “What about your
folks’ place? Are there locks on the doors?”

“Yes, but we never felt like we needed them
before. We rarely ever lock the house.”

“That’s the point of locks. You use them even
if you never need them. You need a lock.”

“I really don’t feel like I need them. I
think maybe I just overreacted about the person chasing me or
whatever. I feel a little silly, actually. The sheriff deputy who
came out said it was probably a dog or a coyote.”

“Like what happened tonight?” he asked. “You
think that was a dog I stabbed? Or a coyote that killed your friend
and two of my friends, who were trained soldiers?”

She squirmed and shook her head. Her hands
felt like ice cubes they were so cold.

“Good, then get that out of your head. No
more talk like that. We’ve seen it up close now twice, maybe more
than that if we count the one chasing you down. Something’s going
on. We need to find out more.”

Her phone buzzed in the middle of his
soliloquy, and she pulled it out of her back pocket, hoping to see
Renee’s name pop up. It was her mother.

“Renee?” he asked.

“No, my mother,” she answered and slid the
screen to receive the text.

Avery, if you are home, darling. Come down to the
house at once.

“Um, my mother needs me. It sounds urgent,”
she explained.

“I’ll come with you,” he offered and stood
when she did.

“Oh, uh-uh, my mother actually said something
recently about our, well, our friendship or forming one.”

“Friendship,” he repeated.

“She feels it would be a breach of ethics if
we were to become closer.”

“As in, if we started fucking?” he asked
bluntly, making her blush.

“Gosh, I don’t think that’s what she meant!”
she exclaimed breathlessly and felt silly for being so dramatic.
She laughed nervously and panted a few times. Wow. He was really
crude when he wanted to be. Was he raised in a barn? “Let me just
send her a text asking what’s wrong.”

She did so and got an immediate reply.

Come now was her mother’s reply, which she
showed Tristan.

“I need to go now,” she told him and started
walking. “Something’s seriously wrong. She never says anything like
that.”

“I’m coming,” he pressed. “She’ll just have
to get over it.”

Figuring that arguing wasn’t going to get
them anywhere because he was kind of controlling, she relented.
They walked together down to the house, and she had to admit that
she was glad to have him with her. She didn’t even pause, just went
right in. Abraham was in the foyer pulling on his gym shoes.

“What the heck took…oh, hey,” he stuttered as
his gaze jumped to Tristan.

“What’s going on, Abraham?” she asked.

“Faith and Joy are both sick, woke up a
couple hours ago, both puking, high fevers. Mom gave them both some
Tylenol, but that didn’t work. She’s freaking out. I’ve never seen
her like this. Where have you been? I thought you were going to
Renee’s.”

“She did,” Tristan said. “We just got back.
No reception out where we were. There was a problem, so I brought
her home.”

“Oh,” her brother said and pulled on a jacket
from one of the hooks.

“Fevers and vomiting,” Tristan said.
“Anything else?”

Abraham looked at Tristan strangely as if he
didn’t understand why he was asking about their little sisters’
symptoms.

“I don’t know. Mom just got me up. I’m
driving. Kaia’s staying with the other kids. We weren’t sure if you
were home yet.”

“I’ll go, too,” she said as her mother walked
in carrying her purse.

“No, Avery,” she said and stopped dead in her
tracks at the sight of Tristan standing in her foyer. “Sergeant
Driscoll.”

“Ma’am,” he said. “We had a problem at the
bonfire tonight, and I needed to escort Avery home safely. We’ll
explain it later.”

“Wait, what do you mean? Abraham, get Joy for
me, darling. Faith is brushing her teeth. When she’s done, help
her, too.”

“Mom, remember I told you about a virus going
around?” she asked, and her mother nodded. “I didn’t tell you
everything. That night at the bar, when I had a bunch of bruises, I
lied. A man attacked me there. Tristan came to my rescue.”

“Attacked? You said it was more of an
impropriety that Tristan helped you with.”

“No, not really. He tried to take me, carry
me out, or just hurt me. I’m not sure what his intentions
were.”

“I think he wanted to kill her,” Tristan
interrupted, which made her mother pay closer attention.

“I sugar-coated the story so that you
wouldn’t worry. It was a little worse than what I told you and Dad.
There was an altercation, a pretty intense one. Tristan detained
the man until the police arrived. Well, last week when I was
walking and had that animal chasing me, it wasn’t an animal. I
think it was a man that was infected like the one from the
bar.”

“Infected,” her mother repeated confusedly.
“Avery, what is this about?”

“Just listen, Mom. This is important.
Tonight, it happened again. Sheba’s dead. So are two of Tristan’s
soldier friends. They were all three killed by a man that was
infected like the one at the bar and whoever was chasing me on the
road.”

“Oh, dear,” Ophelia exclaimed. “Sheba’s dead?
Oh, good Lord. I need to contact her parents, let them know how
sorry…”

Avery kept going, “These infected, they
become violent. The police know about them, too. They’re helping
the government cover it up. Tristan thinks the hospitals and
doctors are covering up a lot about it, too.” Her mother’s eyes
jumped to Tristan, who nodded.

He added something she didn’t know yet,
“There are supposedly two strains, too. One is like the flu; the
other makes people violent. I don’t know a whole lot about it yet.
I’m slowly getting information.”

“Were you hurt again tonight, my darling?”
her mother worried.

“No, but only because Tristan was there
again.”

Her mother nodded solemnly. “Thank goodness
for Sergeant Driscoll then. I’ll talk to some of my colleagues in
the morning and see what I can learn. But tonight, I need to take
the girls to the hospital. Fever reducer is not bringing down their
fevers at all. They don’t seem…right. They’re very ill, Avery. Take
care of your brothers and sisters while I’m gone.”

“Does Dad know yet?” she asked.

“He’s in Bulgaria, and I think they’re six or
seven hours ahead of us, so it’s already morning there. I couldn’t
reach him. He’s probably either in a meeting or preparing to give
his lecture. Try him for me in an hour?”

“Of course,” she said.

Tristan broke in to say, shocking her,
“Ma’am, if it’s alright, I’d like to stay and help. I’m not needed
till Monday afternoon on base. I’d feel better if I stayed until we
know more, especially since there was already one of those infected
people in your neighborhood. They could still be out there. Others,
too.”

“Yes, that’ll be fine, Sergeant Driscoll.
Avery, make up the guest suite.”

“Yes, ma’am,” she answered. She was pretty
sure her mother was only agreeing to this because she was flustered
and scared.

Abraham came in and announced, “Mom, Cyrus is
puking now.”

“Oh, dear!” Ophelia said and rushed off.

Avery put on a pot of tea to brew in the
kitchen while Tristan helped Abraham carry the girls out to their
mother’s vehicle, a Cadillac full-size SUV. She heard Tristan
telling Abraham, “Make sure you wash your hands a lot and wear a
mask at the hospital, man. Gloves, too. This shit’s really
contagious, or so I’ve read. Make sure your mom does, too. Here,
take my cell number. If you have any trouble at the hospital, call
me. If anyone looks sick or starts mumbling or anything, get away
from them stat. And watch out for your mom. The people with the
other virus are really violent, Abraham. Be careful.”

“Yes, sir,” Abraham replied as Cyrus stumbled
into the kitchen in his pajamas. He walked over and hugged Avery
around her middle. He wasn’t a very tall boy, probably wouldn’t be
much taller than five-feet-seven or so. But he was her brother,
adopted or otherwise, and she loved him.

Her mother came in a second later in a flurry
and kissed Avery’s cheek. “Call me as soon as you hear from your
father.”

“I will. Don’t worry. Just take care of the
kids. We’ll handle everything around here.”

“My darling girl, whatever would I do without
you?”

Avery smiled, hugged her mother, and watched
her leave with three of her siblings and another one driving. She
couldn’t help a sense of foreboding from coming over her as their
taillights disappeared from view.

“Wash your hands, Avery,” Tristan said behind
her, making her jump.

She nodded solemnly and with heavy steps went
to the kitchen sink to scrub at her hands.

“I’m going to wash their bed linens,” she
said next.

He followed her through the house to the
girls’ shared room and helped her strip their beds. There were
three sets of washers and dryers in their home. One set was in the
basement so that the boys had their own and were responsible for
their own laundry and their linens and anything else that came up
down there. And the other was in this wing between the girls’ room
and Finnegan and Cyrus’s shared room. The laundry room actually
held two washers and dryers since it was the one most everyone
used. They loaded the washer with sheets and pillowcases and the
other with two blankets. It would take running more than two loads
to complete the wash, though, because they needed Cyrus’s linens
next.

When she pulled the knob to start the second
washer, her hands were shaking too badly. Tristan put his hand over
hers to still it.

“Tristan, you don’t…you don’t think it’s this
flu, do you?”

He didn’t answer, just stepped away from her.
Not answering her was just as bad as telling her the truth. It
conveyed everything she didn’t want to hear.

“I want to check out this house, make sure
it’s locked down for the night,” he said instead.

“Alright, I’ll show you around,” she offered
and left the laundry room, the light extinguishing on its own.

Avery pointed to the door a few feet to their
left once they were in the hallway. “That’s Finn and Cyrus’s room.
You already saw the girls’ room.”

He went into the girls’ room anyway and
checked their three windows. Then she followed as he crossed the
hallway and found a bathroom on his own. Apparently, he wasn’t
waiting for the full tour. The kids’ bathroom on this side of the
house didn’t have a window, but it did have two skylights that
didn’t open. He even opened the linen closet door in their
bathroom.

Trailing after him, he paused at the boys’
room, “If I go in, will it wake him?”

“No, Finnegan could sleep through a
tornado.”

He opened the door and entered, the light
from the hallway and the boys’ globe nightlight his only source by
which to see. Tristan must’ve been used to walking around in the
dark, though. He even avoided stepping on airsoft gear and a bunch
of LEGO pieces on the floor as he made his way to their matching
three windows. One was unlocked, so he pushed the lever and engaged
the lock. Then he silently backed out. Avery pulled Finn’s door
closed again.

“What’s down there?”

“Another linen closet. Nothing else. No
windows or anything,” she said and got a nod.

She took him to the other wing where only
Kaia slept. And she was dead asleep, too, when they entered. Her
window was not only unlocked but slightly open. She always liked to
sleep with a cool draft. Not tonight. Tristan latched it. Then he
scoped out her attached bathroom and locked that window, too.

Next was her mother’s office wing and the
guest bedroom.

“This is where you can sleep,” she showed
him.

He immediately locked both windows above the
bed. This room didn’t have the nice views the others did, but it
did have its own bathroom with a skylight. He frowned up at it
before leaving and turning off the light again.

“What’s down there?”

“Just my mother’s office,” she explained as
he brushed past her toward it. Avery clamped her hand down on his
ridiculously thick wrist as he reached for the knob. “No! We’re not
allowed in there. At all. It’s off limits. Patient privacy and
all.”

“Security trumps privacy any day. She has a
mostly glass door that leads right outside and a shit ton of
windows. I know it.”

“She always locks up. Patient privacy.”

He laid his other hand gently over hers and
pried it away from the doorknob. Then, completely ignoring her
mandate not to, he turned the knob and walked in. There was no way
she was going in. That was breaking a very important family
rule.

He came out a minute later and said,
“Unlocked door and one window.”

She tried not to bristle. “Gosh, that’s
crazy. The other night when I had that problem, I thought we went
through the whole house and checked all the windows and doors.
We’ve been trying to be a lot more careful.”

“Cookies. Cello. Drawing things. That’s your
specialty. This is mine. Let’s keep going.”

This time she did stiffen at his insulting
comments about her skills. She continued their tour to the second
floor where none of her parents’ windows were unlocked, but the
patio door that led to their second-story deck was. Avery was
starting to feel stupid and inept. She could do more than bake
cookies and design websites.

On the first floor again, he checked the
atrium and all the French doors in the living and dining areas
leading out to the various patios. At least they were locked. The
windows were, too. In the basement, everything was also locked
down, probably from Abraham or Ephraim double-checking at night
before they crashed.

“This is a big house, too big,” he declared
as they arrived back in the living room. “I mean, don’t get me
wrong or anything, it’s great. Cool architecture. It’s just a
defense nightmare with all these windows and walls of glass.”

“We have a gate and fencing and an alarm
system.”

The German cuckoo clock in the foyer chimed,
and she looked at the digital display on the double oven. It felt
like three in the morning, but it was actually only half past
ten.

“But what if someone came at you from another
way, not your driveway?” he asked as she went to the kitchen to
pour herself a mug of hot tea. Avery didn’t want to admit that she
hadn’t thought of that. She only assumed someone would approach
from the driveway.

“Want some?” she asked, to which he shook his
head. “Anyway, I think we’re safe. I don’t think this place isn’t
safe.”

He gave her an incredulous look as if she
were crazy.

“No guns?” he questioned again.

“No guns,” she confirmed as she stirred a
teaspoon of local honey around in her hot tea. “We’re not anti-gun.
It’s nothing like that. We staunchly believe in the Constitution
and the freedoms and rights this country affords. We just don’t own
any. My father’s not into that sort of thing. We do have airsoft
guns, though.”

He scoffed, which she found particularly
rude. She watched as he removed his jacket and laid it across a
stool near the kitchen. He returned and stood with his arms crossed
and his hip resting against the countertop of the peninsula. His
tattoos were on full display because he was only wearing an olive
drab Army t-shirt with yellow lettering across the chest.

“Tristan?” she asked and stepped a little
closer. Just a little. He still made her nervous. “What do you do
for the Army?”

“What’s my MOS?”

She shook her head, “I don’t know what that
means.”

He paused as if trying to find a way to
explain it simply, “Er, basically it means, your job
description.”

“Okay, what’s your MOS? What do you do for
them?”

He didn’t answer right away but glared at her
in a calculating manner.

“Why do you word it like that, Avery?” he
asked very directly and served her an intense stare.

She said it like that because she got the
impression Tristan wasn’t just a regular soldier. She got the
distinct impression that he was recruited to do specific work,
possibly dangerous work. He wasn’t just a normal man, either.
Instead of answering, she played dumb and shrugged.

“My MOS is engineer,” he said, although she
got the impression he was leaving something out.

He was an evasive, secretive man. He was also
damaged, or he wouldn’t be seeing her mother.

“Um, and what does that entail?”

His dark blue eyes narrowed this time.
“Why?”

“Just trying to understand you better.”

“Why would you want to do that?”

“You’re standing in our kitchen. You’re about
to spend the night here. You’ve saved my life twice, but I barely
know you.”

“Once,” he interrupted and looked away.

“Twice” she adamantly corrected. “If you
weren’t there tonight. If you…if you hadn’t come like you told your
friends you weren’t going to,” his eyes darted to hers at the
realization that she’d asked about him, “then that man could’ve
attacked me, too. Not just Freddie.”

She set her mug down and stepped much closer
to him. It was a risk. For some odd reason, standing close to
Tristan was a risk, she knew. She felt it in her marrow that this
man was dangerous, but he kept coming to her rescue. He acted a bit
caged in by her nearness, just like when she’d first seen him
earlier today at the riding arena when he looked like he would’ve
rather been anywhere else. He was such an enigma.

“I could be dead. Just like my friend, your
friends. He could’ve killed all of us, but he didn’t because you
were there. Again.”

His mouth pinched at the corners, and his
biceps jumped. The tips of his fingers were slightly white as if he
were digging into his arms too tightly. Why was he getting upset?
Was it because she was standing too close? Or was it because he
didn’t like thinking of her being hurt? Surely, it wasn’t that.
They hardly knew each other.

“Have you ever done something like that
before, killed someone with your bare hands?” she asked, genuinely
trying to figure him out.

“Why? You gonna throw me outta’ here?”

She jumped at his tone and tried to step
closer, but Tristan skirted around her until Avery’s back was
against the counter instead of his. “What? I didn’t say…”

“You really think you can take care of
yourself while your mommy’s not here? You can’t. You live a cushy
little life protected on your gated property and your lame security
system and think you can take care of yourself. Well, ya’ can’t.
You got me? You live in a fucking glass castle, but, Sugar, it’s
glass, not stone. I could be in here in about ten seconds flat.” He
snapped his thumb and finger together making a loud crack to
accentuate his words. She reared back. “And your place? Forget it.
Jesus, why don’t you just hang a sign at the end of the road that
says ‘this chick wants raped and murdered in her sleep!’? Yeah, do
that. The whole world ain’t cookie baking and horseback riding with
your girly girls and sipping herbal, fucking tea. You’re so damn
naïve, and it’s really fucking annoying.”

He was trying to insult her, to hurt her. It
did, but only a little. They were just words. She had struck
something in him to set Tristan off like this. A vein was pumping
hard in his throat, and his Adam’s apple bobbed up and down a few
times.

“That was rude,” she softly declared what she
was thinking.

“It was the truth, and you needed to hear it.
So what? You want me to go now? Is that it?” he challenged and
crossed his arms over his massive chest.

She tilted her head slightly thinking. “No.
I’m not throwing you out. You-you do scare me a little,” she
admitted and watched him flinch as if he didn’t like hearing that.
“I will admit that. And I’ll grant you that I’m not an expert at
security or defending myself very well. But I don’t want you to
leave, Tristan. Not at all. I want you here. I feel…” She reached
out and laid three fingertips on his crossed arms, the muscles
jumping under them. She stroked his arm just barely and felt
strange ridges, scars or something. “I feel safe.”

“Yeah? Well, maybe stop getting yourself into
stupid and unsafe situations, Avery. Then you won’t need me
around.”

“Why? You’ll always be there to help me,
right?” she asked, dropping a heavy, weighted silence between
them.

“Don’t say that,” he finally implored in a
softer tone. “I’m leaving soon. Maybe a few months from now. Don’t
go relying on me. I’m not the reliable type. I’m not like your dad.
I’m not like that Joshua guy or any of the other men in your life.
Don’t even start thinking of me like them.”

“I don’t. I know that, too,” she admitted. “I
love my father. Joshua is dear to me. But you’re not like them at
all.”

He snorted as if to say that she proved his
point.

“That night? The night I ran home from one of
those things?” she asked, looking him in the eye. He offered one
brief nod of his head. “I wished you were with me. I wished you
were with me when I went to my apartment later that night, too. And
that you would’ve stayed the whole night with me. For some reason I
don’t even understand, I just feel safer when you’re around.”

He swallowed. It looked painful and stiff.
Tristan raised his chin a notch. Then he stepped away from her as
if he didn’t appreciate her proximity. Avery suddenly felt foolish.
Tristan was definitely not giving her mixed signals. He only felt
concerned for her and her siblings’ safety. He was just a nice guy-
well, sort of- a patriot soldier who was concerned about people.
Likely the reason he got into the military in the first place. She
had a very overinflated sense of self-importance where he was
concerned but suddenly felt like a sublime fool.

“You should get some sleep,” he said. “Stay
here. Not your apartment. Take the guest room. I’ll just get some
shut-eye on the couch. I won’t be sleeping much anyway. And take a
shower. You were handling bedding and hugging your family and were
around me after I ki…just shower.”

Avery smoothed her hands down over her
sweater and kept one lingering on her now sick stomach. “Right.
Sure. Thanks for staying. I really appreciate it.”

He nodded once and walked away toward the
living room to stare out the glass doors in a dismissive pose.

She bolted for the guest bedroom where she
expelled a long-held breath. Then she took a fast shower after
calming her racing heart. There was nothing worse than looking or
feeling like an idiot in front of someone. Tristan was older, so
intense, and a lot more experienced. Here he was trying to do the
right thing, and she was ready to spout poetry about his heroism.
And maybe his muscles.

After showering, she slipped into the robe
behind the door and sneaked out and upstairs to her mother’s room
to borrow clothing since they were the same size. After choosing
black satin pajama shorts and a matching camisole, she blew her
hair dry next. Then she grabbed a black cashmere open cardigan,
carried it over one arm, and went to the top of the stairs. She
could hear Tristan talking to someone on the phone. She wanted to
know who it was but didn’t want to get caught eavesdropping.
Deciding honesty was better, she went down.

“Yeah, thanks,” he said and turned at the
sound of her approach. His eyes widened just the tiniest spectrum.
Then he leaned against the back of the leather sofa and jammed a
hand on his hip while he continued to listen to whomever he was
talking.

“I’ll just go,” she whispered, feeling bad
for listening in, and pointed toward the kitchen. He stopped her by
shaking his head and holding up a finger for her to wait. So she
waited, pinned by his gaze and a single, commanding finger of
authority.

“That’s so wrong, man,” he said.

Avery watched as his eyes casually trailed
down her body and back up as if he weren’t in any type of hurry and
didn’t care whether or not she was bothered by it.

“Yeah, let me know if you hear anything else.
Yep. Thanks, man.”

He ended the call and held his phone in front
of him. Then he pointed at her using his phone. He ran the pad of
his thumb along his jawline.

“What’s this?”

Avery looked behind her. “Excuse me? What do
you…”

“You live in a glass house, and that’s what
you traipse around wearing?”

“Um…they’re just pajamas. What do you
mean?”

“This?” he asked and crossed his arms over
his chest while he chewed on his thumbnail. “This is what you run
around in for pajamas?”

“I don’t run. Normally, I’m sleeping.” Avery
attempted a joke but suddenly felt naked and pulled her sweater on.
“Better?”

He snorted and smirked. “Yeah, that totally
did it.”

“Wh-who were you talking to?” she asked to
steer him in another direction.

“Spencer. He said the cops finally came. He
took them out in the woods with one of Renee’s dad’s guns. They
didn’t say shit about that, either. That’s not normal. Cops don’t
usually like people carrying guns around them.”

“They don’t?”

He shook his head. “No, but he said they were
cool with it. He showed him the dead bodies.”

“Oh, dear. Do we need to go to the police
station now?”

“No,” he said and walked closer to her. “And
he thought something else was weird other than the fact that nobody
took a statement. He said the first thing they did was go over to
that…person and open their dead eyelids to look at its eyes.”

“Not take his pulse?”

This time there was a great deal of
condescension in his head shake. “No, and it reminded me of
something I remembered.”

“What’s that?” she asked, stepping closer as
he hung his head. Tristan seemed weary.

“Remember the night in the bar?” Avery
nodded. “They did the same thing.”

“What do you mean?”

“No questioning witnesses. No statements. No
hauling me off to jail for the weekend. And the first thing they
did was open that guy’s eyes and looked at them.”

“I don’t remember that,” she said.

“No, but you were pretty shaken up.”

She nodded, recalling the fear and adrenaline
coursing through her. Avery pressed the flat of her hand against
her chest above the cami and rubbed back and forth a few times with
discomfort. Fear of things was her specialty, but that night came
back on her sometimes. It was probably nothing compared to what
Tristan just went through tonight killing that man.

“That guy’s eyes in the bar were bloodshot.
The kid at the oil refinery told me that the man who attacked those
others had bloodshot eyes. Tonight, his eyes were bloodshot, too.
Not normal, not like you were swimming in a pool with too much
chlorine. These are seriously bad, almost like they might actually
start bleeding or something. I think it’s one of the signs of the
second strain of the flu.”

“Oh,” she whispered. “You still think this is
all from a flu virus?”

He nodded solemnly. “What are you doing
tomorrow?”

Avery shrugged nervously. “I’m just staying
here watching the kids. First, I’ll drive them to church…”

“No,” he shook his head. “Skip church. That
could be where your brother and sisters got the sickness from.
Don’t go. Too damn many people. Stay home.”

“But I watch the toddlers on Sunday during
service.”

“Do you get paid?”

She frowned, “No, of course not.”

“Then they’ll find someone else.”

Avery didn’t argue further. One, because it
didn’t seem like she’d change his mind if she did. And two, because
maybe he was right about the flu her three siblings were in the
hospital for. Maybe they did get sick there.

“Just go to bed. Get a good night’s sleep,”
he said, walking over to stand within a foot from her. Tristan
reached out and took just the edge of her soft sweater near her
navel between his fingers as if anything more would be too much.
Then he dropped his hand away, and his stare became more intense as
he considered what he was about to say. “We’ve got a lot of
research to do tomorrow.”

Avery nodded jerkily and left.

She didn’t immediately fall asleep as he’d
instructed. She texted Abraham, who said the Emergency Room was a
madhouse, but that their mother was able to get a few of her doctor
friends to pull some strings and get the three children admitted to
the pediatrics ward where they were all three sharing one room.
That seemed unheard of, at least in America. But he said the
waiting rooms were crammed with sick people. She warned him about
wearing a mask, and he promised her they were. Then she told him
she loved him, and he said the same. She said to kiss their mother
for her. He said he would.

Avery said a lot of prayers that night,
mostly all involving and revolving around her family. She did sneak
in one for Tristan, too. She didn’t want him feeling guilty for
what he had to do tonight to protect everyone. She was just glad
that he was a man of action.


Chapter Seventeen

Tristan tossed and turned on the sofa, rose to check
the house periodically, and walked the grounds outside. He almost
fell into their pool, which had a stiff cover over it, thankfully.
Occasionally, he heard what sounded like a fox or a coyote,
definitely owls and crickets. What he didn’t hear was that one
sound in particular that he was trying to listen for, and for that,
he was grateful.

After a few hours, he went out again and up
to Avery’s apartment to make sure nobody was messing around up
there, either. It was empty. He checked each room. Then he brewed
another coffee to help him stay awake and sat on the arm of the
sofa that was the same color leather as her parents’ sofas. From
this position, he could see a good portion of the property. The
house, a lot of the yard spaces, the driveway, or part of it, and
some of the woods. He could even see past their house, behind it
which led into an open pasture, probably fifty acres or so.

He rose and opened a window, pushing it all
the way up. It was a nice night, probably hovering near sixty. It
was supposed to be hot tomorrow, maybe the last of their Indian
summer. This was a good position, though, her living room. He could
hear if someone came down the lane, see most of the property, and
detect movement in the woods.

Tristan remained there for over an hour
before closing the window again and setting his mug in the sink. He
checked the rooms again, paused in her bedroom to look at family
photos on her dresser. She was always laughing shyly or smiling
demurely in every single one. At his house, she’d asked about his
own family photos. He had two. One with his parents, which was
awful. His mother had angered his drunk father the night before,
and he’d hit her. To compensate, she’d applied heavy makeup to
cover her black eye. It was still visible. The other one was of him
and a foster family, the last one, who was nice. Some of the ones
before them sucked as much as his own parents. Neither photo was he
smiling like Avery Andersson in hers. Her pure, innocent joy for
life radiated from her eyes. Her childhood was so unlike his in
every conceivable way.

Another photo caught his attention. It was
Avery for sure probably around the age of twelve or so, with two of
her equally fair-haired siblings, and two other boys, who were
clearly not brothers. They were both tall, gangly, and had much
darker hair. She’d labeled them as Alex and Elijah. They were in a
barn with their arms all looped around each other’s shoulders as if
they were buddies. She had her head leaning on “Alex’s” shoulder,
though. Tristan didn’t like the kid already.

“What the hell?” he asked himself angrily and
slammed the picture frame back down on the dresser.

He left the room and checked her bathroom,
which he used and washed his hands. His eyes trailed over her
belongings in the bathroom from her electric toothbrush, to a
hairbrush, and glass containers holding cotton balls and cotton
swabs. She was neat and orderly. Except for the discarded clothing
on the bathroom floor. A hanging garment on the back of the linen
closet door caught his attention. Not because it was anything
special but because there was a note stuck to it with her
calligraphy style writing.

Dry clean as soon as possible—Mark touched this

It took him a second to figure it out. But
when it clicked, Tristan wanted to punch something. The asshole
from the hospital. She was grossed out and wanted her skirt
dry-cleaned because that prick at the hospital had touched her ass
in this blue pencil skirt, which wasn’t a micro-mini like some
chicks wore. It was more conservative, looked expensive, probably
came to just above her knees. Mark better not have done more than
just grab her ass. Tristan was already planning a visit to the
hospital to have a little chat with Mark Crane. She’d slipped and
told him the man’s last name. Now he had a first, so he shouldn’t
be too hard to find.

Tristan turned and almost stepped on more
clothing. It was her bra, a gray and lacy thing with more than just
the two shoulder straps. There were other strings that must’ve
crossed her breasts, too. Matching lace panties were discarded on
the floor next to it. It was certainly a sexy little number, not
something he would’ve thought she’d wear. He cleared his throat and
looked away. Then he caught sight of more. In the shower hung a
black bra, silky and lacy. He exited the bathroom and went back
into the bedroom. On the floor, another bra greeted him. This one
he’d missed earlier. It was pale peach with little embroidered
purple flowers on it and also made of all lace. On her bed were
piles of sorted laundry she probably was going to put away tonight.
Most of it was shirts and khaki slacks and more damned cardigans.
But one pile was her underthings. Bras and panties and nighties in
various shades and materials. Nothing vanilla. Nothing plain. A lot
of it skimpy, lace, satin, silk, and delicious like she was
dressing for a man who would be seeing it all. Outwardly, she
dressed like she belonged on a brochure for hiking trails, but
Avery Andersson, good girl, had a lot of naughty fucking lingerie
hiding under those drab garments. And he wanted to see her in it.
Good Lord.

He shut off the lights and left her
apartment. That line of thought was out of the question. Adjusting
himself in his pants, he hurried down the hill to the house and
locked the door again. After doing another quick search of the
house, he laid on the leather sofa with only his knife for
protecting the whole family. It didn’t feel like much, but at least
he had that.

Forcing his eyes closed, the only images he
could see were those of Avery standing in front of him in that
black silky short set for sleeping, her long tan legs glowing in
the dim lighting. He groaned and mentally berated himself. His eyes
popped open. Pinching the bridge of his nose to clear his head, he
closed his eyes again. It seemed to work. The images were gone.
Unfortunately, he then started imagining Avery Andersson in those
lace delicates hanging in her shower and on the floor of her
bathroom. It was a long night. It was about to get longer.

No sooner did he close his eyes, was his nose
waking him to some pretty wonderful smells. And sounds.

“Shh,” someone whispered. “Don’t wake
Sergeant Driscoll.”

It was Avery. He could tell her voice. It was
a little husky but small. Tristan threw an arm over his forehead
and just laid there, slowly waking to the sounds of her house.

“Scheisse, Ephraim! Get your fudging bird
outta’ here!” a girl yelled.

“Miss Kaia, do not swear. Not even in German,
young lady,” Avery scolded, making Tristan smile. She sure did step
right into the role of mother. “Ephraim, please take Mr. Gray to
the atrium. We don’t want him to start carrying on and wake
Sergeant Driscoll. And you all better be on good behavior today,
too. He’s our guest.”

“Why’s he here, Avery?” a little one
asked.

“Well, he’s here to help us until Daddy comes
home, okay? Have good manners. Be a good boy, okay?”

“Sure. I think his tattoos are cool,” the
little guy remarked, making Tristan smile again.

“No, they are most certainly not, young man.
God didn’t put you on this earth to mark your body like that. Now,
go brush your teeth and get dressed for the day.”

Tristan heard a bird squawk loudly, then the
pitter patter of tiny bare feet hitting the hardwood floors at a
fast pace. He figured they didn’t sleep in late too often in this
house. Maybe that’s why Avery wanted to move out. She just hadn’t
gotten far.

He rose, stretched, and staggered into the
kitchen. The whole house was filled with the smell of bacon. His
stomach responded accordingly. Other parts of him responded to
seeing Avery first thing.

“Oh, good morning!” Avery said all chipper
and lightness and smiling. A little blonde boy was clinging to her
leg and staring at him with caution in his big blue eyes. “This is
Finnegan. Finn, this is Sergeant Driscoll.”

“Just Tristan,” he corrected.

“Hello, sir,” the tiny dude said. “It’s a
pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

That surprised Tristan. He sure was formal
for being so obviously scared of him. He also spoke clearly and
with good diction for being a tiny tyke.

“Yeah, you too.”

She smiled brightly and asked, “Coffee?”

“Yeah, sure. Sounds good,” he said as she
slid his mug across the counter to him.

“Pancakes will be ready soon,” she told him.
“You’re welcome to use the guest suite to freshen up. I laid a
fresh shirt back there for you on the bench in the bathroom if
you’d like.”

“Um…thanks,” he said, taking his coffee and
leaving down the hall. The guest bed was unmade and rumpled where
she’d slept on the left side. He always slept on the right. Tristan
fought down the urge to press his hand to the pillow where she’d
laid her head. In the bathroom, he had to fight down an even
stronger urge to pick up her discarded black, silky nightclothes
and run the soft material through his fingers.

Tristan stared at himself in the mirror,
glared at himself was more accurate, as he rested his hands on
either side of the sink and leaned his weight into them.

“What the fuck are you doing here, man?” he
asked his reflection and got a deeper scowl. Right. Protecting a
woman who couldn’t seem to stop ending up in positions where her
life was in peril.

Then he looked down and discovered a
collection of items on the counter. A razor, sample sizes of
toothbrush and toothpaste, shaving cream, men’s deodorant,
hotel-sized bottles of shampoo and soap. He chuffed. She’d thought
of everything. Almost. She hadn’t thought of throwing him out,
hadn’t even considered that yet. She should. He wasn’t the sort of
person who should be around a girl like her, a family like hers, a
body like hers.

He used the products, cleaned up, shaved his
beard down to stubble, and brushed his teeth. There was even a tiny
travel-sized bottle of mouthwash. Then he turned to look for the
clean t-shirt. He picked it up.

“You’ve gotta be fucking kidding me,” he
said, holding out the baby blue long-sleeved polo shirt with the
tags still on it.

Beggars couldn’t be choosers or something
like that, so he pulled it on and immediately felt like a loser. It
was a little snug. Shoving the sleeves up to his elbows, he strode
back to the kitchen, the scent propelling him along.

“Need some help?” he offered in the kitchen.
Avery slid past him with a heaping plate of bacon and sausage
links. “Grab the eggs?”

He turned where she was pointing with her
spatula behind him and found a platter full of scrambled eggs. “Got
it.”

Following her to the table, he was surprised
at how many kids were there seated already. Another tray full of
pancakes was on the table, and a girl brought a pitcher of orange
juice to the table last. Avery told him to sit at the head of the
table in a chair, the kids sat on the benches on either side of the
long table, and Avery took the other captain’s chair at the other
end. She bowed her head, they followed suit, and she said a quick
prayer for God to watch over her family, especially the sick ones,
and her father, and to bring him home safely. Then she made sure to
thank Him for the food and for the blessings in each of their
lives. And then she thanked Him for Tristan and for all his help.
That made him squirm in his seat. He sure as hell wasn’t a
blessing, not to anyone.

Then it got a lot louder. Kids all talked at
once, food trays were passed, juice and milk were poured.

“Hi, I’m Kaia,” said the girl beside him with
long, messy dark blonde hair. She poked her hand in his space, and
he shook it and nodded. Then she thumbed to her left. “This is
Ephraim.”

“Hello, sir,” Ephraim greeted with the same
good manners.

“You’ve already met Finn,” Avery said,
indicating the little guy beside her. “Finn, eat your eggs.”

“I don’t like eggs,” he complained.

“Doesn’t matter. Eat them anyway. They’re
good for you,” she said.

“When is Mommy coming home?” Finn asked,
which cause Avery’s nervous pale eyes to jump to Tristan’s.

“Soon, okay? She’s with Cyrus and the
girls.”

“Where’s Abraham? I want Abraham,” Finn
whined slightly.

“He’ll be home soon, too,” she explained
gently, careful of his feelings. “He’s with Mommy.”

“Where’s Dad, Avery?” Ephraim asked.

Tristan figured the kid was around fourteen
or fifteen. He was tall, nearly as tall as him if he were to guess.
The boy last night, Abraham, seemed like he was probably sixteen or
seventeen. But Kaia actually looked that old, too. Maybe they were
twins. He remembered Dr. Andersson telling him that she had six
children of her own and two who were fostered and adopted, but he
didn’t know any of them.

“He’s in Bulgaria. I expect him to call soon.
I left him a message last night to call as soon as possible. Don’t
worry, he’ll call.”

“Can we swim today?” Kaia asked.

“Maybe,” she said. “We’ll see if it gets warm
enough. You’ll have to turn on the heat to it. First, I want
everyone to do their chores just like if Mom were here. We don’t
want her to come home to a messy house. Bring me your laundry, and
I’ll get some done today. But Tristan and I have some work to do,
okay? So, I expect you guys to be well-behaved and look after Finn,
too.”

They nodded and agreed.

“Hey, since Sergeant Driscoll is here, could
we play airsoft later?” Finn asked.

“Um…” Avery stammered and shook her head as
if she were embarrassed.

“Aww, man!” Ephraim complained. “Do you want
to, sir? It’s really fun.”

“Airsoft, huh? I’m in if Avery’s in,” he
taunted, getting a surprised look from her. “We need to do some
work together first.”

“Cool!” Ephraim shouted and tucked his arm
close and pumped his fist as if he won a prize.

They finished breakfast, and he helped carry
plates and cups to the kitchen where the kids automatically began
cleaning up. It was like a well-run Army battalion. Even the little
dude started scraping dishes. There was a step stool near the one
sink, probably just for him.

“Come with me, Tristan,” Avery implored and
led him up the stairs off of the living room to her parents’ suite.
She went through a set of pocket doors at the one end of the room
and into a richly appointed and masculine office, obviously her
father’s. There was an L-shaped desk, a large leather office chair
on wheels, a leather sofa in a darker color than the first-floor
living room furniture, and artwork on the burgundy walls. Another
set of French doors flanked by six-foot glass panels on either side
of them led out onto a small deck that had a nice view of the
backyard and pool area. “This is my father’s office,” she
explained. “We’re not really supposed to be in here messing around,
but I figured we could use his office for a while. It’ll be
quiet.”

She slid the doors behind him closed, which
brought with them an immediate silence. Then she crossed the small
room and opened the French doors, which actually folded backward
all the way, clicked into place in the glass panels, and the whole
unit slid like pocket doors into a recessed panel until the whole
wall opened up to the outdoors.

“I thought we could open these since it’s so
warm out this morning.”

“Sure,” he said, trying not to gawk with
obvious amazement at the ingenuity and craftsmanship of their home.
Or gawk at her standing in the streaming sunlight behind her.

Next, she unplugged a laptop and carried it
over to the sofa and sat. Then she patted the sofa seat next to her
as music came on. He sent her a questioning look.

“Oh, that’s the children,” she said of the
classical music on the sound system.

“The children? They listen to this?”

“Of course,” she replied as he sat. “Why
wouldn’t they?”

“Most kids I know listen to rap.”

She smiled gently. “That’s not allowed in
this house. My parents prefer we listen to the classics.”

He chuckled once. “Classics in my realm is
Van Halen.”

She smiled. “I know who they were. Eddie Van
Halen. My father much admired his talent. He just doesn’t approve
of music like that, says it doesn’t enrich the soul or encourage
learning.”

“With this many kids in one house, I’d want
something slightly calmer, too,” he joked. “You all go listening to
wild music, you might start breakin’ shit.”

She laughed, the sound more adorable than he
would’ve thought. “I never thought of that before. You’re probably
right. The boys do enough damage without wild music.”

Avery turned on the laptop and started
searching for flu information.

“It seems so early in the fall season to have
such high flu activity,” she said. “We don’t usually get the first
big numbers in the flu until late December.”

“How do you know that?”

She sent him a lopsided grin and a jaunty
tilt of her head. “I have a lot of younger siblings.”

He smirked. “Yeah, right. Makes sense.”

“Most of this seems bogus,” she said as her
phone buzzed. “I’m trying the CDC site.”

It listed flu stats and strains out there but
certainly didn’t seem like it was reporting what they were seeing.
The site had the numbers of cases of flu A or B in the United
States, but it wasn’t showing the weird strains that sheriff’s
deputy was talking about.

“Doesn’t make sense,” he remarked. “We know
something’s going on. It can’t just be this county.”

“No, it’s not. We already know that a flu has
killed a lot of people in Africa. I mean, I work in the next county
north mostly. I’ve seen things up there, too, in the city.”

He regarded her keenly. “What do you
mean?”

She paused and looked at Tristan before
biting the left side of her lower her lip. Then her phone rang in
the form of violin music. Of course. His ring tone was Queen’s
Another One Bites the Dust. It was meant to symbolize how
many people he and his unit had taken out that would’ve caused harm
to innocent people, especially Americans. In light of current
events, he probably needed to change it.

“Oh, that’s my dad! Here, take this.”

She shoved the laptop into his hands and
stood.

“You can keep looking while I talk to him,”
she offered and went out onto the deck.

Tristan did as she said, but he could still
hear her talking to her father.

“Hey, Dad,” she greeted and paused a few
moments as she paced and pressed her hand to the back of her bare
neck where her hair was pulled up. “Yes, they’re sick. Have you
talked to Mom yet?” Another pause. “At the Cleveland Clinic in
Canton. Yes, Mom got them a room. They’re all sharing one. I know.
This is crazy, right?” Avery paused for a lot longer, and Tristan
watched her pace more. Then she was putting her fingertips to her
forehead as if she were stressed. “What? I didn’t catch that. Dad?
Hey, are you feeling okay?”

Tristan rose and went to her but stood back a
way to give her space.

“Dad? Why are you coughing so hard?”

Her eyes jumped to his nervously. She nodded,
then said, “Yes, I will. Get some rest. I love you, too.”

She disconnected and looked at Tristan with
fear.

“What’s going on?” he asked, stepping closer
as she leaned her hip against the railing of the deck.

“My father is sick,” she said and held her
hand over her mouth. Tears were brimming in her eyes. “He said it’s
nothing, but it didn’t sound like nothing. He sounded really
sick.”

“It’s okay. People get sick. He travels a
lot.”

She shook her head. “Not him. He’s never
sick. What if he’s got this flu? What if he can’t get home?
What…”

“Hey,” he said and touched her shoulder.
“Hey, don’t worry, okay? Don’t worry until there’s something to
worry about.”

She choked back the tears he knew she was
about to let loose. Good. He wasn’t so great with this sort of
thing. Women were delicate and fragile, sensitive. This one was no
exception, but he didn’t want her to cry. It bothered him when she
did that.

“Is he going to take a flight home?” he
asked, trying to keep her brain from dwelling on things that would
make her cry.

“Yes, he’s looking for a flight now. He said
he’ll try to get on one later today.”

“Well, that’s good, right?”

She sniffed and nodded.

“Come on,” he encouraged and moved his hand
away. “Let’s see what we can find out.”

He led her to the sofa again and sat, handing
her the computer to keep her mind off of her problems.

“Look for a dark site,” he instructed.

“Like banned stuff?”

He nodded, “Yeah, and alternative news source
sites. The kind that gets them blacklisted on the web.”

She nodded, obviously not sure where to
search first. Her long fingers hovered above the keyboard.

“Try ‘what they don’t want you to know dot
com.’ I know that one’s always got some weird conspiracy theories
and stuff going on.”

The site didn’t come up. A few others he knew
also gave a white screen with a message of ‘website no longer
available’.

“Interesting,” he commented.

His phone buzzed a text alert, so he took it
out of his jeans pocket.

“It’s Spencer,” he told her. “The cops came
by today and told him and Renee that the situation has been handled
and that everything was fine now.”

“Wait, is he still at Renee’s? Did he spend
the night?”

“I would assume so. She said her parents
weren’t around. For the same reason I stayed here, I figure he
stayed there. Or…well, I guess for whatever reason they had.”

She blushed and looked down at the
laptop.

“But that’s a bullshit story,” he said,
considering the text. “Those cops are covering something up. You
don’t just get to kill civies and get away with it. Not without a
trial.”

“Civies?”

“Oh, yeah, right. Sorry. Civilians,” he
explained patiently and sent a text back to his friend that he
thought that whole situation stunk of lies. Spencer agreed.

“Am I a civie?” she asked as if it were a bad
thing.

He offered a lopsided grin. “Oh, yeah.”

“Hm,” she pouted.

Tristan shoved his sleeves back to his
elbows, a nervous habit when he was stressed. He glanced at her to
continue, but she was staring at his forearms. Then, she cleared
her voice. “I should’ve been arrested. The police department
should’ve sent detectives to study the crime scene and forensic
investigators and a crime lab. This…none of this shit makes
sense.”

“No, I agree with you,” she said and clicked
on the link for the website.

“Avery, what did you mean you saw stuff in
the city? What’d you see? And where?”

She frowned as if she didn’t want to talk
about it, so he inclined his head, insinuating she should.

“It was probably nothing, but the day I had
my…problem with Mr. Crane at the hospital, I hit the wrong button
on the elevator by accident because I was…flustered,” she said and
paused like she was embarrassed. It pissed Tristan off even more
because he knew she wasn’t the kind of person to accidentally hit
the wrong elevator button unless she was really upset and not
thinking clearly. “I ended up near the Emergency Room instead of
where I needed to be to get to the parking deck. I heard a nurse
arguing with a police officer, a State Highway Patrolman. He wanted
to have the man he’d arrested seen for a medical condition, and she
blatantly told him no. She said something to the effect of the
hospital not treating that kind in the hospital anymore, that he
should take the person to jail instead. They argued about it, about
who was supposed to be in charge of the person. She said those
kinds kept getting loose and hurting other patients, that they
couldn’t treat those ones anymore, those ones as if she were
referring to a specific type of ill person. I thought it was
strange. It’s a hospital. They treat everyone who’s sick. She said
they sent out a memo about it. I don’t know what that meant,
either. A memo. To who?”

She paused, and he considered what she’d just
said. It was a lot to take in. If she understood the meaning behind
the conversation, then Avery had overheard a deep state conspiracy.
Secretive memos. Keeping information about a major health crisis
under wraps. Not informing the public. It all stunk to high
heaven.

“And then…” she said quietly and stopped
herself. “We should just look some of this stuff up, okay?”

“Then what?” he urged, to which she shook her
head.

“It’s probably nothing.”

He stared her down. “Then you don’t have to
worry. Just tell me, and I’ll judge for myself.”

She took a deep breath and blew it out
shakily before beginning. “A police officer came up to me and told
me I should go out the doors, walk outside around the building to
the parking deck instead of following the arrows inside leading to
the right elevators I needed to take. He said it wasn’t a good idea
for me to be in there.”

“That was probably a smart idea. I’m glad he
told you that,” he said with relief. At least some of the cops out
there were telling people the truth, or even just warning them away
from danger zones. One glance at her and Tristan could tell that
something else was wrong. “What else happened that you’re not
telling me?”

She shook her head, biting her lower lip
again. “It was really…I don’t know how to describe it. I’ve never
been to a psychiatric ward or known anyone who was mentally
unstable. But, as I was walking down the hospital sidewalk, I
peeked in one of the windows. I think it might’ve been in the
Emergency Room or a wing right off of the Emergency room. And this
man was hitting his head against the window. Really hard, Tristan.
I mean, he was making his head bleed. His hands were tied or
handcuffed behind his back. He just kept slamming his head into the
window. I think he was angry with me for something.”

He shook his head. “I don’t think so. I think
that’s just the way some of them are. Did he seem sick?”

She nodded jerkily, remembering. “Yes, he
seemed very sick. His eyes were bloodshot, and he was screaming,
but I couldn’t hear him through the glass.” Avery shivered.

“Bloodshot. I think that’s gonna be one of
the links in this.”

“And the police officer,” she said, touching
her forehead. “He…he said something else…”

“What was it?”

“I’m trying to remember,” she said. “He
called the man the hospital didn’t want to take by something. The
nurse said they didn’t take any of those kinds anymore. They sent
the memo. I can’t recall. It bothered me, though.”

“What did he call him?”

She snapped her thin fingers, remembering.
“Crawler. He called him a crawler.”

Her soft, husky voice, coupled with the awful
description of what a cop- most of whom were fairly level-headed-
had called the person, sent a chill up his spine. Crawler. Now they
had their first search word.


Chapter Eighteen

“The keyword ‘crawler’ is bringing up a lot of
videos,” she observed. “People are really talking about it.”

“Click on that one there,” he instructed,
pointing at the screen. She did as he said, and a video popped up.
It didn’t go to the usual servers like YouTube or one similar. The
server was from somewhere in the United Kingdom.

“Hello, from Edinburgh,” a young man said
into what seemed like his phone. “My mum’s dead. My Uncle Joseph
is, too. That was her brother, ya’ see. He-he tried to kill
‘er.”

“Oh, the poor child,” Avery said, although
the kid was probably around eighteen or nineteen. His accent made
the video difficult to understand in spots. That and his emotional
breakdowns where he spoke through a haze of tears.

“My da’s gone to London to fetch my sis, but
I don’t think he’s comin’ back,” he explained. “He’s been gone over
a week, had the fevers when he left.”

“This is horrible,” she commented. “I don’t
think we should be watching this.”

“Shh,” he shushed her and held up a finger.
“Listen.”

“People ‘round here are callin’ ‘em night
crawlers,” the boy said. “I’m locked inside. I don’t even wanna’ go
to school. I don’t trust anyone now. Hold on. I’ll flip my phone
and show you a video of my neighbor. I went to the hospital to
visit him ‘cuz me mum was gone. She woulda’ done somethin’ like
that. Figured he didn’t have any family around, so I should go and
check on him. I found him the hospital tied to the bed, handcuffed
like he was a common criminal. But then I saw why. He’d gone mad
like Uncle Joseph. I took the video of him ‘cuz no one wants ta’
believe me.”

There was a scratching noise as he adjusted
his phone and brought up the picture for the viewers. Sure enough,
the kid’s neighbor was handcuffed to a bed in a hospital. He was
raving, behaving like a madman as the boy described. The curse
words weren’t just incoherent because he was using Scottish slang,
though. They just weren’t words anymore. And his eyes were
bloodshot. He was literally foaming at the mouth like an animal
with rabies.

The video jumped back to the kid telling the
story. “As soon as they saw me in there, they threw me out on my
ear. I don’t know why. Never got tossed from a hospital before. I’m
sendin’ out this video to warn everyone and…”

Tristan reached over and clicked it to stop.
They found many more similar videos, most from other countries,
some in languages they didn’t understand. One was a video from
Sweden that she interpreted, surprising him that she spoke the
language. Of course, that was probably where her dad was from. Some
videos included hidden video footage of sick people. Most of them
referred to the violent ones as crawlers or night crawlers.

“That young deputy said he had family in the
healthcare industry who knew about this and said there were two
strains. I didn’t see anyone talking about that in these videos,
though.”

“No, me neither,” she agreed as the sliding
doors to her father’s office opened.

Her sister, Kaia, came in. “We’re done with
chores. Can we swim? I already checked. It’s warm. I turned on the
pool heater, too.”

“I don’t care,” Avery said. “Just keep an eye
on Finn. Is Ephraim going in, too?”

Kaia nodded. “Hear from Mom yet?”

“No, I’m trying not to disturb them in case
the kids are sleeping,” she explained.

“Dad?”

“Um,” Avery paused. Then she surprised
Tristan by lying, “No, he just sent a text. Said he’s trying to get
a flight home.”

“All right. Let us know if you hear
more.”

“Okay, just be careful.”

Her sister left, closing the doors after her.
Avery hit him with a guilty expression.

“No judgment here,” he said, holding up a
hand in supplication. “Let’s keep going.”

“I need a coffee. Want one?”

“Sure, just cream.”

She hit him with a coy smile. “I know.”

When she left, Tristan stood and stretched
his legs. He was antsy and needed a workout. Instead, he went to
the balcony and watched the kids jumping and playing in the pool.
It was almost fall, the leaves were starting to drop. October was a
few days away. Apparently, this family hadn’t gotten the memo
because their pool was still open.

He sat again and pulled up more videos on
night crawlers. After searching and searching, Tristan finally
found one from America. It seemed more conspiracy theory, less
fact-based, but he kept going anyway. It was two young men,
probably in their early twenties, and they were talking about the
Russian flu.

“They unleashed this shit on us on purpose,”
the one on the right said, who looked like a blonde surfer boy with
dreadlocks and a t-shirt with a pot leaf on it. “It’s called
biological warfare, man.”

The other, a geek by any standards with
thick, black-framed eyeglasses and a bad haircut said, “My aunt
works for a missionary group in Africa. She said hundreds of
thousands of Africans are dead from it. Remember the Ebola scare in
2038? She said it’s way friggin’ worse than that, and a lot o’
people died from that one.”

“Fuckin’ Ruskies, man,” the pothead said. “We
shoulda’ nuked ‘em years ago.”

“My aunt said that they’re calling this RF1
and RF2 for Russian flu one and two.”

The kid kept rambling, but Tristan lost his
ability to focus for a minute. It sounded like he was describing
the same thing the young deputy in town had told him. He scrubbed a
hand over his face and clicked the reverse button to back up the
video to listen again.

“She’s working with Doctors Without Borders,
too,” he explained. “They’ve seen a lot of people killed from this.
One doctor was killed, too. She’s a nurse, so she knows how to take
precautions. Don’t mean she won’t get it. She said she wants to
come home, but the United States is banning flights from her
region.”

“Fuckin’ government, man,” the doob smoker
commented. He was literally smoking a blunt in the video. Tristan
was getting a vibe from him that he was only there to add stupid
comments every once in a while.

“She also said that so many of the infected
with the second strain are killing their patients with the first
strain faster than they can even treat them. It’s crazy. They’re
like sick psycho killers or something. The villagers are calling
them night crawlers.”

So that’s where the term must’ve
originated.

“It’s not good, man,” pot kid said. “I heard
the survival rate’s like less than twenty percent or something,
man.”

“I heard the same,” the geek continued. “And
the governments all around the world won’t take any flights coming
in from Africa. Nobody wants this shit on their turf, but let me
tell you, it’s too damn late. It’s here. People are…”

The video feed went dead, a black screen
appearing stating that the video was flagged for inappropriate
content and removed.

“My ass,” he said to the empty room and
clicked on the one right below it also talking about the flu. Not
even three seconds in, and the same thing happened. Then it
happened twice more.

“Coffee delivery,” Avery announced as she
opened the door again with her bare foot.

Tristan jumped up and helped her so she
didn’t get burned by the steaming liquid in the mugs.

“Thanks,” he said and stood near the open
French doors, leaning his shoulder against the frame.

“You look nice in that shirt,” she
commented.

Tristan grunted, “Yeah, I’m a real poster boy
for polo shirts and khakis.”

“Good thing you’re still in your jeans then,”
she quipped with sass. “Find anything out while I was gone?”

He debated what he should tell her and what
he should leave out. Definitely the low survival rate in case any
of her sick siblings in the hospital tested positive for it.

“It seems like that deputy was right,” he
said finally as she came over and stood against the other part of
the door frame opposite him. “There are two strains. One is deadly.
The other makes you really sick. I don’t know. We need more
information than this. Nobody has actual concrete scientific
evidence.”

“They have their word. That’s proof.”

He frowned. Could someone really be that
naïve? “It’s the internet, Avery. Most of what comes out of it is
bullshit.”

She didn’t answer but stood there staring at
him for a few moments. “Before I forget, I wanted to thank you for
staying last night. I don’t know if I ever actually did. I was
tired.”

“Not a problem,” he said. “And you are
welcome.”

“Why did you?”

He choked on his coffee he was about to
swallow. “What?”

“Why did you come here? I mean, I know you
gave me a ride home, but why did you stay? You certainly didn’t
have to. We don’t know each other all that well. It’s just that I’m
stuck on the why part.”

He took a deep, unsteady breath and held it.
Tristan wasn’t even sure he understood fully the reason why he felt
the need to stay at her house. It wasn’t a civic duty. He was a
soldier in the U.S. Army, not a cop, not an armed security officer
or a bodyguard, which was what she needed. This was not in his list
of duties as an enlisted man.

“I don’t know,” he said, shoving off from the
wall and placing his coffee on a nearby stand, fully intending to
begin their research again.

“But why? That’s not an answer. You haven’t
given me a straight answer yet, Tristan.”

His name on her soft mouth did something to
him.

“I don’t know, Andersson,” he said, using
just her last name and doing so with more force. Last night, he’d
been a dick. Tristan knew it. He’d done it on purpose. He hadn’t
wanted her snooping into his job with the Army. She didn’t need to
know that about him. Or anything about him. Not his past, nor his
present, it was all off limits to her snooping.

When he turned, she was right there, having
moved silently to corner him. If he’d had his mug still in his
hands, theirs would’ve clanked together like they were toasting
something.

“Why?”

“Because dammit,” he said and swiped a hand
through his hair. “You seem to get yourself into a lot of bad
situations. You’re kinda’ expert level at finding trouble.”

“So? You’re not my personal protector. I can
take care of myself.”

He snorted, the sound loud and condescending
in the office as he meant it to be to put her off. It didn’t work.
She was a tenacious little person. “Yeah, okay. Let’s just say for
the sake of argument that you can’t. And that’s why I stayed the
night. It’s not ‘cuz I think you’re cute and wanna’ get in your
pants, okay? I’m not lookin’ to be your boyfriend or anything, so
don’t even go down that road. It’s a dead end, Sugar. Nothing there
for you but disappointment. I just felt bad since you witnessed a
lot of heavy shit, and then your mom had to take the sick kids to
the hospital,” he just kept going because backing down from this
steaming pile of lies was not an option.

“And you aren’t responsible for me,” she
pointed out.

“I didn’t want you here alone without a
weapon in case one of those things showed up, like the one that
followed you on the road. What are you gonna’ do? Hit it over the
head with your fucking cello? Your whole house is a soft target
just like you. You don’t have a fucking clue, lady.”

She looked like she might cry. Good. He
didn’t want a girl like Avery Andersson pining after him like he
was some sort of idol. He wasn’t. He was probably just as bad as
the men the government sent him and his friends to kill.

She poked her slim nose in the air and said,
“I don’t appreciate that.” Avery walked toward the balcony. “As a
matter of fact, I think you should go.”

“What?” That wasn’t the response he thought
he’d get. He was only trying to get her off his back.

“Yes, please.”

He huffed. “So, the first time someone in
your life criticizes you, you throw them out. Is that how it is,
huh?”

She inched her chin a tad higher. “I suppose
it is.”

Tristan actually snorted. “I told your mother
I’d stay and…”

“You are under no obligation here. I’ll
explain it to my mother. I want you to go. We’ll be fine. I have a
lot to do today anyway with my mother and father being gone. I
don’t have time to sit here watching silly, and probably fake
internet videos with you. I actually have adult responsibilities,
Tristan. The children need to be taken care of. I can’t just worry
about myself.”

“Wait. Calm the hell down,” he interjected,
pointing his index and middle finger at her at the same time. It
was how he barked orders in his unit. Men listened to him. Some
cowered. She didn’t.

“Please leave, sir. Now.”

He turned, pissed off and angry at her
immaturity and naivete, and left the room. Then he grabbed his
t-shirt from the guest bedroom bathroom, growled at her sexy,
discarded, naughty lingerie and stormed out of her house. As he
approached the heavy entrance gate, it opened automatically
swinging inward. Then he was on the road.

Tristan cranked up the station that played
rock music all day and flew down the country road. He didn’t need
to stick around where he wasn’t wanted. He didn’t need her. She
needed him! Good, she was done in his life now. She could take care
of those kids and that property by her damn self. He didn’t put up
with women talking to him like that. Now he was free to do whatever
he wanted for the next twenty-four hours of his long weekend. He
didn’t have to babysit a rich snob in her parents’ mansion. He’d
never have to see her again. She was a stuck-up bitch. Screw her.
He was glad he didn’t have to be around her anymore.


 


Terror. Pure and undiluted terror. That’s
all people felt anymore. Where was their next meal coming from?
Which family member would succumb to the virus next? Would they
catch the second one and try to hurt them?

Terror had a knack for working its way into
a person’s life, settling in on their nerves, getting comfortable,
and never vacating. She understood this. Most of her life she’d
been afraid for one reason or another. It was why she didn’t move
away, go to university abroad, date. Now, none of that mattered.
The fears of the past were replaced by new ones.

People didn’t have the luxury anymore of
being afraid of poverty, their lack of success in their careers,
being a failure as a parent, or having relationship disasters.
Everyone was terrified they were going to lose everything, their
homes, their food, their children, their loved ones. Everyone was
just terrified they wouldn’t live to see the next day. She was no
different.


Chapter Nineteen

Avery couldn’t believe the nerve of Tristan
Driscoll. He was exceedingly rude. Actually, he was withdrawn,
moody, arrogant, and sometimes a little crass, but today, he was
downright rude. He had been like that last night right before
they’d both turned in. Today, however, he went too far. She wasn’t
a helpless female, a damsel in distress, and she didn’t need him.
This wasn’t the dark ages. She could take care of herself. She had
value and worth.

So, the first thing she did was make a light
lunch for the kids, ham and cheese roll-ups in tortilla shells,
with carrot sticks on the side. See? Value. She could take care of
others, too.

“Come in with us, Avery!” Finn implored from
the edge of the pool as she set the tray of food and juice boxes on
the table of the outdoor dining set.

“I have some things I need to get done around
here, sweetie. Maybe later.”

It was really nice out today, the temperature
hovering at a balmy, eighty-two degrees. The chlorine from the pool
water being splashed permeated the air with an ultra-clean sanitary
scent, which made her glad the kids were swimming in it in case
they touched something in the house she hadn’t yet scrubbed down.
And they couldn’t ask for nicer weather. She did like skiing,
probably from her Swedish genes, but Avery certainly appreciated a
nice long Indian summer, too. Next week, the weather channel
predicted a big shift when the temps would fall to the forties and
fifties and call for rain, too.

She waved to the kids, thinking about the
preparation it took to close down the pool. For quite a few years,
she’d helped her father and Abraham close it down for the winter
season, but if he didn’t come home next week to do it, she’d have
to figure it out with Abraham’s help. Her mother was never any help
with things like that.

After cleaning up the mess she’d made in the
kitchen from lunch, Avery collected laundry from the children’s
rooms and threw in a load. There were two more waiting in the
wings. It was always like this, laundry being the biggest chore
around the house other than cooking.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket, and she
answered, half expecting it to be Tristan with an apology. No such
luck. It was Renee.

“I can’t believe that happened last night,”
Renee said. “How are you holding up?”

“Fine,” she told her friend and then
explained the situation they came home to. Renee was
devastated.

“Have you heard anything yet?”

“No, I sent Abraham a text this morning, but
I haven’t heard back from him.”

“Oh, Ave,” she said. “I’m so sorry. I hope
they’re feeling better today. Geesh. You’ve got a lot on your
plate.”

“It’s okay,” she said. “I’m sure my mother is
handling it. She has friends at the hospital. They’ll do what they
can to make sure the children are well taken care of.”

They spoke a few more minutes about the kids
before Renee asked, “So, I heard Tristan stayed the night over
there, huh? Things getting pretty serious? Has he kissed you
yet?”

“What?” Avery asked with a blush on her
cheeks as she folded the last load of clothing from the dryer that
someone forgot. “No, of course not. And I don’t want him to,
either. He’s annoying and rude and…and a chauvinist pig, actually.
And, as a matter of fact, I just asked him to leave a few hours
ago.”

“Why? Did he get too handsy? You know, that
dude’s got some serious muscles on him, Ave. Ya’ don’t have to live
like a nun, my girl. You should ride that cowboy. Make him take you
to bone town.”

“Oh, my God. Remind me again how we’re
friends?” Avery teased and got a bawdy laugh from her best friend.
“Bone town is not a real town.”

“Oh, yes, it is. You just haven’t been there
yet.”

Avery chuckled, knowing full well what her
friend meant. Renee could and did so often make her blush. “It
doesn’t matter. He’s rude and has bad manners and insulted me. More
than once, actually. I don’t need someone to talk to me like
that.”

“What’d he say?”

“Basically, that I’m nothing more than a
child, that I can’t take care of myself, and that I get myself into
so much trouble that he has to keep coming to my rescue.”

Renee just laughed, which irritated Avery.
“That’s kinda’ true, Ave. I mean, lately. Of course, none of this
weird stuff was going on in our lives before two or three weeks
ago.”

“That’s no excuse,” Avery said. “I’m not
going to be talked to like that, even if you think he does have
nice muscles and stuff.”

Her friend snorted and laughed once. “So do
you, stupid. I’ve seen you looking.”

“Haven’t even.”

“Uh-huh. Oh well, you can stick the memory of
him in your spank bank for later.”

“Again! How are we actually friends?” she
joked.

Renee laughed. “I’ll put him in my list then.
Oh, hey! I forgot to tell you.”

“What’s that?”

“Spencer went over to the neighbor’s place
today, you know, Mr. and Mrs. Quincy? The cops were there. We could
see their lights going. Anyway, I guess two of their cows were
killed last night and one of their dogs. You know they breed
Pointers.”

“That’s terrible!” Avery gasped, holding a
hand over her mouth. “What did it? Did they say?”

“No, cops were mum. Said it was probably a
bobcat. Like, seriously? We’re country kids. Duh! Bobcats can’t
kill a dog unless it’s like a three-pound Yorkie or something.
Plus, we rarely see those over here. Maybe out by you but not here.
There’s too many people around. And a cow? Forget it. It’s rare
that a pack of coyotes can do that, let alone a bobcat. I don’t
know what’s going on with these cops. It’s weird. Spence said he
thinks it was one of those things, not a wild animal, that did
it.”

Avery frowned at that. She didn’t want to
think about one of those crazy people ever again, but she felt
obligated to tell her friend some of the information she and
Tristan scoured from the internet. “Yeah, hey, Renee? I’m gonna
send you some stuff through…”

“Don’t bother. Spencer and Tristan have been
sharing links all afternoon. I’ve seen it all, too. Tristan said
he’s on his way to one of the hospitals right now. He wants to see
it for himself. Spence said he’d go with him, but Tristan said he
works better alone.”

“Oh,” she said softly, somehow hurt that he
shared everything they found together. Her emotions didn’t make
sense once she thought about it for a second as her friend kept
talking about the links, the videos, and the stories that kept
disappearing off the internet. He had every right to share anything
he wanted. She had no say in what he did. Plus, he was a jerk. It
was no surprise that he wanted to go to the hospital alone. Of
course, he did. What better way to not have to be around
people?

“I don’t know what to make of any of this,
Avery. I’ve never seen anything like that guy last night. What the
heck was wrong with him? Do you think it’s this flu people are
talking about?”

“I don’t know. Maybe.” Yes. Definitely.

“I’m freaking out over here. My parents are
in Utah. I called them and couldn’t get ahold of them. I left them
a message about this. I told them they should come home. Did you
get ahold of your dad yet?”

“Yes, he’s trying to get a flight home.” She
hoped. He should’ve known something by now.

Her phone vibrated, and she pulled it away
from her face. “Oh, hey, Abraham’s calling. Let me call you back,”
she said, didn’t wait for an answer, and selected her brother’s
call. “Hey, Abraham, what’s going on?”

There was a long pause, then she heard her
brother breathing hard.

“Abraham? Can you hear me?”

He sniffed. “Yeah, I hear you. Gimme a
sec.”

She waited a few seconds, her stomach
clenching into knots. He sounded odd, upset.

“Sorry, just stressed out,” he
apologized.

“Why? What’s wrong?” she blurted quickly,
clenching her phone so hard she was afraid it would crack from the
pressure.

Her brother paused another half minute. “The
girls are in comas.”

“What?” she whisper-croaked.

“Yeah,” he said, and she could almost see him
nodding. “The docs said it wasn’t a bad thing. Said that sometimes
the body does that to protect itself. I don’t know. I kinda’ feel
like they’re making shit up to make Mom feel better. She’s losing
her shit up here.”

Her brother never swore. None of them did.
Their parents didn’t tolerate it. He was clearly overwrought to
speak that way.

“And Cyrus?” she hesitated to ask.

“He’s not great, either. Still puking. Fevers
are so high they can’t bring them down even with medicines.”

“Why don’t you come home? Let me come up and
relieve you?” She wanted to be there. For some reason, Avery felt
like if she were there, it would be better, that things would get
better with the kids. It was stupid and was based in absolutely
zero factual evidence other than her own need to feel more in
control of the situation.

“No!” he said adamantly. “No, Ave. Stay there
with the kids. You’re better at that than me anyways. I-I don’t
think you should come here. There’s so many sick people. I’m
wearing a mask and rubber gloves. This place is a cesspool of
sickness right now. Every room is packed. I’ve never seen anything
like it.”

“Then all the more reason for you to come
home and me to come up. You need a break from the germs. To get a
shower and eat a hot meal.”

“The Red Cross is serving meals outside
twenty-four hours around the clock. It’s mostly hot soup, but it’s
good.”

“Really? They’ve set up something like
that?”

“Yeah,” he answered and sniffed. “There’s so
many freaking people here with visitors and the sick that the
hospital closed its cafeteria to make food only for the sick and
the staff.”

“Wow, that’s crazy. I’ve never heard of
anything like that before. Where’s Mom?”

“She’s with Cyrus. They won’t let us in with
the girls now. Moved them to an ICU ward. The nurse told me that
the ICU used to just take up one wing of the hospital. Now it’s two
floors. She said it’s common for the flu patients to fall into this
comatose state. I don’t know. It’s so much bullshit mumbo-jumbo
medical jargon getting thrown at us right now.”

“Yes, I understand,” she said, now pacing up
and down the hall while chewing her thumbnail.

“So, they’re admitting this is the weird
strain of flu going around?” she asked. There was no way she wanted
him to know what she’d found out on the internet. She just hoped
her mother was too busy taking care of and watching over Cyrus to
do research of her own on the internet. She was like that. She’d
find an alternative cure to common sicknesses, more holistic and
homeopathic. She loved research. Avery hoped she kept busy or her
phone battery went dead.

“Yes, they said it’s the flu but not a common
one,” he said. “That’s about all. Why? Do you know more?”

She didn’t want to lie to him, but she also
didn’t want to scare them more. It didn’t matter. The doctors had
more information than she did and were in charge of her siblings’
care now anyway.

“Um, just that it’s a new strain of the flu.
They were talking about it on the news. Try to keep Mom off the
internet. You know how she is. We don’t want her to get even more
worried by stuff that’s mostly rumors and conspiracy theories.”

“Oh, right. Yes, I guess that’s what it is.
Mom asked them a bunch of times if a vaccine was out there for it,
but they said there isn’t. She sent me last night to get some of
the fever-reducing tea from the health food store. We’ve been
having Cyrus drink it, but he doesn’t usually keep it down. It
doesn’t seem to be working, either.”

“Have they said anything about the kids
having a second strain?” she tentatively asked.

“No, what do you mean?”

“Nothing,” she said. “Just curious.”

He paused as if uncertain of her answer.
“Have you heard from Dad? We’ve had a hard time getting cell
service in the room. I’m standing outside right now to talk to
you.”

“Yes, he’s a little run down, but he’s trying
to get a flight home.”

“Oh, good,” Abraham said, sounding relieved.
They’d all be glad when their father came home. He was the one who
took care of them in bad situations. “I’m really worried about Mom.
She didn’t sleep at all last night. I know because I didn’t either.
But Mom doesn’t look so good. She won’t eat. Her eyes are
bloodshot. She’s exhausted.”

Avery tried not to focus on her mother having
bloodshot eyes. It was just from lack of sleep.

“Is she… sick?” she asked, not even wanting
to say the word.

“No, I don’t think so,” he answered
immediately. “Just tired.”

Avery released her held breath. “Are you sure
you don’t want to swap out for the day?”

“No, Mom said not to. She said she wanted you
to keep the kids’ minds off this, take them outside to play or go
for a walk.”

“They’re swimming right now,” Avery said.

“Good, good. That’s good. Keep them busy,”
her ‘little’ brother said, sounding more mature than he should have
to right now. “I’ll call later if anything changes.”

“Okay, love you, Abraham. Give mother our
love, too.”

“I will. And we love you, too. Try not to
worry.”

They said goodbye and disconnected. Avery
slumped down the wall of the hallway and sat on the hardwood floor
hugging her knees. Her little sisters were both in a coma. How
could this be happening?

She sat there feeling sad for a few minutes,
stood and dabbed at the dampness under her eyes. She wasn’t going
to have a meltdown. She had to keep it under control. After going
downstairs to the basement to throw in another load for the boys
and fold the bed linens from last night, she joined the kids in the
pool. She even engaged them in a game of Marco Polo, which they
always enjoyed.

After pool time for another few hours,
Ephraim suggested they play airsoft wars in the woods, which she
hesitated in answering. Her hesitation came from the fact that the
sun would set in an hour and a half. She didn’t want to be in the
woods after dark. The night she was followed down the road by one
of those things, or what she figured was one of those things, came
flooding back into her mind. The attack in Renee’s woods was also
after dark. It set her on edge, so she suggested a board game
instead. She told the kids to get their showers, bring any
additional dirty clothes and towels they found in their rooms to
the laundry room, and get ready to settle in for the night.

She dashed up to her apartment to check her
emails and grab a change of clothes. As she was walking back down
the hill, she heard a dog in the distance. It reminded her of their
neighbors’ dog, Charlie. She should drive over there. They never
did get ahold of Mr. or Mrs. Campbell the next day or the one
after. She’d called the sheriff again to do a well-visit on them
but never heard back. The shrill violin ring tone of her phone
caused her to jump.

“Avery, dear,” her father’s voice came over
the line. “I finally caught a flight. The airports were packed with
travelers. I’ve never seen it so busy.” He paused to cough. Then
there was static for a moment. “I’m leaving in an hour. I should
land at JFK around four in the morning your time. I’ll be home as
soon as I catch a flight to Cleveland or Akron, whichever I can, my
love.”

“Thank God,” she said with her hand over her
heart, pausing in the driveway to listen to his calming voice, his
tender and loving voice. She missed him so much she was tearing up.
“Dad, have you spoken to Mom?”

“Yes, dearest,” he said. “I must go, Avery.
They are calling for my flight to begin boarding. Send the children
my love. I’ll be home as soon as I can. Goodbye.”

“I will. Safe travels. I love you.”

His phone cut off. She wasn’t sure he heard
her. Sometimes connections here out in the middle of nowhere got a
little crazy. He being halfway around the world didn’t help. They
often lost calls with him. She just hoped he heard her say that she
loved him. That was important. It always was in her family. She’d
tell him tomorrow for sure. Words left unspoken was not an
acceptable thing in her family. They always sat down and resolved
their disagreements and issues, told each other goodnight and good
morning, and ended their calls and goodbyes with affection. That
all came from her mother and not just because she was a
therapist.

A strange sense of peace came over Avery when
she heard that her father was coming home. With everything that was
going on in her life lately, she needed him home. Their lives were
falling apart, but with him home with them, it would just feel
better. Her father always took care of the big things in their
lives, in her mother’s life, and handled situations so calmly.
Avery was a wreck. The only reason she was even barely holding it
together was that she knew he was coming home now and because she
had to be the mature caretaker of her younger siblings. Not
anymore. Once her father arrived home, he’d take care of
everything.

“Can we have spaghetti tonight?” Ephraim
asked. “I’m hungry for Italian.”

“Hm, how ‘bout we go out for pizza?” she
suggested a short time later. They didn’t go out like that very
often. It was cost prohibitive with ten of them, and her mother
liked them to eat organic and healthy. She was a great cook. Avery
hoped to cook for her own children someday the same, healthy,
nutritious meals. But tonight, the kids deserved to have pizza, go
to town, and take their minds off the current situation. They’d all
drilled her throughout the day about the others, but she hadn’t had
the heart to tell them about Faith and Joy. She hoped by morning
they girls would be a lot better and she wouldn’t have missed
telling the other kids anything. Finn jumped up and down with joy.
Ephraim hooted, but Kaia still seemed worried about the others.
“Let’s go out and have some fun. Sitting around here worrying isn’t
going to help anything, right?”

They piled into her car, and Avery made sure
to shut the gate after they pulled through it. She’d also made sure
to set the whole house security system. She didn’t need Tristan
Driscoll to tell her how to keep her family safe. She wasn’t an
idiot.

She even put some peppy tunes on the radio
and sang along as she drove the fifteen-minute drive to town. It
seemed to do the trick because they went to a local pizza joint,
ate, and even laughed and joked a little. It was a good night.

When she got back to the house, she drove
through the gate, pressed the button to shut it again, and parked
down in front of her parents’ house. Then she tucked Finn in, told
her brother and sister to both get some rest and bade them a
goodnight, as well. With the kids tucked in, she folded three loads
of laundry and still felt restless. Her father practiced tai chi
and taught all the kids to do it, too, even little Finn. So, she
went to the living room and performed tai chi for an hour. By the
time she was done, Avery had worked up a gentle sweat. She went to
the fridge and reached for a pitcher of purified water but spotted
the bottle of open white wine her mother must’ve started.

“Why not?” she said, hoping it would help her
relax. She knew it was supposed to have a calming effect, and she
needed that tonight, badly. Even tai chi hadn’t helped. So, she
poured a wine goblet about half full and went to look out the
floor-to-ceiling windows of the living room. It was a quiet night
with a full moon and a cloudless sky, every star visible. An idea
occurred to her, and she downed the wine and checked on the
children. They were all asleep thankfully.

Avery changed in the bathroom back into her
suit, took the whole bottle of wine with her, and went outside.


Chapter Twenty

Tristan drove to the smaller hospital of the three
in the Canton area and found a spot to park on the street. Then he
walked the few blocks to the main entrance. It was locked. That was
strange. It was only eight-thirty in the evening. He walked to
another door on the side, then two more. All locked. Tristan kept
going. He was getting in this damn hospital tonight one way or
another.

Mostly what he wanted to see was where they
were keeping the flu patients and what they looked like. He made
his way to the Emergency Room doors but was met by a police officer
standing in front of them. The older man took one look at Tristan’s
dog tags hanging from his neck and greeted him with a less stern
face.

“I’m here to see my girlfriend,” he lied to
the cop and noticed the black plastic that was covering all of the
long and tall windows of the waiting room and entryway facing the
street. They were hiding something or…everything. “She was brought
in to this E.R. about three hours ago.”

“Well, son,” the cop started, “then she
probably hasn’t been seen yet. We’ve got a nine-hour wait right
now. It’s jam-packed.”

“From what? Big accident I didn’t hear about
on the news or something, sir?” he asked, knowing it wasn’t the
case anyway.

“No, ain’t that,” he said. “It’s the flu
that’s going around. Got the E.R. filled up. They ain’t even taking
trauma patients. Those are being routed to Mercy West.”

He offered Tristan a conspiratorial wink as
if he should keep it on the down-low. Obviously, the police knew.
Tristan already figured that out from the two incidents he was
involved in. He’d choked out a civie and killed another, who’d in
turn first killed three innocent people. No investigation. No crime
scene tape. No interviews. No reporting it to his commanding
officer. No damn court-martial. Yes, the police knew what the hell
was going on. After tonight, Tristan hoped to be a little more in
the loop, too. He needed to get on an equal playing ground with
them.

“Ah, right. Can I get in to wait with her,
then? She doesn’t have any family around to help her out.”

“Can’t let you in, son,” he said.

“Seriously?” Tristan asked of his fake
girlfriend.

The cop nodded as if he wanted to help him.
“Hey, I’ll tell ya’ something, though.” He pointed around the side
of the building. “There’s a delivery entrance about two blocks that
way. Door ain’t locked. You could maybe see if they need help
unloading a truck or something.” He winked again.

“Yes, sir. Thanks,” Tristan said and tipped
the bill of his Army ballcap toward the portly man.

Then he pulled up the hood from his gray
hoodie over the top of his ballcap and dragged it low over his
forehead in case they had cameras. He was about to break the law.
Maybe. It was private property open to the public. It just wasn’t
open to the public right now. Gray area.

Tristan picked up the pace and jogged along
the sidewalk until he came to a concrete block wall that obviously
went down a ramp. There was a sign that said, “No Admittance Beyond
This Point” and another that said, “Deliveries.” Bingo. Slightly
grayer area, but he wasn’t going back now. He had to know.

He slipped around the corner of the high wall
and walked unimpeded down the ramp. Then he slinked past a cargo
delivery truck where he could hear men talking on the other side of
it. Three more similar trucks were lined up beside it.

“…man, I don’t even know!” a man said in an
exaggerated tone. “This shit ain’t right. I used to deliver here
like once a week. Now they got me comin’ in three, sometimes four
times a damn day. The overtime’s great, but I gotta get some damn
sleep.”

Tristan took a quick glance at the truck,
which seemed to be a wholesale food delivery vehicle. Beside it was
a semi for a medical supply company. The hospital must’ve been
having trouble treating and feeding the influx of so many patients
lately.

He spotted a door to his left and walked
through without anyone stopping him. He kept his head down and
barreled forward. All around him was a loading dock and tall
shelving units that seemed mostly empty. It was like a warehouse,
just a lot less full of supplies and a lot darker. A hallway to the
left led him away from the bustle and noise of skid steers and
people talking. Continuing that path, he passed a breakroom where a
few people were talking. He didn’t make eye contact but kept
moving. They didn’t bother with him, if they even saw him. He’d
called the hospital earlier and found out when they had a shift
change and was told eight-thirty, so he knew this would be a busy
time of day, easier to sneak around.

Charging forward in a manner that made it
seem like he knew where he was going, Tristan came to another room
further down the way that was labeled as “Employee Locker Room.” He
let himself in. Nobody was in there from the lack of noise, so he
went straight for the back of the locker room and was met with
another door, this one with a glass partition. No matter. He balled
up his hoodie over his hand and broke the glass, letting himself
in. Once inside the dark room, he located what he figured would be
there. Metal lockers containing uniforms and maintenance gear. And
keycards. Now he had what he needed.

Tristan pulled on a white lab coat, folded
his ballcap, and stuck it in the back pocket of his jeans. He also
found a name badge that was empty of a person’s name, but on a
lariat, so he hung that around his neck, turning it backwards as if
it was just on wrong. Then he spotted rubber gloves and a surgical
mask. If everyone was walking around the hospital with similar
masks, he wouldn’t stand out. He left, peering cautiously both ways
before letting the door to the locker room close softly behind
him.

He went to the spot most hospitals had where
hallways converged so he could study the layout on the map inside a
glass display case and the elevator assignment for each floor’s
departments. He wanted access to their computer lab but wasn’t sure
if he could get away with that. It would surely be manned round the
clock. Forward and one floor below should be the morgue, so he went
that way, of course. That was always a quiet place, especially at
night.

He took the stairs and came to a swipe card
entry to get into the morgue. His pass card got him right in with
an instant green light. Handy. The morgue wasn’t quiet, though. It
was teeming with people, the kind that were still alive. But he got
a good glance in the hallway to his right the second he went
through the door and was greeted by the sight of many dead people
on gurneys. A young doctor was rushing down the hall in his
direction, so Tristan discreetly went back through the door behind
him. That was never going to work. Too many people. They’d know he
wasn’t one of them as soon as he was asked for an opinion or to
perform an autopsy. He was good at making people get dead; he just
wasn’t good at dissecting them once they were that way.

A yellow painted arrow on the wall pointed in
the up direction of the stairwell for the Emergency Room. So be it.
That’s where he wanted to go anyway.

He took the stairs two at a time and jogged
up two flights to the E.R. again, this time as an employee instead
of the guy visiting his girlfriend. The second he swiped through
the door, he realized it was total insanity. Nurses and doctors,
orderlies, paramedics, and police officers were trying to make
sense of the chaos. They all seemed to be in a hurry, looked
exhausted as if they’d all been at the hospital for thirty-six
hours straight, and were rushing to treat patients.

“Here,” a nurse shoved a bundle of towels
into his arms, “take these to 212.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he stated as she jogged the
other way. He had no idea where 212 was, but he just got permission
to go there.

Tristan quickly oriented himself and found
room numbers. Some doors were solid glass and swooshed open with a
swipe card, while others were solid wood with glass insets. He went
down a hall, trying to peek into patient rooms as he went. Some
were filled with three and four patients, which was odd in America.
The patients were in various states of illness. Some were
delirious, fevered, and sweaty. Others vomiting. Some moaning in
pain.

“Hey! Doc, hey!” a young man, a teenager with
a letterman jacket said to him, “Man, you gotta get this dead woman
outta’ here. It’s freakin’ out my mom. Bro’, seriously. What the
hell? She shouldn’t have to be in here with a dead person. That
woman died like two fuckin’ hours ago, bro’.”

“Yes, we’re working on it. The hospital’s
just a little busy, son. Stay with your mom. Keep your mask
on.”

Tristan told the kid that because he’d pulled
it down to talk him. He peered around him into the room to find a
sheet pulled over an obvious woman’s body. There were two other
patients in the same room, including a person who was clearly his
mother. She didn’t look well. The other occupant looked like a
homeless man. He was rambling strangely like the freaks sometimes
did.

“Watch out for him,” Tristan warned the kid,
pointing at the weird one.

“They already checked him,” he said in
return. “He’s just crazy, not infected. Well, he is but not with
the second kind.”

“What have they told you about it?”

The poor kid shrugged helplessly and looked
like he wanted to crumble to the floor and cry in a fetal position.
Where was his father or someone else who was an adult to take care
of his mother’s situation? It made him think for the thousandth
time since leaving her house earlier about Avery. She was also
carrying the burden of her family right now.

“Just that my mom’s got the first kind. I
don’t even know what they mean. The doc said my mom’s kind is bad,
but the other is worse.”

Lies.

“She said that they’d get my mother admitted
as soon as they could, but they don’t have an open bed. We’re
waiting for one to open up upstairs.”

Or for someone upstairs to die.

“One of the dudes who took my mom’s blood
said to watch out down here for the other ones. You know, the ones
with the second kind. He said they get really violent or something.
Do you know what he meant? At school the other day, my teacher, Mr.
Hawkins, he freaked out and was beating up one of the students in
my government class. My girlfriend goes to school near Cleveland.
She said a student threw another student out the window. Shattered
his leg, man. Can you believe that? Tried to hurt some other kids,
too. At my school, Jackson High School, our cop and a few other
teachers came and were able to get Mr. Hawkins subdued till the
cops came and took him away. They told us Mr. Hawkins was sick. Is
that what’s wrong? Is it this flu?”

Tristan nodded. He knew all too well. That
‘kind’ kept trying to kill Avery Andersson. “Yeah, be careful, kid.
They’re fucked up all right. You come across one, you’d better find
a weapon and quick, or you better be able to outrun them.”

The kid looked at him with surprise as if he
couldn’t figure out why a dude that looked like a doctor or nurse
with his lab coat on was talking like a trucker. Or in his case, a
soldier.

“You understand, kid?”

“Yes, sir,” he said. “I’ll run. I play
football. I ain’t no slouch.”

Tristan nodded and hoped the kid was right.
Then he left and kept going toward room 212, which he eventually
found at the end of the next hallway. The door was closed. He
pushed it open and was shocked at what he found. Two of those
things, the sick ones with the second strain were handcuffed and
had their legs zip tied. They were also gagged. This was definitely
not humane patient treatment, and whatever governing board that was
in charge of how hospitals treated their patients wasn’t going to
be too happy about this. He stepped gingerly closer and was spotted
by the first one, a woman in her early twenties. She looked like a
hooker, maybe was. Her short white jeans skirt barely covered her
butt. Her neon green fishnet pantyhose were ripped. Her red pumps
were probably five inches high, and she was missing one. The top
she wore was a halfsie-style that showed her toned midriff. He
could see multiple tattoos and a belly button piercing. Her breasts
were an obvious augmentation job. Maybe she was just a stripper.
The name of a bar was on the front of her t-shirt. It sounded like
a strip joint, Angels on Demand Club, and had the typical
stripper shadow silhouette on it with a girl twirling a pole. She
must’ve been one of said angels. It appeared she’d also soiled
herself and was lying in her own urine, which was not at all sexy
or going to get her g-string tips. None of that was what bothered
him. It was the crazy and violent stare she was leveling on him.
Worse even were the growling sounds coming from her. Eyes that were
once brown and probably pretty were bloodshot and sunken. Hair that
was once bottle blonde and long was now a matted mess and had a lot
of dirt, leaves, and twigs in it like she’d been wrestled to the
ground by the police. Fingernails that were long and acrylic were
chipped, broken, and some bleeding. She was clearly missing a
tooth, freshly knocked out because her mouth was bleeding and
contained an empty socket beside her front two teeth.

The other person woke from its stupor and
attempted to crawl toward him. It was a man. It struggled hard,
kicked at the wall, attempted to scream and after a few seconds got
its feet free from the zip ties. Tristan backed out of the room
just in time to shut the door in its face. That didn’t stop it.
Just like Avery had described, the thing pounded its head against
the glass portion of the door so hard it split its skin open and
cracked the heavy-duty glass. A piece embedded in its forehead, but
it kept going. It turned toward the woman with the same level of
hatred.

“Hey, get away from there,” someone said as
they approached Tristan.

“I was told to bring these for 212,” he said
and shoved the towels into the man’s hands. He looked like he was
around his age, and his badge told that he was in housekeeping.

“Oh, thanks,” the young black man said. “I’m
supposed to go in there and clean up the woman.”

The man thing rammed its shoulder against the
door in an attempt to break out. Then it turned and stomach kicked
the stripper. Normally, Tristan would jump in to help. Normally.
This was anything but.

“I don’t think I would,” he advised. “That
one just got its feet untied. Just tell them you did.”

The man chuckled nervously. “Yeah, I think I
will. My buddy upstairs got some pretty nasty bruises and a cracked
rib a few days ago from one.”

“That happen from one of them?” he asked of
the white bandaging taped on the man’s cheek. He nodded. “What
happened?”

“Damn crazy dude,” he said. “Clawed at my
face.”

Tristan hooked his thumb toward the door,
“That one?”

“Nah, man,” he said. “Up on six. That’s where
they’re keeping the fucked-up ones. Moved them the other day.
Didn’t you hear?”

“I don’t work here, man,” Tristan said,
pulling his dog tags out of his jacket to show him.

“Army?” he asked, to which Tristan nodded.
“Yeah, I served one term in the Navy. Should’ve stayed in. Woulda’
been better than this shit. Look, you didn’t hear it here, man, but
word is your boys are comin’ soon.”

“What do you mean?”

“This gets worse? They’re callin’ in the
National Guard and shit.”

“Really,” Tristan stated more than
questioned. “Why?”

The guy looked around to make sure nobody
would hear. “They can’t handle this much. It’s getting outta’
control fast. I mean, just last night one of ‘em attacked and
killed a nurse. Kinda’ hard to treat the patients if the staff’s
all dead, ya’ know?”

“Yeah, I see what you mean.”

Two female nurses came toward them and yelled
out orders to someone behind them. It was time to keep moving.

“Keep your head down, brother,” Tristan said
and held out his fist to the guy, who punched it and slapped his
open palm against Tristan’s next.

“Later, brother. Stay safe,” the young man
said and walked away with the towels.

Tristan went to the sixth floor and found a
nightmare like he’d never seen before. Orderlies, police officers,
and security teams dressed in the hospital’s uniforms were dealing
with hundreds of the infected people. They had them four and five
in a room, handcuffed to beds or sedated as best as they could
manage.

“Son of a bitch in 657 bit me,” a doctor was
swearing and showing a nurse his bloody arm. “Goddamn maniacs. I’m
getting sick of this shit.”

Tristan stood silently in the shadows near a
vending machine meant for families who were visiting patients and
loved ones to hit up. He figured nobody was coming back into this
alcove. No families or loved ones were on this floor. Just the
crazy freaks, the night crawlers, which could be hookers or soccer
moms.

“Oh, Dr. Schmucker. Let me take a look. Oh,
geeze. You’re up to date on your tetanus, right?” the young nurse
asked in a gentle voice.

The doctor looked to be around sixty and like
he was probably a normal, level-headed, calm man when not in this
odd situation. Right now, he seemed as overwhelmed and frustrated
as one person could get. “Yes, Martha. I’m vacc’d. Let’s just cover
this. I don’t think it needs stitches. We’ll do a sanitize and
cover. I need to get back at it. The CDC wants all the blood vials
sent over by midnight. That’s three damn hours to get over a
hundred patients drawn. Without the help of our phlebotomists?
Sure, we’ll get right on that.”

“No kidding,” another nurse complained. She
had brilliant red hair done up in a 1960s style beehive like
Tristan had seen in a movie from that time period. “How come they
get so active at night?”

“They think it’s the adrenals not firing
correctly,” the bleeding doctor educated the nurses and,
unbeknownst to him, at the same time gave Tristan free information.
“Their hormones and their sense of night and day are running
backwards. The melatonin runs high during the day, but their
cortisol kicks in at night.”

“Wow,” the redhead commented. “That is ass
backwards. Like vampires.”

“Like night crawlers,” the first nurse said.
She was a lot younger, really pretty, probably the kind of brunette
Tristan would’ve hit on if he met her out in the real world. He
always had a thing for brunettes. Used to.

“Martha, don’t use that term here, please,”
the doctor corrected. “They are simply to be referred to as
patients, or if the media or their families inquire about them, the
terms ‘sick’ or ‘infected’ can be used. If we assign simple terms
like ‘crawler’ or ‘night crawler’ as slang, jargon being used by
laypersons to make it sound like something from a silly horror
movie, then we could create hysteria. It’s bound to get out to the
public if we as professionals use such a phrase, too. A name like
that is also going to raise alarms and cause fear. This isn’t a
horror movie. This is science, and like all science, the sickness
will eventually be defeated through research and study. We don’t
want to cause people to panic by dolling it up and assigning it a
name that scares the public even worse.”

“Maybe it should,” said the redhead.

“That’s not what we’re supposed to be doing
right now, remember? Ladies, you’ve all seen the memos. I know you
were both present at the mandatory staff meetings. This is the
federal government we’re talking about. It’s no laughing
matter.”

“Yes, doctor,” she said, looking put in her
place.

“Keep the public calm. Don’t draw any more
attention to this than is already out there. Misunderstanding and
misinformation can do just as much damage. When the time is right,
the government will do what needs done.”

Tristan wanted to laugh. He saw every single
day of his service in the military just how inefficiently the
government ran things. The only time he and his men got anything
done was when they were out on an actual mission away from their
base of operation and far from all the red tape and chiefs.

Having seen enough bloodshot eyes and
listening to their muffled growls and incensed and violent intent
for one night, Tristan sneaked back off the floor and down to the
ground level again. It was the main floor of the hospital with a
long, wide glass ceiling meant to draw in natural light and provide
sunlight to the many potted plants placed strategically to make it
seem like a nicer place to be. There was also a gift shop. All of
this seemed typical, like just about any other mid-size hospital in
America. But this was a little different. The entire wing of the
hospital was shut down by barricades and yellow tape and the lights
were off. More oddities. Nobody was sitting at the reception desk,
either, but there was a ten-foot long streak of blood down the
middle of the tan marble floor and another on the wall in one of
the sectioned off family sitting areas, which did not bode well for
this hospital’s sanitary record. It was even creepy if he was being
honest. The televisions in the various, segregated waiting areas
were turned off, the spaces vacant of family members. He walked out
unimpeded through the main door of the hospital, shedding the
jacket, gloves, and mask on the ground as he went. Then he took his
cap out of his back pocket and pulled it down low on his forehead.
The hood went back up, too.

He jogged to his truck and got in. Tristan
had seen a lot of shit, seen stuff in other countries that would
make the average civie sick to their stomachs. This was something
different. What was happening on his home turf was like nothing
he’d ever seen before, and he felt a little like he was in some
sort of episode of the old t.v. series, The Twilight Zone. This
couldn’t really be happening, not here, not in America.

People deserved to know the truth. Nobody was
prepared. They were sitting ducks if this got worse, and from what
he understood from that doctor, that was likely to happen before it
got any better. No wonder there was talk of bringing in the
National Guard to keep the peace. He understood just how long
research and study would take of such a disease. Tristan had to
tell people, tell someone what was happening. He sat there in his
truck with it idling, and the only person he could come up with to
tell was her.

“Dammit,” he swore to the empty cab and
pounded his palm once on the steering wheel in frustration and
anger.

No way was he calling her. She threw him out
earlier. Maybe he didn’t like her, was even pissed at her, but he
could probably text her friend Renee. No, he didn’t have that
chick’s number. He could text Spencer and tell him to tell Renee so
that she could tell Avery. Hell, that sounded stupid just thinking
it. Instead, he grabbed some food at the Chick-fil-A drive-thru
window and kept going. Screw her.

She was a pain in the ass. All he did was
save her time and again. He didn’t need that shit in his life. She
was all sorts of complicated and time-consuming. He liked his life
free from complications, free to do and say whatever he wanted,
free to get more ink, free to not listen to her shitty classical
music or stare at her gorgeous face. So, he stuffed his own with a
chicken sandwich, thanked the creator of such a heavenly thing, and
downed a large sweet tea. Then he cruised for a while to let
everything that he saw and heard at the hospital sink in. More than
the chicken needed to digest, so Tristan cranked up rock music and
drove around. Before he realized it, he had driven for over an hour
and was parked outside her gate. Then he was getting out. And the
next thing Tristan knew, he’d scaled the black security gate and
was walking down her lane just as unimpeded as his exit from the
hospital. It put him in an extra pissy mood knowing she still
wasn’t taking security seriously. She should’ve been greeting him
with a shotgun pointed in his face right about now. But no.

He knocked on the door to her parents’ house
and waited. He gave her a few minutes since the house was so big.
After two minutes, he knocked again and still didn’t get an answer.
The soft humming noise of a motor was coming from the backyard, so
he went to inspect if something was wrong. He fully expected to see
her and siblings lying on the ground slaughtered. He would kill her
if that were the case.

What he wasn’t expecting was to see Avery
Andersson walking up the stairs exiting a hot tub in a white bikini
with steam coming off of her sexy body like some sort of Playboy
centerfold. She looked up, spotted him, probably shrouded in
shadows. Then she screamed loud enough to wake the dead.


Chapter Twenty-one

Avery choked off the scream that had erupted from
her as the figure in the shadows stepped into the light and held up
his hands. Tristan Driscoll.

“What are you doing here?” she hissed angrily
and grabbed her towel to wrap around her shoulders. She shouldn’t
have drunk that wine. All told, it was probably three glasses
worth. She felt a little dizzy and tipsy. Geesh, what a
lightweight.

“I, uh, was driving and…” he drifted off.

His gaze more than once skimmed over her body
as he drew closer, which made her blush all the way to her toes.
She was thankful for the cover of night.

Marching over to the control panel on the
wall of the shed, Avery turned off the hot tub jets, then the
lights. Somewhere in the distance, a dog barked. Her head jerked in
the direction. She slowly looked back at Tristan.

“We should go inside,” he encouraged without
looking at her. His eyes were still scanning. Not her body this
time but the black horizon. He was back to being in control of
himself again.

She wasn’t even going to argue. The steam
coming off the pool and hot tub in the dark of the night was spooky
enough without dogs barking.

“I have to close the pool cover first,” she
said and hit the other button. She also touched the screen and
punched in the code for the automatic pool cleaner to start. The
heavy black screen on the motorized poles built into the edge of
the pool’s cement and ceramic tile walls slowly moved across the
pool, enshrouding it in darkness and completely covering it. Now it
just looked like a trampoline. The automatic cover was something
her father insisted on. He hadn’t wanted any of the children to
fall in and get trapped under one of those lighter weight tarp
style plastic covers.

“That was fast,” he commented as he followed
her through the glass door into the house.

“Yes, well, it’s better than waking up with a
deer in the pool, which has happened.”

“I guess so,” he said and stopped short when
she abruptly spun and stared him down, or rather stared up at him
with one hand on her hip. He almost mowed her down.

“What are you doing here? You insulted me. I
specifically asked you to leave. And-and how did you get in? I
closed the gate. I know I did because I went back up to check that
I did. See? I’m not so stupid when it comes to security as you
might think, Sergeant Driscoll. You aren’t the only one who knows
how to stay safe. And I never asked to be your girlfriend.” She
paused and glared, then looked at the floor for a second feeling
her bravado falter just slightly. “For the record.”

His eyes widened at her long soliloquy. She
wasn’t done yet. She had a lot to say to him. Steeling her nerves,
she glared up at him again and got to it.

“I don’t appreciate you being rude and acting
like a boar. And I have managed before, many times actually, when
my parents were both out of town at the same time for work. As
crazy as this might seem to you, we all lived. Miraculously!”

Tristan grabbed her shoulders, which startled
her and caused her towel to drop to the floor.

“Hey, stop! Jesus. Gimme’ a damn chance to
talk,” he scolded. His eyes seemed different up close than before.
Something was just slightly off. “First, I…” he paused as if what
he had to say was difficult, “I was an ass. I know that. And I know
you don’t want to be my girlfriend. Obviously. You clearly aren’t
attracted to me, never could be. I’m not stupid. I’d have to wear a
long-sleeved shirt around you twenty-four-seven to not disgust you
by my ink.”

“I never said you were disgusting. I don’t
appreciate your constant insults and…”

“Avery!” he said more loudly. “I’m-I’m
sorry.”

He said it as if speaking those words hadn’t
come easy or naturally. Perhaps it was the first time he’d ever
apologized to someone. It seemed like it. He wasn’t good at it.
There. That was definitely something she did better. Her mouth
turned down into a disappointed expression.

“Seriously,” he said. “I’m sorry. I was a
rude asshole. I admit it. I was just frustrated.”

“Tell me that won’t happen again,” she said,
challenging him with a raised eyebrow.

“What?” he asked with a perplexed look on his
face.

“I don’t want a friend who feels like it’s
fine to be mean to me and then apologize. Words hurt. I don’t like
being around people who treat me badly.”

Tristan blinked wide and nodded and shook his
head at the same time as if he were surprised by her. “Okay. Sure.
I won’t do that again.”

“Scout’s honor?”

He smirked. “I wasn’t exactly a Boy Scout,
Avery.”

“No, you’re in the Army, which is an
infinitely more honorable pursuit,” she said and watched his eyes
narrow with lightning speed.

“Yeah, I don’t think you understand my
job.”

“Engineer?”

His smirk faded as a scowl took over on his
dark brow. “Not exactly.”

“If you want me to trust you, then you have
to be honest with me from now on. If I ask you a question, you have
to tell me the truth. Deal?”

He took a deep breath, looked like he wanted
to say no, but nodded. “Deal. Okay. Now, I am sorry. You’re right.
I was out of line.”

“Why were you? Mean to me,” she hit him with
quickly before he could change the subject, which he was very
proficient at doing.

“You ask a lot of damn questions,” he said as
if she were cornering him. She totally was and didn’t care,
either.

“If we’re going to be friends, then I want
you to be honest with me, remember? I thought we just covered
this.”

He grinned out of one corner of his mouth
only. “You’re slick. I’ll give you that much.” His hands fell away
from her, and he leaned back against the wooden door frame backlit
by landscape lighting and the steam from the hot tub now mixing
with a light fog that was settling in outside the safe glass walls
of her family’s home. “I was upset because I don’t like the idea of
you being out here all alone and unprotected, okay?”

“We have a security system.”

His left eyebrow jerked up in reaction. “That
didn’t exactly help you when one of them was chasing you down the
road, did it?”

“No, I suppose it didn’t.”

“And what would you do if one of them scaled
your gate in the middle of the night like I just did? What would
you do if one got in your house? What about your apartment? You
don’t even have a damn lock on that door. Still.”

“Hey, no talking mean to me,” she snapped and
pointed her finger at his chest.

He looked shocked. “What did I say that was
mean?”

She crossed her arms over her chest, which
caused him to glance at her breasts, which were being pushed up.
Then he quickly looked away as if embarrassed. “You said ‘damn
lock.’ Don’t talk like that. It’s mean and cuts straight to the
core.”

“Sorry,” he apologized again. “I’m…I guess
I’m not used to hanging around with women like you.”

“What’s that mean?” She narrowed her eyes to
consider him.

“Just…good girls.”

That caused her mouth to turn down with
disappointment. “I don’t know what that’s supposed to mean. It
kinda’ feels like another insult somehow, but, back to the lock. I
know I need it. I don’t know how to install one, and my dad’s been
gone.”

“Then I guess it’s a good thing I bought one
tonight and I’m going to install it for you.”

“You did?” she asked with so much hope that
her heart skipped a beat. “Oh. Well, thank you so much,
Tristan.”

Without thinking, Avery flung her arms around
his neck and gave him a hug. When his hands settled on her damp,
bare back, she remembered she was still in a bikini. He patted her
once, just like she did to Finnegan when giving her littlest
brother a sweet sibling hug.

“Yeah,” he said, his voice gruff suddenly.
“You’re welcome.”

Avery pressed her nose just slightly against
his neck. He smelled so good. She wanted to sink herself into him
and stay there for about six hours.

“You’re so sweet,” she said and pecked his
cheek, the stubble there tickling her lips. She wasn’t really
thinking about what she was saying or doing. It was an automatic
response. She felt him chuckle just barely, the deep sound
reverberating through him and into her.

“Uh-huh, sweet,” he said, his voice becoming
huskier with each word. “I don’t think anyone’s ever accused me of
that before.”

Then his hands slid down over her naked skin
until they settled on her waist. She felt them tighten on her. Her
waist seemed impossibly small in his hands. For some reason, she
knew their situation had just changed. It wasn’t a friendly hug and
an appreciative peck anymore. His hands were digging into her flesh
in rhythmic movements. They were strong and sure. Her heart
accelerated. His breathing sounded raspy and uneven. They’d only
been standing like this for less than twenty seconds, and yet,
Avery felt trapped in the moment. The sands of time stopped
dropping as his thumbs stroked back and forth against the skin of
her sides, causing a delicious friction that sent tingles up and
down her stomach. They were calloused and abrasive against her soft
and smooth skin. His rough hands on her had her imagining all sorts
of wicked things. Then he put more pressure on her and physically
moved her back from him. Apparently, she was the only one thinking
sinful thoughts.

“No problem,” Tristan said and cleared his
voice. It seemed like he was trying to avoid looking at her now.
Then he turned around. “Um, why don’t you get dressed? I have a lot
to tell you. I’ve been busy tonight.”

Her cheeks turned ten shades of red as he
jammed both fists in the pockets of his hoodie. Once again, she’d
misread him. He made it quite clear earlier today that he wasn’t
interested in her like that. He probably thought she was a total
idiot, a sheltered homeschool nerd.

“Oh, gosh,” she said and grabbed up her
towel. “Yes, of course. Uh…make some coffee. Make yourself at home.
I’ll be right back.”

She wrapped herself in her towel and turned
on the ball of her foot to hurry away. The last thing she heard was
Tristan exhaling hard. She groaned once she was upstairs in her
mother’s room. She’d practically mauled the poor man. He was
clearly not, not, not interested in her. She had to stop
thinking like that. He was just a nice man who was very moral and
conscientious about women and children being in danger. And she was
an emotional ball of hormones around him. She needed to get that in
check.

“Stop,” she berated herself in the bathroom
mirror as she dressed in a pale pink bra and matching lace panties.
Then she pulled the bobby pins out of her hair to let it fall down
around her shoulders and back. She was glad she hadn’t gotten it
wet. “You’re making a foolish ninny of yourself.”

Avery dressed in old, worn out and faded
jeans, pretty much the only kind she owned because they weren’t an
item she purchased often. The right knee was even ripped out. Warm
beige socks were next followed by a pale pink turtleneck that was a
thin, body-hugging material that she tucked into her jeans. Her
cream cardigan was somewhere downstairs, so she’d grab that to top
it all off when she found it since she was cold. She was pretty
much always cold.

When she arrived downstairs, Tristan was
there making coffee in the kitchen, and a fire was lit in the
living room fireplace. He was fast. Of course, she spent probably
ten minutes trying to calm herself from…nothing, apparently. He
seemed unfazed by their hug. Good grief. Renee was right. She
needed to get back on the horse. She had a boyfriend about a year
ago, but it was going nowhere, so she broke it off. He ended up
going to college in Utah, so that was a dead-end anyway. One of the
young editors her father worked with on his books had come to the
house a few months ago and had definitely let his interest be known
when her father wasn’t in the room. She just hadn’t felt attracted
to him, though. He was a nice looking young man, clean-cut,
handsome, wore nice suits, had a great Brown University education.
She supposed that was karma because now she was attracted to
someone who wasn’t attracted to her. Denial of her attraction to
Tristan wasn’t going to get her anywhere. She had to own up to the
fact that she was drawn to him so that she could figure out why and
stop doing it.

“Cream and sugar, right?” he asked as he
handed her a mug that said, ‘world’s best mom.’

“Yes, thank you,” she replied, impressed that
he remembered how she took her coffee. Music was playing, a
selection of old songs. Solomon Burke, which she knew by looking at
the lit panel on the wall, was crooning something about love and
crying. “You figured out the music system.”

“Yes, I feel like I should automatically get
an honorary degree in geek.”

“I don’t think that’s a major,” she commented
with a laugh.

“To understand your family’s gadgets? Yeah,
it should be. Andersson Family honorary doctorate in gadgets and
tech.”

She smiled and asked, “You had something to
tell me? That’s the reason you came back?”

Tristan stood there staring at her above the
rim of his mug, which made her a little uncomfortable. His gaze was
sometimes so penetrating, so intense, and she absolutely could not
read his mind or at all gauge what he was thinking. Most people
were fairly transparent, but not Tristan. In these moments, Avery
felt nervous around him. What she couldn’t figure out was if it was
just attraction on her part or actual fear. Maybe she was one of
those weird girls who liked the bad boy. No, that definitely wasn’t
it. And Tristan wasn’t a bad person. There was definitely a
darkness in him, but that didn’t make him bad. When she’d first met
him, it was definitely intimidation and fear that she felt that
night in the bar. Now? She just wasn’t sure if the fear was still
there. Something was.

“Yeah, let’s sit down,” he finally suggested
and led her to the atrium where he turned on the dim overhead
lights and sat on one of the swings, patting the seat beside him to
indicate she should sit.

“We could’ve just sat in the living
room.”

“Brrr,” Mr. Gray squawked from the corner on
his wide branch. Then he ruffled his long feathers as if he were
cold. It was one of the many words Ephraim had taught his silly
bird.

“Maybe you’re right,” he joked with a grin
that showed dimples.

“Right turn only!” Mr. Gray repeated.

“Quiet, Mr. Gray!” she scolded the bird, who
looked highly offended.

“I wanted the privacy away from the kids,” he
said, and something in her heart twitched just a little at hearing
him talk about her siblings using the same turn of phrase that she
and her parents always used.

“Why?” she asked.

“I went to the hospital tonight.”

Her eyes darted to his above the rim of her
mug, “Which one?”

“Not the one your family’s in,” he said,
shaking his head and setting his coffee on the glass stand beside
him. She did the same and folded her legs under her on the cushion
of the porch swing. He tucked one ankle under his other thigh so
that he could turn more toward her. Tristan then pushed them gently
with his other foot still on the ground. The slow rocking motion
she found soothing. “I didn’t want your brothers and sister to hear
this. It might be…too much for kids to process.”

“Thank you. I understand completely, but
they’re all in bed anyway.”

“It’s okay. I didn’t want to take the chance
they’d wake up and overhear us.” To this, she nodded. “I went to a
different hospital, probably smaller, or it looked smaller on the
map. Anyway, I found out some stuff. You know, about this flu
virus?”

“Yes,” she nodded. “More than what we learned
before you left earlier?”

“Oh, yeah,” he said. “A lot more. You were
right about them keeping the sick, crazy ones tied up. They are
doing the same thing at that hospital, too. I ran into a young guy
working there who gave me a lot of information, too.”

“Like what?” she asked, her interest
piqued.

“He told me that there’s a floor on the
hospital, the sixth floor where they’re keeping the violent ones.
Of course, I went up there.”

“You did? How? Did they give you some kind of
special pass because you’re in the military?”

He grinned and huffed through his nose as if
she were being funny.

“What?” she asked in a guarded manner.

“No, I just went up there anyway. That’s how
you find things out, Avery. If I waited for permission, I’d never
get it. Ever hear the saying, ‘it’s better to ask for forgiveness
than to get permission’?”

She shook her head. “Ah, I get it. Funny. No,
I’ve never heard that before.”

“That’s not surprising.”

“Hey, no insults, remember?”

He shook his head this time. “It wasn’t meant
as one. I just don’t peg you as a rule breaker, but that’s a good
thing.”

She frowned crookedly. She wished she were
more like him, a rule breaker, a risk taker. Maybe she should get a
tattoo. Ouch. No, thank you. That would be jumping into the deep
end of the rule-breaking spectrum with both feet. She needed a few
baby steps in between.

“Yeah, well, up on that floor it was pretty
bad. But the thing that stuck out the most with me is that what we
were suspecting is true, that the government is covering everything
up. It’s true. I overheard a doctor talking to some nurses about
it. They know. They all know. Every government law enforcement
agency and every medical facility. They just aren’t telling people.
And the CDC is sending out memos to the people who need to know how
to handle the patients and are expecting blood samples from each
one to be collected and sent directly to them.”

“Is that normal protocol?”

“Not for a flu bug. For something pandemic?
Yes, absolutely. That means they can’t figure it out, and they’ve
got scientists working round the clock trying to.”

“Oh, dear,” she remarked nervously. “Is
that…is this bug…”

She couldn’t bring herself to finish.

“No, I don’t think your siblings have that. I
think they’ve got the first one. Not the violent kind.”

“Thank goodness,” she said and watched as
Tristan looked away. Was he hiding something? He kept going and
told her everything he saw and heard at the hospital. It was a lot
to take in.

Mr. Gray said, “Woooop! Big cat! Big cat.” It
made her startle. Idiot bird.

“Do you guys own a cat or something?” Tristan
asked.

She smiled and shook her head. “No, no pets.
Just the chickens.”

“Yeah, I saw them the other night when I was
walking a patrol outside.”

“Oh, yes, they’re pretty neat. But no pets
like a cat or dog. My mom’s not a big fan of indoor pets. She
barely tolerates Mr. Gray. And Mr. Gray just says that when he’s
upset.”

“Oh, well, like I was saying, it’s a big fat
lying conspiracy that the government’s keeping from us. Mystery
solved.”

“Why would they lie? Why don’t they warn
people so that when we’re going out in the public, we can be more
cautious?”

“According to that doctor tonight, they don’t
want to cause a panic. You know how it is just when snow states get
a big dousing in February. Or when hurricane states get just the
threat of a possible hurricane. People freak out, they panic.”

“True enough, I suppose.”

“Big cat!” Mr. Gray said. “Woooop!”

“Settle down,” she told the parrot. “Sorry,
he gets wound up sometimes. Ephraim doesn’t always leave him up
here. He probably wants his buddy. Also, it’s probably just because
you’re in his room. He gets nervous around new people.”

“Maybe he’s jealous,” he said. “Thinks I’m
trying to steal his girl.”

She chuckled, then shook her head, realizing
he meant her. “Yeah, right. Fat chance,” Avery said since he made
it very clear that he didn’t like her in that way. He looked a
little hurt. “Anyway, what else did you learn?”

“Heard from the young guy that he thinks
they’re going to bring in the National Guard to keep things under
control if this gets worse.”

“What?” she almost screeched but reigned it
in. “For the flu? Does that sound right?”

“Nope, but it does if this is going to get a
lot worse, which the doctor seemed to think it was. I’ve heard of
more than one healthcare official, nurses and whatnot, getting
killed by these things. Everyone’s calling them night crawlers. The
more that name spreads, the more information gets leaked before the
internet thugs can take it down, people are going to start
panicking. Have you heard from your dad?”

Her mind floated away, thinking about the
ramifications of living with a military presence in their country.
Other countries had problems like this before or just had their
military take over. But this was America. The government didn’t use
its own military to keep the peace. It just wasn’t done. That was
the job of the police. There were laws prohibiting it,
actually.

“Avery?”

She snapped out of it, “What?”

“Your dad? Hear from him?”

“Yes. Yes, sorry. I was just thinking about
the military being involved. He’s on a flight. Should be home
sometime in the middle of the night,” she explained and cut him off
before he could respond. “Tristan, if they call up the National
Guard, does that mean you could also be used in the same capacity?
Here in America?”

He shrugged. “Maybe some of the military
would be. Probably not me.”

“Why?”

He twisted his head side to side, making the
muscles and bones crack audibly. “Just not the kind of unit I’m
in.”

“Because you’re an engineer?”

“Yep,” he answered decisively, although she
suspected evasively.

Avery chewed the inside of her lower lip.
“What do you do for the Army, Tristan?”

“Why do you want to know? You already look at
me sometimes like you’re scared shitless of me or like I’m going to
pounce on you. Why would you want to know anything that would make
you even more afraid?”

“I’m not a delicate little rose petal,
Tristan.”

He smirked.

“Hey, you said you wouldn’t be mean anymore,”
she pointed at him with her index finger and tried to put on a
stern face. He snatched her finger and yanked it to his mouth,
which knocked her off balance and into him. Then he bit her finger.
Gently, but it was still shocking. “Ouch!”

Of course, Mr. Gray had to imitate her,
“Ouch. Big cat!”

Tristan laughed. Then he pushed her shoulders
until she was sitting upright again.

“Not funny,” she corrected him.

“Don’t aim a loaded weapon at me then,” he
warned with good humor. “I was only acting on instinct.”

“You are trying to change the subject.”

“Let’s talk about something nicer than my
job. Like the flu.”

This time she laughed. He was funny when he
wanted to be. And playful. And quite beautiful. He had really nice
white teeth.

Her phone buzzed, causing her to jump before
pulling it out of her jeans pocket.

“Hi, Renee,” she said. “Wait…slow down…Renee,
I can’t understand you.”

She hit the speaker button. Her friend was
crying hysterically and babbling.

“And…and…then…”

“Renee, It’s Tristan. Calm down. Take three
deep breaths. Do it! Now,” he demanded with authority, which seemed
to help. “Now tell me what is going on. Speak slowly. Stay
calm.”

“It’s Spencer,” she said and sniffed.
“I—we-we were supposed to be getting together. He was late, so I
ca-called him. He said he’d be there as soon as he could. He didn’t
sound so good. I was worried. He’s not here. That was three hours
ago. It only takes about a half hour to get to my house. I’m scared
to go out. My neighbor said she saw something last night in our
neighborhood. Like one of those crazy people again.”

“Okay, calm down,” he said. “Which way would
he go to get to your house?”

She explained it. Tristan looked at Avery,
who said. “Yes, I know what she means.”

“Okay, Renee, just stay put. I’m going out to
find him. He could just be having car troubles.”

“No, he’s not. He didn’t sound right,
Tristan. Like he was drunk or something. He wasn’t making
sense.”

“Fine, just stay where you are and call Avery
if he shows up.”

They disconnected after getting her calmed
down.

“Her parents aren’t home, either,” she said.
“She doesn’t usually get so upset like that. I wish her parents
were with her right now.”

“Just tell me how to get where I need to
go.”

“I’ll take you,” she said. “It’ll be easier.
I’ll tell Kaia we’re leaving and to keep the house locked and the
alarm set.”

He paused, must’ve seen the determination in
her expression, and finally nodded.

She fled to her sister’s room, woke her and
explained the situation, and emphasized the warning of keeping the
house locked down.

“Listen, Kai,” she said, “if anyone other
than Mom, Dad, or Abraham comes to the door, do not open it. Do you
understand?”

“Yeah, what’s the big deal? Chill,” she said
grouchily.

“Dammit, Kaia,” she swore, which made her
sister gape at her with wide, more alert eyes. “I need you to take
this seriously. You know the person that followed me home last
week?” Her sister nodded. “It wasn’t…it wasn’t really a person.
Look, I’ll explain everything to you in the morning. It’s time you
knew the truth about what was going on. For your own protection.
For tonight, just stay in and keep the house locked. I’m only going
toward Renee’s. If you have any problems, any whatsoever, even a
bad feeling, call me immediately.”

“Avery, you’re scaring me.”

“Good. At least I’ve got your attention,” she
said and helped her sister to her feet. “Lock the door when we
go.”

“We?”

“Tristan and I,” she answered as they went
toward the front door.

“I thought you were mad at him,” her sister
remarked, knowing she asked him to leave because Kaia had
questioned Avery about where he went.

“No, he was just worried about us because of
everything that’s been happening,” she answered as they went
through the kitchen to the door.

“I checked the rest of the house. It’s all
locked down,” Tristan said as he met them by the door. “Ready?”

“Yeah,” she said and turned to her sister,
grabbing her for a quick hug. “Love you.”

“Love you, too. Be careful.”

She followed Tristan up their long lane and
opened the gate when they got to it, and he made sure to press the
button to close it again. She still couldn’t believe he’d climbed
over it. That seemed impossible. There weren’t places to get a grip
with one’s feet. The metal was smooth. He was like a monkey, which
surprised her for his size. Of course, she’d seen him jump quickly
into motion faster than she would’ve given someone his size credit
for being able to do.

As they pulled away, she took a last look out
his rear window to see her sister standing in the dining room
staring up at them. Maybe Tristan was right. Maybe living in a
glass mansion wasn’t such a great idea right now. The idea of
leaving her three siblings alone, even for a short time made her
feel anxious.

Somewhere in their countryside neighborhood,
which really only consisted of a few families, someone’s dog barked
again. It just kept doing it, despite the fact that it was a
moonless night, clouded over, and dark as pitch. Dogs liked barking
at night when the moon was full. It was kind of annoying. Right
now, though, she had no idea why one was barking, and it made her
nervous to leave.

“Maybe I should stay,” she remarked with
concern.

“Do you want to?”

She spied the glow from the lights of her
home through the woods down the hill and settled on indecision.

“If I don’t go with you, I don’t think I
could explain the way that he would’ve taken. It’s pretty much all
back roads. I don’t even know some of their names. I just know
them.”

“They’ll be okay till we get back,” he said
and gave her hand a warm squeeze. Then he released it.

Avery wished he wouldn’t have let her hand
go. She felt better when she had even just one of her body parts in
constant contact with Tristan. It wasn’t sexual, although it
could’ve been under different circumstances. It wasn’t romantic,
although it also could’ve been under different circumstances. It
just somehow made her feel a little bit safer. And that was the
most important feeling of all right now.


 


At least they had a fire. He was grateful
for that much tonight as the snow fell and people huddled for
warmth. It wouldn’t be long before the weather started killing
people. The first rules of survival were: shelter, fire, water,
food. For now, they had all of those things, but he knew it
wouldn’t last.

As he walked a perimeter, he realized it
wasn’t going to be long until they had deep snow on the ground, no
fresh fruits or vegetables and no more firewood unless he cut more.
Wet wood wasn’t going to stay lit, though.

It was dark out. It was their time, the
crawlers. He didn’t particularly like being out at this time, but
there wasn’t much choice. Nobody else in their group was able to do
it. He was the only who could keep them alive. It was a burden, but
one he wanted, one he’d asked for, and he wasn’t about to let them
down.


Chapter Twenty-two

Tristan followed her directions as she led him on a
backtrack path from Renee’s town, which was where Spencer would’ve
had to drive through to get to her parents’ place out further in
the country.

“What do you think happened?” she asked as
the dark, vast void and long stretch of country road with no
painted stripes stretched before them.

“Not sure,” he said. “Maybe just broke down
outta’ cell range.” He hoped this was true.

“Renee was so upset. She’s usually so calm
about things.”

“She really likes him, huh?” he asked
her.

She nodded. “Yes, I think she does. Renee
isn’t the kind of person to give her heart over easily, either. I
think she might be falling for him.”

“What about you? Do you give your heart
easily?” he asked because his mouth was moving faster than he could
control it.

“Um, no. Actually, never,” she admitted as if
she were embarrassed.

“Never? No boyfriends or hookups?” Tristan
wanted to groan. That was not an appropriate thing to ask a girl,
not one like Avery Andersson, Swedish bikini model status confirmed
as he’d ogled her in one earlier. Damn. That image of her was going
to stay burned into his brain for a long time to come, her coming
out of that steamy hot tub in nothing but a string bikini with her
hair piled on top of her head.

“Hookups? Geesh. No, I-I don’t…” she faded
off, shaking her head and offering an uncomfortable little
chuckle.

“Okay, not a one-night stand kind of girl. I
kinda’ figured that anyway. What about long-term boyfriends?”

“No, well, just one. It didn’t really work
out, though.”

He was about to ask her more personal
questions about this guy he was now jealous of. “Where is he
now?”

“Oh, college in Utah.”

“Is that what broke it up? His moving?”

“No,” she said and pointed up ahead. “Turn
there.”

Tristan angled onto a road going to the right
and accelerated again. “So how come no wedding bells?”

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw her
shrug. “I guess when it came down to it, I just realized I didn’t
have strong feelings for him. Not the kind that would make a
relationship last. He was nice. On paper, he was great. Just not
for me. He wasn’t my wolf.”

“What? Your what?” he asked, totally stumped
and figuring he heard her wrong.

“My wolf. You know, wolves mate for life. I
want that. I want to get married one time. Like my parents. For
life.”

“Ah, I get it. Hm, I didn’t know that about
wolves. Sounds weird. Wolves mating for life. Seems to me they’d
mate with any other wolf, like most animals.”

“Actually, there are quite a few animals that
choose a single partner for life. Some penguins, some monkeys, the
bald eagle, the barn owl, the vulture…”

He laughed at that one.

“Why are you laughing? Don’t believe me?”

“No, I was just thinking I’ve had some
one-nigh…well, girlfriends that were more like vultures than
humans,” he joked, tripping up on the fact that he almost said
one-night stands. She didn’t need to know everything about him.
Avery laughed heartily, though, so it made him feel a little better
about the slip-up.

“That’s terrible,” she said.

“Definitely not my wolf,” he teased.

She laughed again, “No, not wolf material.
What about you? Any serious girlfriends? You’re six years older
than me. You’ve got a little more experience under your belt in the
relationship department.”

He laughed this time. “No, ma’am. Nothing
serious.”

“Why not?”

“No time. I’m gone usually. This is the
longest I’ve been in one place for a while.”

“That’s lonely. It’s hard to form any kind of
relationships, let alone a love life, when you’re gone all the
time.”

“Nah, I’ve got my team,” he said and tried
not to flinch at the memory of his two dead friends.

“Are you in Special Forces, Tristan?” she
asked.

“Yeah, sort of,” he answered honestly.

“Rangers?”

That surprised him. “You know about Army
Rangers?”

“Yes, I was homeschooled, Tristan. I didn’t
live under a rock.”

He chuckled. “Apparently not.”

“Turn there,” she said, indicating to the
left. “We’re about at the halfway mark now. So, not a Ranger. What
do you do then? I know your rank is Sergeant.”

“It’s complicated.”

“Hey!” she said loudly, or as loudly as Avery
Andersson probably ever got, and sat on the edge of her seat.
“There! Is that his truck?”

“Yes,” he said tightly, noting it was tipped
onto its side in a ditch with the lights still on and the driver’s
door open. He pulled up and left it running. “Avery, stay
here.”

He pulled the gun out of the console and
worked the slide, causing her eyes to widen at the sight and her
body to jerk at the noise of the bullet being loaded into the
chamber.

“Did you hear me? Stay here.”

She nodded. “’Kay.”

He opened his door and said. “Call the cops
and tell them to send an ambulance, too. Lock it.”

Avery nodded again, and he waited after he
shut the door to hear the locks engage. Then he went down into the
drainage ditch, which wasn’t very deep, to check out the scene.
There wasn’t any obvious damage to the front of the truck like
Spencer hit something, a deer or a dog, another car. The side of
the vehicle was damaged but not the grill. It was even still
running, so Tristan reached in and shut it off. The headlights were
on, and he used the lighting out in front of it to his
advantage.

He walked to the other side and pulled out
his phone to use the flashlight, too. Then he climbed up out of the
ditch and looked around. Nothing. He kept going forward and heard
something. It sounded like moaning.

“Spencer!” he called quietly. The reply he
got was not his friend, though. It was a scream in the distance
somewhere like the one he’d heard in the woods Saturday. Damn, that
seemed like weeks ago, not yesterday.

Tristan heard the moaning again. He spun and
used the light to see his way. “Spence!”

Again moaning. It was Spencer. He could tell
by his voice. Then Tristan spotted his friend. He was lying face
down under a tree in the open field. Beyond and all around the
small field, probably under an acre, were dense woods.

Tristan rushed over and knelt. He rolled his
friend tenderly onto his back and got more moans of pain.

“Hey, man,” he said. “Hey, it’s Tristan. What
the hell happened?”

“Tristan?” he asked, barely opening his
eyes.

Suddenly the woods, so close by, rustled as
if something were moving through them. Whatever it was, it was
coming fast. Tristan shined the light that way and held his pistol
out in front of him. It was something small as it cleared the
underbrush and barreled fast. Fortunately, it was just a dog.
However, the mutt didn’t pause for help from Tristan. It just kept
running past him as if it were running for its life. Then Tristan
heard it again. Something screamed in an unnatural, inhuman but
still human way.

“Come on, buddy,” he said, slipping an arm
under his friend’s back and shoulders and managing to get him to a
seated position. “Help me out here, Spence.”

“Burning up,” his friend said.

“Come on,” Tristan encouraged and managed to
heft his friend to his feet. He wasn’t much help.

Then a loud crash hit the underbrush where
the dog had just exited. Three more dogs ran toward them and past
them with lightning speed that he wished he had right about now.
One even let out a soft mewling cry of fear.

“Fuck this. Let’s get the hell outta’ here,
buddy,” Tristan said and stashed his phone in his pocket and the
pistol in his pants before heaving Spencer over one shoulder. He
was heavy but not so bad. Adrenaline was a good energy boost. He
didn’t bother with the phone light again but took out the pistol as
he jogged to the truck.

“Tristan!” Avery screamed out the window from
the driver’s seat.

“We’re going in the bed,” he shouted. “You
drive!”

She jumped out and put the tailgate down. It
made him mad that she got out but had to admit that she was helping
him immensely. He could hear it behind him. The thing, the thing
that was once human was making eerie noises behind him as it
pursued him. Snorting, snarling, spitting sounds that curdled the
blood. Not his. He wanted to get a shot off at it but also didn’t
want to stumble and further injure Spencer. More importantly, he
wanted Avery to get safely in the truck again.

The ditch proved slightly more difficult, but
he managed with only stumbling once.

“Get back in! Get in now!” he screamed at
her, to which she ran for the driver’s door.

He could feel his fight instinct kicking in,
but Tristan knew the smarter option was flight in this moment.

He got his friend onto the bed of the truck
and jumped up in to pull him by the shoulders. “Go! GO!”

She stomped on the gas, which made Tristan
fall off balance slightly for just a second. That’s when something
shot out of the field to his left. It wasn’t the same one. This was
a woman. She got both hands on Spencer’s legs that were still
dangling since he didn’t get him pulled on all the way yet. Avery
must’ve realized what was going on because she screamed. Tristan
kicked once, twice and a final time at her face before she let go.
The thing raged angrily and fell to the blacktop, hitting her head.
The one from the woods hit the side of the truck’s bed and tried to
climb on. Avery swerved as Tristan pulled his friend all the way on
and toward the cab.

The thing lost its grip from her swerve and
ended up holding on with one hand. It was a good move on Avery’s
part. Tristan stomped hard on its hand with his heavy-soled boot,
causing it to let go and disappear. It didn’t get far, though. The
whole bed jumped under him as she ran it over with the back
wheels.

“Don’t stop!” he shouted at her, thinking she
was going to hesitate. Tristan held onto the edge of the bed’s wall
and walked toward the driver’s window. She must’ve seen him
approaching and rolled down the window. “Hospital. He’s sick.”

She yelled back, probably louder than
necessary and probably from nerves, “Okay, I’m going. The police
dispatcher said that all their units were out and so were the
ambulances anyways.”

“You’re doing well,” he said and reached
around to give her shoulder a squeeze. “Roll up the window and stay
warm. We’re fine back here. I don’t want him to get you sick.”

“What about you?” she shouted above the wind
whipping past them.

“Just go, Avery. We’re good.”

After they hit the main road, he saw her
talking on the phone, probably to her friend Renee or her little
sister.

Avery drove them to the hospital where they
left Spencer. His dog tags gave them what they needed to get him
registered. Tristan threatened them within an inch of their lives,
and he was taken back quickly. His friend definitely had the flu.
Tristan just wasn’t sure which version. The hospital was the same
one he’d driven to earlier. So much was happening in such short
time spans. It was like that in a battle, too. He was used to it,
but she seemed shaken.

“You okay?” he asked her as they walked to
the truck where he’d left it locked up in the E.R. parking lot.
Tristan noticed she hadn’t put on a sweater or jacket, and it was a
lot chillier now being close to midnight. He’d ditched his hoodie
as soon as he was done carrying Spencer in case it carried germs.
“Hey, stop.”

She wasn’t looking at him. She also wasn’t
answering. Tristan placed his hand on her shoulder.

“Avery?” he asked and got no response. This
was a lot for a normal person to process. He simply looped an arm
around her slim shoulders to hopefully keep her a little warmer and
led her back to the truck. “Let’s go home.”

She was shivering but not from the cold.
Shit. This was not his forte.

“Hey, you know you’d be a lot warmer if you’d
just give me back my leather jacket,” he attempted a joke. “At
least I could loan it back to you in times like this.”

She actually smiled up at him. He felt ten
feet tall.

“I-I told Renee not to come to the hospital,”
she said.

“Good idea,” he said as he opened her door
for her. She pulled his keys out of her pocket and handed them to
him. He noticed how badly her hands were shaking, so he grabbed
them both and held them tightly between his. “You did really good
out there, okay? Like an operator.”

“An operator?”

“Yeah, like Special Forces.”

“Like an engineer, you mean?” she
asked, giving him sass. He ruffled the hair on top of her head.

“Yeah, just like that.”

Tristan drove them home to her family’s
property, and they were both surprised to see Abraham sitting in
the living room with Kaia. Avery rushed to him, and the big kid
hugged her close for a long time.

“How are they?” she asked, pulling back with
unshed tears in her eyes.

He took a deep breath and looked lost. “About
the same. The doctors said it was a good sign that Cyrus hasn’t
fallen into a coma. That’s good, I guess. Mom’s not doing so well.
I’m just home to get a shower and go back.”

“No, I will,” she blurted much to Tristan’s
disappointment.

“No, Ave,” Abraham told his sister. “Mom and
Dad said to stay here. They want you here running things.”

“But…”

“He’s right,” Tristan stepped in. “Your
parents are right. You should listen to them. You’re the oldest. I
could go up for a while if you want. I know your mom. I met your
dad, too. I could give them breaks. You could stay here and take
care of the girls and your little brothers. I’ve got till nine
o’clock tomorrow evening to report in for my first shift of the
week.”

“I don’t know,” Avery said. “I don’t know if
my parents would like that. It’s not…well, because you’re her…you
know.”

Tristan was beginning to wish for many
reasons that he’d met Avery Andersson under different
circumstances. She probably thought he was nuts if he was seeing
her mother as a patient.

“Dad caught a quicker flight in New York.
He’s going to be here in like an hour,” the brother interrupted
them.

“Really? Dad’s almost home?” Kaia asked,
hopeful and youthful about her father coming home. Tristan didn’t
understand that sentiment at all. Knowing his father was on his way
home had always made him cringe and feel anxiety.

“Yeah, soon,” Abraham stated. “Look, I’m
gonna grab a shower. Got any leftovers, Ave? The donated food is
getting kinda’ gross.”

“Sure. Absolutely. I’ll pack some right
now.”

She looked exhausted, so Tristan went to the
kitchen to help her. They scrubbed their hands thoroughly and began
doling out cold spaghetti into small storage containers. Within an
hour, her brother was ready to get on the road again, taking a
huge, reusable, heavy-duty plastic shopping bag with wide nylon
straps full of homemade food.

“Be careful, man,” Tristan told him. “Wear
those masks the hospitals hand out.”

“We do. We’re being careful up there,”
Abraham told them.

Avery and Kaia hugged their little brother,
who was almost a foot taller than them. He was a big kid for
sixteen. If he went to public school, he definitely would’ve been
drafted onto the football team.

“Tell Mom we love her,” Avery said and pulled
back.

Kaia added, “And Dad, too.”

“Love you, Abraham,” Avery said and her
sister repeated. Abraham, without shame or embarrassment in front
of Tristan, returned the words easily. Kaia had tears streaming
down her cheeks. Avery wrapped an arm around her sister’s waist as
they waved to their brother.

“You should go to bed. It’s so late,” she
said to Kaia once he was gone. She nodded and left.

“You should, too,” he told Avery once he
locked the house door again.

“You should, too,” she imitated him with a
smile.

He shook his head. “Seriously. Get a shower
since we went to that hospital. Then go to bed. You look beat.”

“You really know how to flatter a girl,” she
joked, leaning against the brick archway leading into the
kitchen.

“I didn’t say you looked bad. Far from it,”
he mumbled and walked away. “But I’m used to keeping strange hours.
We work a swing shift at the base, so staying up late isn’t a big
deal. I’ll brew another coffee if you don’t mind.”

“Absolutely,” she said and walked into the
kitchen after him. “Have whatever you like, Tristan. You’re staying
here to help us. To help me. I don’t know what I’d do without
you.”

“Probably get into less perilous situations,”
he noted.

She touched his bare forearm, “Thanks for
staying. Again.”

He nodded.

“I’ll shower upstairs in my parents’
bathroom. You can have the guest bedroom. Actually, I’ll sleep up
there, too. That way you don’t have to couch it.”

“Sure,” he said, not entirely listening. Her
long, graceful fingers were floating over the scars on his arm.
“Whatever you want.”

He knew what he wanted, but that was out of
the question, and she left him anyway. Tristan’s arm felt cool
where her touch had left it feeling shunned and abandoned.

The first thing he did was a perimeter check
of the grounds. Everything was quiet, even the chickens, who’d
chirped at him last night. Once he was inside, he set the locks and
went back to the kitchen. Despite the night’s crazy events and
those of yesterday and the past few weeks, Tristan felt a sense of
calm come over him. He wasn’t sure what it meant, though.

Instead of focusing time and energy on
dissecting that, he collected his coffee and downed it. Then he
grabbed a shower and reluctantly wore the t-shirt she left out for
him. At least it wasn’t some preppy douchebag shirt this time. It
was just a plain white tee. She also left him clean socks.

Then he padded to the kitchen for another
coffee, this time adding a splash of cream from the fridge. He also
raided the cookie cave where he found a few dozen peanut butter
ones in a box. They must’ve been what was left from the batch she’d
made to take on their super fun picnic last night that ended in
screaming, terror, and bloodshed.

He shut off all the lights in the spacious
house that were still on and went to the living room where he sat
in a leather chair and watched out the wall of windows. This place
was so unsafe. It was a fortification nightmare.

In one outlet, he found a phone charger and
used it to charge his phone. Then he returned his mug to the sink
and rinsed it. Tomorrow, he needed to call his lieutenant and tell
him what happened to Royce and Freddie. Then he’d have to report
that Spencer was sick, too. He wasn’t sure how much the local
sheriff from Renee’s town would’ve told the military already or if
they were sharing secrets at all.

Tristan checked the kids asleep in the
basement, the little brother, Finn, must’ve decided to bunk
downstairs with his brother Ephraim instead of staying in his own
room. Then he checked on the girl named Kaia, stood at her door but
didn’t enter. That seemed too weird of a thing to do. It was
silent, so he moved on and checked Dr. Andersson’s office, then the
guest bedroom. Only one more person to check on, so he walked
quietly up the thick wooden stairs to the second floor. He’d been
up here before, to her parents’ suite. Just not when she was in
it.

Tristan turned the bedroom doorknob silently
and approached the bed. She had a nightlight on in the bathroom, or
it was simply some small lighting source that stayed on all the
time. It barely lit the room, but he was pretty good at moving
around in the dark. His job had made him adept at such skills.

Avery was lying on her back with her hair
spread out on the burgundy satin sheets like a goddamn goddess. It
nearly glowed against the darkness of the bedding. Her face was
serene and peaceful as she slept. She was silent, barely made a
sound as she breathed. Having kicked the covers down in her sleep
or been too hot to use them, he could see what she was wearing. Her
legs were covered in some sort of long ivory socks that came up to
her thighs. She was wearing a matching cardigan. Even to bed? He
peered in the darkness to confirm it. Yep. The socks barely covered
her tan thighs. She had long, sexy legs. He needed no reminder of
them. He’d seen all she had to entice a man in that bikini earlier.
Then he almost spit at what he realized he was also seeing. Under
the cardigan was nothing on top. Lacy cream panties peeked out at
him from the slight opening from the buttonless sweater. More sexy
lingerie. For a girl without a boyfriend, she sure did own a lot of
naughty shit. He wanted to see what else she had in her treasure
trove of sexy underthings. But the fact that he could see about
half of one bare breast where the sweater had fallen open made
Tristan swallow so hard it was audible in the silent room. She even
moaned softly in her sleep and rolled to her side. Great! That now
gave him a view of her shapely, toned butt in those lacy panties.
He had to get out of here. Abort mission.

Tristan checked the house and grounds again,
mostly to get some fresh air on his face after staring at Avery
Andersson’s ass. Good God, he was turning into a pervert.

He finally turned in for a few hours of sleep
around four a.m., but Tristan still had a hard time knocking out.
He told himself it was because of everything that was going on with
this flu virus, the loss of a few friends last night- although he
didn’t really know them all that well, truth be told- and the fact
that he now held information in his brain that the government was
trying its damnedest to keep under wraps from the public. He told
himself a lot of other lies, too. He finally nodded off, and
blessedly didn’t have nightmares. Unfortunately, he had a dream
about Avery Andersson beckoning him to join her on her parents’
bed, but it wasn’t their bed at all. It was theirs, his and
Avery’s. She wanted him to join her. And he did.


Chapter Twenty-three

Avery made sausage and cinnamon rolls the next
morning, having set out the dough last night to rise. It made it so
much easier this way.

Tristan joined them, probably roused by the
smell of yeast, sugar, and butter baking in the oven.

“Coffee?” she offered since he didn’t look as
if he slept much.

“We wanna’ play airsoft, Ave,” Ephraim
complained for the tenth time.

“Maybe later, okay?”

“Why?” Finnegan asked and stomped. Avery just
smiled at his antics.

“I have a lot to do,” she explained. “Why
don’t you go and wake Kaia for me? The rolls are almost done.
Ephraim, set the table please.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said, although she knew he
didn’t want to.

“Busy house in the morning,” Tristan
commented and sipped his coffee.

“Busy house all the time,” she corrected with
a laugh as she removed the links from the pan and rolled them onto
a platter carefully so that they didn’t plop off onto the floor.
They didn’t have a dog to clean up after things like that, after
all.

The driveway gate opener buzzed at the
security system on the wall, which always let them know when
someone was there.

“Who could that be?” she asked and went to
the monitor.

“Dad!” Ephraim exclaimed joyously. “It’s
Dad!”

They all walked toward the dining room wall
of glass and looked out. Sure enough, her father was pulling down
the drive in his own car. She couldn’t stop him before Finn ran out
the door. Avery hung back and let her brothers and Kaia greet him
first. She knew how overwhelming they could all be. Finally, he
came inside.

“Sergeant Driscoll,” he said, shaking
Tristan’s hand. “I hear you’ve been looking after my family while I
was gone.”

“Just a little here and there, sir,” Tristan
answered.

That wasn’t true. He helped a lot. Sure,
maybe he’d insulted her a few times, too, and they’d had a
squabble, but he was keeping them safe, and Avery felt better with
him around. And he’d apologized, which was huge.

“I appreciate it more than you know, sir,”
her father said with great reverence and turned to Avery. “Let me
get washed up. Smells like you have something wonderful cooking,
darling.”

“Yes, sir,” Avery answered. “I sure do. Are
you feeling better, Dad?”

“Yes, Avery. I told you not to worry.
Probably just seasonal allergies, ragweed or something similar. Too
much travel lately,” he explained and set his carry-on and
messenger bag on the floor. “I don’t think my body knows which end
is up.”

She smiled but still worried. He looked
tired, haggard, a little sick around the eyes.

They ate their meal, the kids yammering on
about Tristan and how cool he was and how much he helped out. Finn
had to tell him about playing in the pool yesterday as if that were
important. In his small world, it was.

“How are the kids, Dad? Any improvement yet?”
she asked.

He shook his head and sent her a look that
let Avery know he didn’t wish to discuss it in front of the
children. She nodded.

“Are you going back to the hospital today?”
she asked next.

“Not today. I want your mother to come home
tonight, so I’ll relieve her then. She needs rest. She’s
exhausted.”

Avery nodded. “Abraham said as much.”

“I’ll be staying home until then. Sergeant
Driscoll, you can go back to your base. I’m sure you’ve neglected
much in your own life looking after my family.” Tristan nodded, and
her father turned back to her. “Abraham will bring your mother
home, and I’ll take their place.”

“Can I go, too?”

“Perhaps,” he answered. Avery felt good about
that. She was so helpless and useless here doing nothing for her
siblings who were suffering so terribly. “We’ll see, darling. Your
mother would like you to step in for her around here until the kids
come home.”

“Yes, sir. I know. It’s just that I’d like to
go up tonight if that’s all right. I can take my own car and come
home first thing in the morning before everyone’s up so I can make
breakfast. I don’t want Mom to have to do it.”

“And I can help, too,” Kaia volunteered. She
wasn’t the most self-sufficient girl, always preferring to be
outside swinging from a tire swing or climbing their tree fort. She
was a tomboy for sure. She was also the best with their compound
bow, and she loved the throwing knives, too. But she tried to help
out in the kitchen when she could. She made simple things like
breakfast foods or throwing a roast in the crockpot to cook all day
while their mother worked with patients.

“Thank you, my girls,” their father said, his
worried eyes softening. “I don’t know what we’d all do without you
right now.”

She reached over and squeezed his hand.

When their meal concluded, her father went
upstairs to shower. Avery sent the kids outside to play while she
cleaned the kitchen. Kaia, she gave chores and egg collecting
duties. The boys she told to practice shooting their bow and arrows
and with their throwing axes and knives. Years ago, her father had
set up an archery range. They all enjoyed it. She just wanted them
out of the house so she could talk to her father.

Tristan worked alongside her cleaning the
kitchen.

“When do you have to leave?” she asked.

“My lieutenant should be in soon,” he said.
“I should leave and at least give him a heads-up on what happened
to Royce and Freddie. I don’t know what he’s heard yet.”

“If you need to leave, you don’t have to help
me do this, Tristan,” she said. “You’ve already done so much.”

He seemed hesitant to speak but finally did.
“I-I don’t think you should go to the hospital tonight. You know
how bad this is, Avery. It’s not safe.”

“It’s my little sisters and brother. How can
I not see them, Tristan? You’d do the same in my position.”

He didn’t look like he agreed with her but
nodded just the same.

“Yeah, okay. I’m gonna head out. Thanks for
breakfast.”

“Breakfast? Thanks for staying. That’s a lot
tougher job. Hey, take the leftover cookies with you. I’m going to
bake some fresh to take to the hospital tonight.”

She dashed to the pantry and pulled down the
box from the shelf. When she turned around, Tristan was filling up
the doorway with his sheer size. She handed him the box.

“Thanks,” he said. “The guys will appreciate
them.”

“It’s the least I could do.”

His midnight eyes skimmed over her face, then
down to her chest where her mint green bodysuit came to a vee. It
wasn’t indecent, but he looked quickly away as if he didn’t want to
seem lecherous. She hardly dressed in a tantalizing manner, so
there was no real allure to looking at her. He’d looked at her the
same way at the pool and a few other times, quite a few. He was
probably just lonely being on that base in the middle of nowhere
without even a girlfriend. He certainly wasn’t interested in her
being his girlfriend. He’d made that clear. And her long-sleeved
bodysuit was hardly sexy. Paired with khaki slacks, she probably
looked like somebody’s mom. Great.

“Thanks again,” he said, nodded and left
their home.

She looked down, wondering what he had been
staring at only to find a tiny sliver of the silver lace of her bra
showing. That would explain it. Avery tugged her top up a
little.

It felt quiet without him in their house. She
went up the hill to her apartment to check her emails on her laptop
and noticed the doorknob looked different. Taped to it were a set
of keys dangling down with a note.

Keep your apartment locked. You don’t want to come
home and find anything in it.

T

The ominous tone of his message sent a chill
across her neck as she unlocked the door and went inside. Avery
hadn’t thought of it that way. She was more concerned about someone
breaking in when she was asleep at night. She hadn’t considered the
fact that she could come home to someone already being in her
apartment. Or as Tristan had worded it, “anything in it” which she
knew meant one of those insane, murderous people that only barely
physically resembled humans. That made her shiver even harder.

When she was done, Avery locked the door
again and gathered up the kids to get caught up on their
schoolwork, which she’d have to review and grade later since their
mother wasn’t there. She set them up in various spots in the house
and left them to their work, even Finn, who was studying a DVD
program for learning Spanish. Her father was in the kitchen brewing
a kettle of hot water. He didn’t like coffee as well as hot
tea.

“Dad, can we talk now?” she implored.

They sat at the dinner table discussing the
children’s health, which had not improved at all. Faith’s kidneys
were weakening, and Cyrus had now fallen into the same coma. It was
bleak. Her father seemed drained.

“Dad, I have some things I need to tell you,”
she confessed and cast her eyes down to stare at her own mug of tea
he’d made her.

“What is it, Avery?”

“Tristan and I have been doing some research
of our own about this sickness. I haven’t told you everything I
know, or knew, before you left for your trip.”

“You can tell me anything. You know
that.”

She nodded, feeling guilty. Then she told him
everything- from the bar fight, to the things Tristan had witnessed
at the refinery, to the murders Saturday night at Renee’s family
farm, and the problems yesterday with Spencer. She tied it in with
her incident on the road when one was chasing her. Her father, a
scientific person by nature and education, sat quietly while she
explained it all. Then she went into the information she and
Tristan found on the internet coupled with the conversations he’d
had with the sheriff’s deputy in town, the man at the hospital in
the Emergency Room, and finally the doctor in his own words
describing everything being kept from the public, about the
sickness, the two different strains, and the violent ones.

“On my plane ride home, I have to admit that
I heard people talking about it. I assumed it was mostly
conspiratorial in nature. Now it would seem I should’ve paid more
attention.”

“What about Europe? Did you see anything
while you were there?” she asked.

“There was quite a bit of talk of the flu, a
new strain of it. I am sorry to say that I was much occupied with
my work and didn’t follow the news stories there. When I heard
about the children, I figured it was probably the same flu going
around here in the states. I just didn’t know how grave it was,
how…deadly.”

She’d never seen her father like this. It did
little to soothe her own worries. He looked exhausted but not just
physically.

“These…violent ones,” he started and paused,
“you say Tristan saw a whole floor full of those patients?”

Avery nodded, and her father did the same.
“Was the hospital staff telling you anything about this flu?”

“No, not anything like you’ve just told me.
You may be right about them laying down a false sense of security.”
She tilted her head in question. “I questioned the children’s
doctors and nurses last night thoroughly, but no one seemed to have
any answers. They mostly wanted to tell me to pray for them and get
rest. They said they were doing all they could for them. I even
suggested moving them to a pediatric hospital but was told they
were all full. I don’t know how that could be. There are six very
large children’s hospitals in Ohio alone. All six are full? I was
assured they were getting the best care that was available.”

“Were they calling this something other than
just the flu?”

“No, just the flu. No initials. Nothing like
RF1 or 2 as you described.”

She sighed and rubbed her forehead, her arms
resting on the table in front of her.

“What do you think, Dad?”

He continued to nod slowly, which was her
father’s signature thinking pose.

“Avery, I’m going to go do some of my own
research,” he said and rose. “And, darling, don’t tell your mother
any of this. I don’t think she should hear it. She has enough to
worry about right now. This will only add to her stress.”

“Dad, you should get some sleep. You look
exhausted.”

“Yes, I think I will later before I go back
to the hospital to relieve your mother. First, I’ll be in my office
working, though. I need to know everything I can about this virus.
I still have some friends at Oxford and Cambridge who might know
more than we do right now.”

“Are you going to try to sleep, too?”

He kissed the top of her head and nodded.
“Wake me at seven?”

She nodded. Then Avery put on beef short ribs
that she first pan seared and seasoned, then finished deglazing the
enameled cast iron pot with red wine. A few sprigs of rosemary,
some garlic, one onion, and into the oven they went to cook the
rest of the day until she served them over mashed potatoes and
drizzled the sauce from the pan, which she’d thicken with cream,
over them. The kids liked this meal, and it would give her mother
and Abraham something nice to come home to.

Avery checked on the kids to make sure they
were getting their schoolwork done and then jogged up the hill to
her apartment again to work on her project. If she was going to
rotate shifts at the hospital with her parents, then she needed to
get as much done as she could while she was home.

She designed a nice logo for each tab on the
website and added them to the links. Then she worked on color and
texture for each page. It was coming along nicely.

Her Skype notification buzzed on her laptop,
and she rolled her chair back from her drafting table to her desk.
It was Mark Crane from the hospital. She tried not to roll her eyes
with distaste as she hit the ‘accept call’ button. It was a live,
face-to-face feed.

“Hello, Mr. Crane,” she greeted with a false
smile.

“Avery, I’m not feeling well, and I’ll be
taking a few days off. I left you an email with my cell phone
number on it in case you need me while I’m out.”

He, indeed, did not look well. His eyes were
red and puffy, his nose, too. However, it wasn’t just that he
looked pasty and pale and sickly like he also had the flu, it was
the black eye under his right one and the bruise on his cheekbone
that matched the one on his chin, which had dried blood dribbled
from it down onto his neck.

“Oh, no!” she feigned concern. “What…were you
in a scuffle, Mr. Crane?”

“Some asshole jumped me in the parking lot
when I got off work last night. Said I should keep my hands off the
ladies. Hey,” he said, considering something for a moment. “Hey,
did you say something to anyone about my joking around last
week?”

Joking around. That’s what he was calling
sexual harassment. And the only person she confided that to was
Renee. Her parents would’ve flipped, called the President and CEO
and had Crane fired on the spot.

“No, of course not. Who did it?”

“Some big guy. Dark hair. Tattoos. Hardass
looking psychopath with crazy blue eyes,” he coughed as Avery tried
hard to conceal her shock. She knew exactly who’d done this to her
work associate. When his coughing spell ceased, he said, “Anyway, I
gotta go. I need to drive home now.”

He got up and stumbled away without a formal
closing of their meeting, a goodbye, nothing. His Skype was still
running. He seemed delirious. Avery wondered if Tristan had punched
him so hard he broke the man’s brain. Some tiny part of her was
glad the man got what he deserved. The moral conscience portion of
her brain rejected taking the law into their own hands. Of course,
it wasn’t something new for Tristan, especially lately. Maybe he
was right. Maybe she was a trouble magnet. And all he got out of it
was running around cleaning up her messes or coming to her
rescue.

She typed out a text to Tristan, then erased
it. What was she going to say? Reprimand or thank him? She decided
to let it go. Mark Crane wasn’t worth the effort. If it meant he’d
never lay his hands on a woman who didn’t want him to, then Tristan
had done the unsuspecting female public a service. She was starting
to think of him like a white knight, which was a strange way to
think of a big, violent man like him with all his tattoos and dark,
brooding looks. But he was.

She let her father sleep an extra half hour,
mostly because she lost track of time going over the children’s
schoolwork. Poor Abraham. He was going to get behind if he didn’t
come home soon. His curriculum was extremely challenging.

“Should I set the table, Ave?” Kaia called
into the living room from the kitchen.

“Sure, but don’t set a place for Dad or me.
Let’s just pack Dad a box to-go when he’s ready. Then he can eat at
the hospital. But I’m not hungry. Abraham should be home tonight
and will be with you guys and Mom. Maybe wait an hour and eat with
them?”

“Okay, what about tomorrow?”

“I’ll be home tomorrow. Don’t worry.”

She went up to wake her father and didn’t
find him in his bed, so Avery crossed the room and went into his
office.

“Dad!” she screamed and rushed to her
father’s body lying face down on the area rug. Avery knelt beside
him and rolled him onto his back. “Dad! What happened?”

He didn’t answer, only moaned. His skin was
hot under her fingertips when she took his pulse in his neck. His
pulse was racing. When he opened his eyes, they were bloodshot. He
was sick.

“Dad, come on,” she said and knelt on the
floor near his head, which she propped on her legs. “We need to get
you to the hospital. Ephraim! Kaia!” she called to her brother and
sister.

They came bounding up the stairs at the
urgency in her voice, and both gasped when they saw their beloved
father on the floor.

“He’s not responsive. You have to help me get
him to the car,” she said.

“I’m calling 9-1-1,” Kaia announced and
dialed from her cell phone.

Avery waited patiently while supporting her
father as Kaia talked to the dispatcher.

“What? Six hours? Our father’s on the floor,”
Kaia shouted at the person on the other end of the line. “No!
Seriously, he needs help now. What the hell’s wrong with you,
lady?”

Kaia hung up a moment later.

“How long has he been like this?” Ephraim
asked.

Avery shook her head. “I don’t know. He came
up here about nine o’clock this morning after we talked. He said to
wake him at seven. He said he wanted to work in here first. Then he
was going straight to bed.”

“Then he’s been in here like this since maybe
ten or eleven?” Ephraim deduced.

She nodded. “Maybe. I should’ve checked on
him. I just wanted to keep the house quiet so he could get some
rest before we left.”

“It’s not your fault, Ave,” Kaia consoled and
squatted to help her.

“We’ve gotta get him to the hospital,” she
said. “We can’t wait six hours!”

“Let’s just get him onto the sofa here,”
Ephraim suggested and picked up their father’s feet.

“Okay,” the girls agreed in unison. Together
they heaved and were able to lift their tall father onto the sofa.
Avery propped his head with a pillow.

“We’re never going to get him to the car,”
Kaia said.

“We need Abraham,” Ephraim suggested.

He was right. Her brothers were both big
guys, Abraham at six-one already and Ephraim an even six feet so
far. But Abraham was wider and worked out a lot, ran almost every
day, and lifted weights. He was really into physical fitness for
only being sixteen. Ephraim was lanky but still strong.

“Listen,” her little brother, only fourteen,
said, taking charge of the situation, “We could use a blanket like
a gurney and carry him downstairs.”

“Right,” Avery agreed and dialed her
brother’s number. She explained the situation. Abraham said he was
literally walking out of the hospital right that second and would
be there in forty-five minutes. That was better than six hours.
Avery figured six hours was underestimating it, too. She didn’t
hear him tell their mother, though.

“Get me a cool washcloth, Kaia,” she
requested. “He’s burning up. And some Tylenol. Let’s see if we can
get him to take some fever reducer and water. Make sure you put ice
in the water. And bring a straw.”

Kaia ran out of the room. Ephraim went
downstairs to Finn and to turn off the stove where Avery was
preparing to make a reduction sauce out of the beef juices. Instead
of finishing their meal and packing some for her parents, she
pulled a plaid wool blanket over her father.

Her little sister returned in a flash,
rattling off information at lightning speed.

“Do you think it’s the same thing the kids
have, Ave? Do you? If not, what’s wrong with Dad?”

“I don’t know, Kaia,” she lied as she placed
the cool rag on his forehead. Then she realized it was time to let
her sister in on the entire situation. She was seventeen. There was
no time to hide things from her anymore. She needed the truth. So,
Avery patiently explained everything from the two viruses, the
problems she and Tristan had encountered with it, the violent ones,
and more. Kaia was stunned.

“Does Dad have the violent kind?”

Avery shook her head, “No, I don’t think so.
Hey, don’t worry. I’m gonna drive him to the hospital. Everything’s
going to be okay.”

They sat and talked while trying to treat
their father as best as they could. He wouldn’t wake enough for the
Tylenol. And close to an hour later, Abraham pulled down the drive.
Her little brother looked beat, like he was at the end of his rope.
He was too young to deal with so much.

Using Ephraim’s idea, the boys managed to
carry their father out to her Lexus SUV. They laid him down in the
back seat, and Kaia rushed over to prop his head with a pillow.

“Okay, ready,” Abraham said and made like he
was going to drive.

“No way,” Avery stated firmly. “I’m going
alone. I don’t need help from here on out. The E.R. staff will help
me when I get there.”

“But…”

“I need you here, Abraham,” she said. “Kaia
will fill you in on what’s been happening. I can’t leave the kids
without knowing you’ll be here to help keep them safe.”

“Okay,” he resolved with a conflicted
expression. “Be careful, Avery.”

She hugged him tight, letting a little bit of
his strength wash into her body. Kaia brought out her overnight bag
she’d packed earlier with fresh clothes, toiletries, and her
jacket. It was actually Tristan’s leather jacket. Plus, her little
sister put the bag of to-go dinner containers in the hatch.

She hugged each of her siblings, even picking
up Finnegan and telling him everything would be okay. Avery prayed
she was telling them the truth.

“I love you guys,” she said and brought her
hand to her lips, blowing them all a kiss. They returned it, and
Abraham took Finn from her.

The sun had set, and the landscape lighting
was beginning to glow in its automatic solar cycle. Avery got in
and shut her door. Then she rolled down the window. “Make sure you
shut the gate. I don’t know if they can climb, but we have to
assume.”

Abraham shot her a confused look, but she
didn’t have time to explain. Kaia would. She was a smart girl.
Instead, Avery pulled up the lane and left.

Once she was on the main road, she got the
Lexus up to fifty-five. She had a long drive to go, most of which
was on back country roads or county roads. There were two tiny
burgs she’d go through to get to Canton, but with good weather, she
could get there in forty-five minutes if she kept her speed up to
about fifty-five or sixty.

She angled her rearview mirror so she could
see her father. He was still just lying there unconscious.

“It’s okay, Dad,” she assured him. “We’ll be
there soon. You can see Mom. Mom’s there, remember? Just hang on,
Dad.”

He mumbled.

Avery turned on some classical music since
her father loved it so much. A light rain had started, so Avery
slowed her speed just slightly. The roads out here were
twisty-turny and hilly.

Twenty minutes into her ride, he started
vomiting on the floor. No time to stop and clean it now. She’d have
to do it once she got him checked in at the hospital.

“Oh, Dad,” she said and tried to hand him a
box of tissues she kept on the front passenger seat. He only
swatted at it, which caused it to fall to the floor. “Dang it.”

She couldn’t keep driving and reach it, so
Avery just kept going, which seemed more important.

“Sorry about that,” she said and got more
garbled fever words. Sometimes he spoke in Swedish when he was
being funny, but he wasn’t doing that now. He was too sick. He was
just mumbling nonsense. “Hang on, Dad.”

Avery felt tears sting at her eyes. How was
this happening to her family? They were falling apart. And so
quickly. She felt helpless and incompetent. Mostly, she felt
weak.

“We’ll be to the freeway soon,” she babbled,
trying to comfort him. “Then it’s only another twenty minutes to
the hospital, okay? Mom’s there. She’ll take care of you. Just
rest. I’m sorry I have to go so fast. I know that’s probably making
you more nauseous. I just want to get us there quickly.”

Then she felt her father’s breath near her
ear.

“Dad, just sit back and rest. We’ll be
there…”

Avery’s words were cut off as her father’s
forearm slipped around her neck, and he began pulling back as hard
as he could. She screamed. Was he trying to leverage up?

“Dad! Stop! Please, don’t…” she tried to
shout more, but the words died in her throat as he choked her from
behind.

She pried at his arms as the car slid left of
center from her swerving too hard on the wet pavement.

“Stop!” she did scream this time because she
had his arm just slightly pulled away.

It didn’t last. He tried again to choke her
from behind with renewed strength. He wasn’t trying to sit up. He
wasn’t trying to leverage himself. He was sick. He was doing this
because of the sickness. He had the violent kind. She’d told her
sister wrong.

Avery started panicking, kicking her left
foot hard and clawing at his sweater-covered arm to get him off
her. She choked and felt her vision blurring. Then she lost control
of the car coming down a steep hill. It hit a puddle at the base,
skidded, spun out and went off the road where it rolled three
times. Then everything went black as her head slammed into
something.


Chapter Twenty-four

Tristan talked to the LT. He wasn’t happy about the
news. Not because the sheriff hadn’t sent over a report, but that
two of the men under his care were murdered by a civilian. The
military had to conduct their own investigation into the crime
scene, and now it was all ruined. The bodies were gone, the
evidence tampered with and trampled on. He still took a report from
Tristan and said he was going to call it in.

Then he had to tell his lieutenant that
Spencer was in the hospital, too.

“Goddammit,” he swore. “I’ve got six other
men out.”

Tristan asked him if he knew about this flu
and if so, what he knew exactly.

“So, you know about it?” Tristan confirmed
after his LT told him that he was familiar.

“Not because I’m in on this conspiracy theory
idea of yours, Sergeant,” he mocked in his usual authoritative
tone. “I’ve got a sick cousin in Texas. His wife called me a few
days ago. Guess he’s in a coma now. This shit’s just getting better
and better. Now two of my men are dead. Seven are in the hospital.
Anything else?”

“Have you heard if we’ll be called in to keep
the peace? Like in a martial law situation or anything?”

“No, haven’t heard of that. I doubt our base
would be called up anyway. They can call the Youngstown branch or
Akron. If it gets that bad, they’ll call the bigger bases. Why?
Where are you getting that?”

Tristan explained the conversation with the
young hospital worker.

“Yeah, well, I ain’t heard about it yet.
National Guard would probably go in before us. Let me call around.
I’ve still got a few friends at headquarters who might know
something. In the meantime, report to duty. I may have to have you
work a little OT this week.”

“Yes, sir,” Tristan said, saluted, and left
his commanding officer’s small office. Shit. He didn’t really want
overtime. He wanted to be there for Avery Andersson and make sure
she was safe. He could always text her and also make her house a
tiny stop-off on his usual route.

Tristan showered and dressed in his uniform.
He took the Jeep on the route, checked in with the refinery and his
buddy there, Jonah. Nothing new to report. They stood there talking
about the virus and all the crazy shit they’ve seen in the last few
weeks.

“My brother found this video,” Jonah said.
“I’ll send you a link. Guess this shit is worse in Russia. Damn
Ruskies.”

“Why do you say it like that?”

“They’re the assholes that spread this
shit.”

He shook his head, pulled his cap lower to
shield his head from the drizzle coming down. “We don’t know that
for sure.”

“That’s why I’ll send you the video. This
shit’s crazy, man,” Jonah commented. “They’re droppin’ in the tens
of thousands over there.”

“In Russia?”

“Yeah, man,” he said. “Watch the video.”

“Got it,” Tristan returned. “Have a good one,
man.”

“Yeah, you too,” Jonah said and sent him a
wave as he went back into the guard shack.

Tristan drove a few miles away to his next
stop, which was just a sub-station with a lot of pipework coming up
out of the ground. It was usually where he stopped and ate his
lunch. Tonight, he was just stopping to watch the video Jonah sent
him.

He cut the engine, pulled out his lunch
anyway, and ate his apple while he watched it. The video was grainy
and taken at night, so it was hard to see what was going on. The
person filming was speaking in Russian, but someone had added
subtitles in English. Tristan strained to see what the man was
showing the audience. Once it focused in slightly, he could tell
better what he was looking at. There was a long wall of chain-link
fencing, probably ten feet high with razor wire around the top.

The video jumped as the person did the same
when an explosion boomed somewhere beyond a long warehouse inside
the perimeter of the fencing about a hundred yards in. The camera
zoomed as a fire rose into the night sky.

“They are burning them,” the man in the video
said in broken English this time.

Tristan was confused and wished he could peer
closer.

The man spoke again, this time in Russian
with the subtitles, “The night crawlers. They are burning
them.”

He began walking fast to the far end of the
fence, still trying to keep the camera focused more on the
building, which seemed to be what he wanted people to see. He
turned the corner of the fence and kept going. Then he must’ve
squatted as the angle went lower to the ground. He zoomed again,
and Tristan could see what he meant. They had a large group of the
violent kind, or what appeared to be the violent ones or night
crawlers, chained together at their hands and feet like a chain
gang of prisoners about to be forced into hard labor. Someone
shouted an order, and another man with a flame thrower torched them
alive. Their screams were horrific. They were people. Or were once
people. This went against everything in every peace treaty and
crimes against humanity act ever passed by the U.N. or any modern
country in the world. This was a war crime he was witnessing.

The man kept walking and talking, but Tristan
couldn’t watch the video and read the text at the same time.
Peeling his eyes from the camera’s view was too difficult. He
couldn’t believe what he was seeing. He’d been in a lot of shit in
his time, but this was hard to watch.

The videographer crouched behind a car and
shot more footage. A truck, military grade like a deuce and a half
or similar pulled up, and the tailgate dropped. Soldiers used
cattle prods to shock people standing in the bed so they’d drop to
the ground. Some fell. They were also chained together. This
reminded him of the treatment so many millions of Jews suffered
during WWII. He watched as they pushed them with electric cattle
prods towards an empty field of grass still within the confines of
the fencing. The man with the flame thrower lit them on fire, as
well. Tristan felt like he might puke. He’d seen a lot of
atrocities out there in the world, but this was maybe the worst.
Others were being shot firing-squad style against the wall of the
old warehouse. Then there was shouting. The man filming took off.
Tristan wasn’t sure if they spotted him or not, but the guy wasn’t
sticking around to find out.

He made it to an even darker alley where he
began monologuing in broken English again, “This virus created by
our Motherland is killing millions. They intend much to destroy
America with the virus. All Americans would die. This is their
idea. They test and try virus in Africa months ago. They kill
thousands. The victims, many of them women and children. Now they
cannot control it. The virus is make show to them that mother
nature is all-powerful, not Mother Russia. We will all be killed.
We will all be dead from this. I was worker for research lab trying
to find cure. It will not be found. The virus is too smart,
engineered by the same people who will also die by it. It is only
matter of time. Fate is sealed. This is the end. We all die.
Apokalypsis.”

The screen went fuzzy as the camera was set
down on the ground of the alley where Tristan could see better.
Then what followed was a gunshot. The man’s body dropped onto its
side, and a pistol skidded away. Had the man committed suicide?
There were so many questions buzzing through his brain. If this man
did work for the lab that created the virus, which was the gist
that he got from his speech, then the man believed everyone would
be wiped out by this. Tristan certainly didn’t speak a whole lot of
Russian, but it didn’t take a genius to realize that the scientist
had finished his speech with the word, ‘apocalypse.’

Jonah had sent three more videos after that
one. Tristan unpacked his whole lunch and started eating. This was
going to take a while.

One video was from Africa where a reporter
was showing a mass grave for the dead being dug with bulldozers.
He’d seen similar during an Ebola outbreak years ago. This one just
went on for as long as a few football fields. He hadn’t been
watching much news lately between work, spending time with his
buddies and Avery Andersson, but Tristan sure as hell didn’t
remember seeing any news coverage of mass graves being dug.

Another video was from Denmark. There weren’t
subtitles, but the need wasn’t there, either. He could tell what
was going on very easily. It was being filmed from a balcony at
night in a relatively large city by the scope and street lamps.
Mostly, it was just silent audio for a while. Then the recorded
sounds sent a chill through him. They were making the same
screaming calls as the night Royce was killed in the woods. It was
more than one, though. Tristan felt crazy for thinking it, but he
was starting to wonder if they were beginning to form packs like
wild dogs or wolves. And why nocturnal? Something really messed up
their brains with this flu.

Then he had a visual to go along with the
audio. The videographer spotted them and panicked in a flurry of
words in another language. She filmed the night crawlers sneaking
around in the dark streets below. If her phone camera’s time was
right, it was two-twenty in the morning. All told, she filmed
probably ten or twelve of them running around in the quiet city
down her street, hiding behind cars, moving faster than he would’ve
thought, and trying to get into cars and houses. They were human
but not totally. They didn’t seem to hold the same motor skills
anymore, but they sure as hell moved faster than most humans. He
remembered that from his own experience the night of the bonfire
bloodbath. That man thing was fast, moved with a speed he almost
couldn’t match, and Tristan worked out on a regular basis. Her
video finally cut with her crying. He recognized the words ‘momma’
and ‘papa.’ He felt bad for her and hoped she had someone to take
care of her or help her get to her family. She sounded young, maybe
in her twenties.

The last video was one from France, the
countryside, a town named Amiens. The person filming was a teenage
boy by the sound of his voice, too. He was filming his home by the
looks of the cottage’s stone walls. He began whispering. Then he
went outside. It was dark out again, and Tristan could hear one of
them. He wanted to scream at the kid to get back in the damn house.
But the kid kept creeping forward. He’d say things in French, and
Tristan caught the word ‘nuit’ which he knew meant night. He went
to a barn behind their house with a thatch roof. Something off
camera was making a ruckus, a banging and clanging noise as if a
whole construction crew was tossing down plywood sheeting onto roof
trusses to be nailed down. The closer the kid got to the barn, he
realized it was coming from inside there. Then he heard the weird
muttering of non-words, the verbalization of the violent ones as
the kid rounded the side of the barn and aimed his phone against a
closed window. Tristan could see it. His family must’ve been
attacked by one or found one on their property and tied it up in
the barn to a heavy support post. Then he said, “Oncle
Stephan.”

Tristan reeled back. It was the kid’s uncle.
Damn, that was a bad break. He felt truly sorry for him. Then the
camera became too shaky to focus as the boy ran back to his house
and slammed the door. The video cut. It had nearly three million
views.

He got out and stretched his legs and back.
It was still drizzling and promised to keep up probably until
morning. Tristan took out a cigarette and lit up. Not smoking was
not an option right now. He was stressed out and disturbed by what
he saw. What he’d seen from the videos was all true. The evidence
was there. They were amateur videos. Nobody smalltime could’ve
taken video and doctored it like that. Their primal screams alone
weren’t something that would be easily mimicked. He wanted to text
her and make sure she was all right, but Avery Andersson wasn’t his
to check in on.

He stamped out the cigarette halfway down,
figuring it was better than smoking the whole thing and got back in
to fire up the Jeep. Then he drove the rest of his route. He
stopped again, this time in town and bought a Coke, some beef
jerky, and some chips from a gas station and filled up the Jeep
again. They had a pump on their small base but were also allowed to
fill up in town when they ran low.

His phone rang on the dash, and he frowned at
the time of nearly one a.m. before answering. The screen name
popped up as Abraham Andersson.

“Tristan!” Abraham said. “Thank God, I
reached you. I didn’t know what else to do.”

“Calm down,” he said, his own heart beginning
to accelerate at the panic he heard in the kid’s voice. “What’s
going on?”

“It’s Avery,” he said, making Tristan’s heart
pound hard against his chest wall. “I can’t reach her.”

“What do you mean? You mean you can’t reach
her from the hospital?”

He pulled out of the gas station and was
already driving toward her family’s house. Funny how he didn’t
really know much about the area other than his route, how to get to
the nearest small town, how to get to the city of Canton, and how
to get to her house.

“No, no. I came home. It’s a long story,” he
said.

“Tell me anyway. Slow down. I’m on my way to
you. Just take a breath and tell me what’s wrong. You’ve got time.
Just explain it slowly.”

“Okay. Sorry,” he said, paused to take a
breath. “Avery wanted to go back up to the hospital to relieve our
mom. She was planning on staying with Dad. She went up to get him
up from his nap and found him sick. He’s really sick, maybe sicker
than the kids. I don’t know. She called me at the hospital to come
home and help get him to the car ‘cuz the ambulance was gonna take
too long, like six hours or something. She couldn’t get him carried
out without me.”

He instantly grew angry she hadn’t called
him.

“So, when I got there, I helped Ephraim carry
him to her car. We loaded him in. I just got a call from Mom like a
half hour ago. She’d fallen asleep in the waiting room and didn’t
realize they still weren’t there and it was so late. She realized
they never showed up, too. She even checked the Emergency Room. Our
dad was never checked in.”

“Would Avery have taken him to another
hospital?”

“No, that’s the one where the girls and Cyrus
are. My mom’s there. She was going there. She told me so.”

“Wait, when did they leave?”

“At eight-forty-five, nine o’clock at the
latest,” he said.

Shit. That was three hours ago.

“I’ve been calling and calling. Something’s
wrong with her phone. I can’t get a call through. I just know…I
know something’s wrong, Tristan. I called the cops. They can’t send
anyone. Kaia told me what’s been going on. We can’t find her. I
can’t leave the house. The kids…”

“No, do not leave that house. I’ll be there
in ten minutes. Stay there. You can tell me which way she would’ve
gone, and I’ll go look for her.”

“Ye-yes, sir,” he stuttered, sounding like he
wanted to cry.

“Hang tight, man. Hold it together.”

Tristan sped. He didn’t care if he was
defying orders to stay on duty. Screw it. If she was hurt somewhere
or broke down and out of cell range, he’d be right back to work in
an hour. Nobody would even know. If it was something worse, he
didn’t care if his L.T. hammered him.

He hit the back road going sixty-five,
heedless of speed because the cops were too busy to help Abraham
find his sister anyway or send an ambulance to take their sick dad
to the damn hospital.

Stomping the brakes, he zipped down their
drive and slammed it into neutral before setting the parking brake.
Abraham ran out of the house to greet him.

“Where’s the rest of the kids?”

“In bed. Nobody else knows yet.”

“Good,” he said and laid a hand on the kid’s
shoulder. “Don’t tell anyone yet. Now, give me exact and detailed
directions on which route she would’ve taken.”

“It’s pretty simple.”

After he was done, Tristan realized it was
the same way he went to the city the other day. Good thing for him,
it was the only way he knew.

“Stay inside. Keep the house locked. I saw
you guys have a bow?”

“Yeah,” he answered.

“If anyone comes down that driveway that
isn’t me, you may need to defend the house. Do you think you can do
that?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good. I’ll be back with Avery.”

Abraham nodded nervously but looked out of
his mind with worry. Tristan got back in the Jeep and made sure the
gate closed behind him when he pulled out. Then he sped away again.
He knew she wasn’t on this road because he would’ve seen her
car.

He followed it to the main road, a smoother
state route, and sped up. He was looking for her broken down Lexus
SUV, a smaller, more compact vehicle than the beast her mother
drove, so he didn’t fly in case he would miss it.

He turned off the radio and kept going. The
hills and curves in this county were intense and dangerous in
spots. His mind fled back to last night with Spencer and finding
him in a ditch. He didn’t want to discover Avery in a ditch.

Keeping to the route her brother told him,
Tristan came to the first small town, drove through it and kept
going. He ended up all the way up by the freeway that would take
him to the hospital. There was no way she got this far. Plus, she
could’ve gotten cell service or her roadside assistance emergency
link in her Lexus to work in this area so close to the city if she
was just broken down. He took the exit and looped back around to
get on the freeway going west again. He had to have missed her.
This time he sped up as he then took the exit for route 43. It was
a two-lane road, but he sped anyway. He didn’t pass a single car.
This was out in the country away from the city but not even as
remote as where she lived. Somewhere along this path, she had to
have broken down.

Ten minutes later, he passed through the
small town again and angled onto route 171 again. This road had a
lot of severe curves and hills, so he slowed back down. The rain
picked up again until he was using his wipers on medium speed.

“Dammit,” he swore to the cab of the Jeep.
The rain was making it harder to see. Out in this area, the houses
were sparse and spread out few and far between like on her road. It
was also a lot darker than in the city without streetlamps guiding
the way.

He came to one of the steeper hills and
descended, braking because it looked like water was collecting on
the road at the bottom. He didn’t want to hydroplane and lose
control. That wasn’t going to help her, so he slowed down even
more.

That’s when he spotted something shiny out
his window in the field at the bottom of the hill on the other side
of the road. Tristan drove up to the top of the hill and turned
around. He went back down and pulled off the side of the road and
took the flashlight out of his toolbox. Then he got out and walked
around the Jeep, through a mud puddle where the water was pretty
deep, and toward the object he’d seen flashing. It was silver. Then
the beam of his flashlight caught it. Tristan ran. It was her car,
the light having caught her bumper. The SUV was upside down on its
roof. The lights weren’t on, which was why he hadn’t spotted it the
first time through here. It made him sick that he hadn’t seen it.
He’d wasted at least another forty minutes driving to the city and
backtracking looking for her.

As he neared, the light bobbing up and down
as he ran, Tristan could see her still in her seat with the
seatbelt on. She wasn’t moving as he dropped to his knees beside
the driver’s door. It was crushed, and he couldn’t open it.

“Dammit!” he shouted and ran to the other
side. It was also too hard to open. He wondered how many times
she’d rolled. At least three or four to have ended up this far from
the road and with this amount of damage. He aimed the light into
the back. If she had her father with her, he was gone, and the rear
passenger door was open. Tristan was going to have to go in that
way.

He crawled through debris all over the
ceiling that must’ve flown everywhere during the accident. Finally,
he could reach her. Placing two fingers on her slim neck, he
breathed a sigh of relief when he got a pulse. She was definitely
not awake, though, and he sure as hell didn’t know what all was
wrong with her.

Dragging his knife out of his boot, Tristan
cut her seat belt and managed to get her untangled from it. Then he
set the flashlight on the ceiling of the backseat where he was
kneeling. The roof was on the ground so he could see with the
flashlight lying there without having to hold onto it. He was going
to need both hands to get her out of the car.

Luckily for him, she wasn’t a very big
person, but he still struggled. Hooking his hands under her
armpits, he gingerly pulled her back toward him on the ceiling,
hoping the broken glass from the skylight didn’t cut her.
Struggling to drag her gently in the tight confines, Tristan was
also mindful of further hurting her. Once he got her to the back
with him, it was easier to move her. After a few more minutes,
Tristan had her free and out of the vehicle. He reached in and
grabbed his flashlight, sticking it in his back pocket.

“Avery, wake up,” he said, touching her cheek
and cradling her head in his lap. Nothing. No response whatsoever.
He had to get her to the hospital. He knew she had her father with
her in the car, but as he shined the light of his phone around the
pasture, he didn’t see the man. With the back door being open like
that, he wondered if the man left to find help. Or, perhaps he was
flung from the vehicle during the accident if he wasn’t in a
seatbelt.

“Mr. Andersson!” he yelled at the top of his
lungs but didn’t get an answer. Tristan knew he had to get her to a
doctor. She was cold to the touch from being in her car without the
heat going for potentially three or four hours. The temperature in
the Jeep earlier read forty-six degrees on his way out on his
route. It was probably colder now. Without a choice, Tristan
pocketed his phone, hefted her into his arms carefully, and walked
quickly back across the field toward the Jeep. His body froze, and
the hair on the back of his neck stood at attention when he heard
one of those things do that awful scream they all seemed to do. It
was behind him somewhere in the distance. He’d left his sidearm in
the Jeep console.

He picked up the pace and practically jogged
the last twenty yards. Then he managed to open the passenger door
and shoved everything onto the floor from the seat to get her in.
He reclined her seat back as far as it would go. A chill ran up his
spine as he heard her car being rummaged. The door or some part of
it was slammed over and over again as if someone were angry.

He shut her door and ran around to the other
side and got in. Something hit her passenger door with a force like
a rhinoceros had suddenly appeared out of the field and decided to
pursue them. He engaged the door locks. Tristan cranked over the
engine and put it in drive. He glanced quickly to make sure nothing
was opening her door as he stomped on the gas. He stalled out.

“Fuck!” he shouted as the Jeep was hit again
by the person outside in the rain trying to get in. He stomped down
on the clutch and fired it up again. “Son of a bitch.”

Another glance out her window encouraged him
not to stall the Jeep. Mad, bloodshot eyes stared through the rain
at him. Tristan didn’t even hesitate this time. He ground it into
gear and took off, not even checking to make sure anyone was
coming. He flew, heedless of the rain this time. Nothing mattered.
Not the weather or the speed limit. All he could think was that he
had to get her to a hospital. He couldn’t even process the fact
that he had been staring at what he was sure used to be her father
through that window.


 


Loss. It was what everyone felt now. Not a
soul left on earth was immune to this exhausting, horrible,
depleting emotion. It was as if a thousand mournful violins played
out the same melancholy notes in her head at the same time. It was
overwhelming. It smothered and sucked the life out of a person.

Devastation. It was what had happened to the
world as humans knew it. Earth had been devastated by a disease
worse than any in known human history. Nobody knew how to fix it.
This was just the world they lived in now.

Survival. It was the only skill anyone
needed now. People either adapted or died. Skills were reduced to
shelter, food, water, and running when they were near. Computers,
manufacturing, artistry, building and creating- none of it mattered
anymore to anyone. Just staying alive another day so that they
didn’t add to the devastating feeling of loss their loved ones were
all already dealing with was all that mattered. She didn’t want to
add to what her family had already lost. She wanted to survive.
Some days that feeling just slipped a little.


Chapter Twenty-five

October

Beep-bleep, beep-bleep, beep-bleep. Her
eyelids were so heavy. Lifting them felt impossible. Her mind felt
cloudy as if she couldn’t quite piece together the fragments of
time and space and put them in their proper order. Avery’s left eye
just barely peeped open, and she was accosted by white light. The
soft, slow Beep-bleep, beep-bleep, beep-bleep sounded like a
heart rate monitor in a hospital. Right. She was in the hospital.
She’d taken her mother’s place at the hospital so she could go home
and get some rest.

Her brain was slow to wake, so she must’ve
been up late last night. She couldn’t remember arriving at the
hospital. She had to get some coffee so she could talk to the
doctor handling her father’s case. Plus, she needed to call home
and give an update on Cyrus, Faith, and Joy. Her mother would be
worried. She was trying to remember relieving her mother, too. That
was sketchy in her mind. Was it really late last night? She wasn’t
sure. And what floor were the girls and Cyrus on? Where’d they move
her father?

Avery tried to speak, but the sound was a
quiet croak. She brought her hand to her throat and winced.

“You’re awake,” a woman whose voice was not
her mother said. “Let me get your fiancée. Poor man’s been worried
half to death.”

Avery felt like she was in a strange dream
still. But she hadn’t awakened from some vivid dream or any dream
at all. It was just dark behind her eyes, and now it was a dull
light as she struggled to keep them open. Too groggy to stay awake,
her eyes drifted shut again.

“Avery?” a man’s voice said. “Avery? Are you
awake?”

She opened her eyes more easily this time and
stared up into Tristan’s face. Familiarity bred comfort, and she
exhaled with relief.

“Tris…” her voice cracked. She brought her
hand to her throat again. Good grief. Why was she so parched? “Ow,”
she whispered and looked at the source of pinching in her hand. It
was an intravenous needle under her skin pricking at her. Her eyes
widened this time. “What..wh…”

“Shh, just relax,” Tristan said and placed
his hand on her forehead. He looked like he was going to cry. No.
That couldn’t be right. He was a mean, hardened soldier. “You’re in
a hospital.”

Of course, she was. She was taking care of
her siblings and father. Everyone was counting on her.

“Try to relax,” he encouraged.

His hand felt nice. It was huge and warm
against her skin, which felt cold as he stroked his thumb
methodically. He looked strange, though. His hair was messed up,
there were dark circles under his blue eyes, and he was sporting a
thick, fuller beard instead of just that stubble he normally
wore.

“What’s…” her voice cracked again.

“Can she have some water, Anne?” he asked the
woman, who Avery realized as she came into view again was a
nurse.

“Yes, Sergeant. Right away,” she said and
hurried out of the room. Avery watched her go as if viewing a
movie.

“Avery, do you remember what happened,
Angel?” he asked softly.

What? ‘Angel’? Did he just call her that? He
was usually so gruff, sometimes abrasive, sometimes even a little
rude. Now he seemed tender and…emotional. She took a deep breath
and tried to rub her nose. Something was there, and she jerked with
surprise.

“Just leave that there, okay?” he said,
pressing something invasive back into her nostrils. “That’s just
oxygen. Don’t worry. It’s good for you.” He offered a gentle, small
smile.

She could hear classical music playing along
with the beeping machines. It felt familiar and made her feel a
little safer.

“You were in a car accident,” Tristan told
her. “Do you remember that?”

She blinked heavily and tried to focus on his
words. He stroked her forehead again. Then fragments of images
flooded into her mind. Her car. Rain. The windshield wipers beating
out a cadence.

“Yes,” she whispered.

The car skidded on the road. The rain had
caused it to hydroplane last night.

The nurse rushed back in with a man on her
heels. Avery tried not to rear back at the sight of him.

“That’s your doctor, Ave,” Tristan said and
moved his hand from her forehead to the doctor’s and shook it. “Dr.
Marshall, good morning.”

“Sergeant,” the man in the white lab coat
greeted Tristan as if he knew him so well. “How’s my favorite
patient today? Awake, I see.”

He had a chart in his hands and was making
notes. Every once in a while, he looked at her monitors, all which
were beside Tristan, and wrote down more things. She took three
sips from the ice water and let the cool liquid slide down her
throat. It gave her a chill, though. Tristan must’ve realized it
because he pulled her blanket higher on her chest.

“Have you talked to her?” he was asking
Tristan.

“Yes, she remembers the accident.”

“That’s good,” the doctor said, touching her
shoulder. For some reason, Avery didn’t want him touching her and
shrank back. He had a friendly face, tan and wrinkly, gray hair and
a matching mustache. His eyes seemed kind. “Take your time. You’ve
been through a lot, young lady.”

“I’m in a hospital,” she said stupidly.

“Yes, that’s right. Good,” Dr. Marshall said.
“What else can you tell me?”

“I-my car…it was raining,” she said. “We
skid…”

Avery stopped talking. She looked around at
the faces and couldn’t take it anymore, so she stared at Tristan
instead as the heart monitor began beeping louder and faster like
an alarm was going off. More memories were hitting her. She was in
a hospital. She didn’t know how she got here, but she was starting
to remember why she was here. Avery shook her head and closed her
eyes hard trying to blot out more memories. Not remembering was so
much better. She wanted to retreat back into that delirium.

“No…” she whispered.

“It’s okay, Avery,” Tristan said and stroked
her cheek.

She couldn’t breathe, even with the oxygen
nubs stuck up her nostrils. Rain. She was taking her father to the
hospital. He was sick, really sick.

Avery shook her head harder and said, “No,
no.”

“I’m here,” Tristan said as her eyes snapped
open.

“We wrecked.”

He nodded. “Yes, you did. You were hurt.
Trapped in the car. I found you unconscious. Abraham called me, and
I came looking for you. I found you in a field at the bottom of
that one steep hill. Do you remember hydroplaning?”

She nodded shakily as tears welled deep pools
in her eyes.

“Avery, was your dad with you?” he asked
slowly and took her hand instead.

“Let me up,” she said. “I want up. I want out
of here. I don’t want to be here. Let me sit up!”

“You can’t leave just yet, young lady,” the
doctor said. “Maybe tomorrow if your numbers all come back normal
like they did yesterday.”

“I wanna’ go,” she cried as tears streamed
down her cheeks.

“Just take a slow breath,” Tristan encouraged
as he raised her bed until she was just leaning back slightly but
felt at least like she wasn’t lying prone anymore. “Relax, okay?
I’m here.”

“My…” her lower lip quivered as she tried to
focus on Tristan since he was the only familiar face in the room.
“My father…he…”

She pressed her hand to her forehead and then
both fists to her eyes as she gasped for air and tears spilled
around her hands.

“I know,” Tristan admitted and pulled her
forward into his arms. She cried hard then. She knew exactly what
happened now. It was too much. She couldn’t handle this. Everything
was just too much. Memories were suffocating her.

“We’ll leave you two alone for a while,” the
nurse said, lowered the lights to a dimmer setting and went toward
the door by the sounds of her movement. “I’ll order her some food
and a tray for you, too, Tristan.”

Her mind couldn’t even process what was
happening. Tristan sure was chummy with the hospital staff. She
just cried until she was all cried out over the loss of her father.
He was one of them, the violent kind, the night crawlers. He’d
tried to kill her, and that was what made her wreck her car.
Remembering that made her cry a little longer.

“Easy now,” he said and stroked her back.
Then Tristan handed her tissues and gently eased her back down. Her
body was achy and sore all over.

“You said you knew? You knew my father…”

He nodded, a deep crease forming between his
thick eyebrows. “Yeah, I think I saw him when I got you into my
vehicle.”

“You did? Where is he? Is he…”

He cut her off. “Avery, I don’t know. I’m
sorry. I couldn’t stop. I had to get you to the hospital. You were
unconscious. I didn’t know what all was wrong with you. He’s…he’s
out there somewhere. We’ll find him. The police know. We’ll get him
help, okay?”

“If it was just last night, he can’t be far,”
she surmised.

He shook his head and sat on the edge of her
bed where he took her hand again. He was being uncharacteristically
affectionate.

“You’ve been here eight days, Avery.”

“Eight days?” she gasped and held her other
hand over her heart. “My mom! My family.”

“Don’t worry, okay?” he said soothingly and
stroked her forehead with his free hand. “Abraham and Kaia are
holding down the fort, okay? Everything’s under control. I go down
every evening and make sure they have food and whatever else they
need. Abraham’s got my gun, too.”

“Eight days?” she asked again, to which he
nodded. “What…why so long?”

“You had internal bleeding and required
surgery,” he said. “I brought you in, and they wheeled you right
away from me. Then you were in a coma, too.”

“Surgery? A coma?”

“Yeah,” he said. “You…you were sick,
Ave.”

She noticed he used her nickname. “Sick?”

“RF1. The flu.”

Her eyes widened at the horror.
“Wh-what?”

Avery felt like she was about to have a
nervous breakdown, like she was a set of Lincoln Logs that someone
built into something stable and solid but then knocked over. She
was pieces being separated from the whole. And now he was telling
her that she was sick with the virus that made people mad? Was she
going to become violent and want to hurt the kids? Like her father
tried to hurt her?

“It’s okay,” he said. “You were only sick
twenty-four hours. They said it was like RF1 and 2 combined in your
system or something. They haven’t seen anything like that yet. The
doctors actually took a bunch of blood samples off of you. Well,
until I told them to stop. They said they haven’t seen anyone
recover so quickly. Your body burned the sickness into nothing
through really high fevers. There’s a good side to this.”

She stared at her lap, feeling overwhelmed
and more than a little dizzy. Nothing was making sense. So much
that she thought she might actually still be asleep and was having
some delusional kind of nightmare where she couldn’t wake up. Maybe
she actually died in the accident.

“Hey,” he said, gaining her attention again.
Tristan reached up to stroke her hair. “Hey, don’t be scared, okay?
I know this is a lot to take in.”

“Why-what are you doing here?” she asked what
was confusing her the most. There was a laundry list of questions
behind that one. “What…what…”

“I told them you were my fiancée,” he said
quietly and rose to shut the door all the way. “Listen, it’s okay.
See?” he held up her left hand for her. “Don’t worry. We’re not
really engaged. They weren’t going to let me stay if we weren’t
family. I told them we’re engaged.” The ring on her hand might
suggest otherwise. Everything was becoming more and more muddled in
her brain. The tears began flowing again. “It’s okay, Avery.
Everything’s going to be okay.”

Her eyes drooped. Tristan stood and stroked
her hair. Then he reached up and shut off the light behind her bed.
Her body was so weak and exhausted, her mind foggy and
unfocused.

“Just rest. Get some sleep, okay? We’ll talk
some more in a few hours.”

She wasn’t even sure if it was daytime or
nighttime or which end was up. All Avery knew was that she was
exhausted and going into information overload. Maybe she had brain
damage.

This time she did dream. It was a nightmare.
There was a sharp pain in her side. Her father was stabbing her
with a knife in their kitchen. His eyes glowed red. They weren’t
just bloodshot. They glowed like a demon from Hell itself.

“Avery,” someone said in her dream. Then they
were touching her shoulder. “Ave, wake up.”

She startled away with a jolt and grabbed her
side. “Ow,” she whined softly.

“Easy, Avery,” Tristan said in the darkened
room. “That’s where your surgery staples are.”

She tried to focus, bring in his face. She
knew she’d fallen asleep sitting up, but now she was down on her
side flat again.

“I have to go to the bathroom,” she announced
in an unladylike manner. Her mother would be disappointed.

“Okay, let me get your nurse,” he said. “I
think Betsy’s on now. Just stay right there, okay?”

She nodded weakly as he turned on the low
overhead light behind her again. Tristan left, and she used the
remote her fingers found on the bed to raise it, after first
lowering it further by hitting the wrong button. Avery took a
second to look around. Her head felt a little clearer now. She
could concentrate better.

A nurse in a pink uniform with bunnies on it
bustled into her room. She had poufy blonde hair and red lipstick
staining her lips.

“Let me just get this IV outta’ your arm,
sweetie,” she said. “My name’s Betsy, and I’ll be your nurse till
Amelia comes on at four. Doc Marshall said when you woke up, you
could have your IV out and some normal food. That’ll be good, huh?
No more liquid in your arm. Actual food’ll taste great. Even
hospital food.”

“What time is it?” she asked groggily, still
unsure of the hour or if it was night or day.

“Ten p.m.,” she answered cheerily. “You’ve
been sleepin’ all day. Poor old Tristan here,” she said thumbing
behind her at him, “has been out there helpin’ us all day.”

“Helping?”

“Oh, yeah. He’s great. You got yourself a
keeper with this one, honey,” Betsy said very spiritedly. “He
pushes patients around for us, helpin’ us transfer them to other
floors. Helps deliver meals.”

“Why..”

“’Cuz, sweetie, with all this flu goin’
around, we’re short-staffed and full up. Hold still. Little
pinch.”

She looked down as a cotton ball was pressed
against the insertion point of the thick IV needle. She looked up
then to see Tristan flinch as the long needle was pulled out of her
arm. Betsy was fast and efficient.

“Good girl. Catheter came out this morning.
Probably why ya’ need to pee so bad.”

Ugh, that was embarrassing. She hoped Tristan
wasn’t around to see that, too.

“Okay, darlin’,” she said. “You’re good to
go. Haha, literally, I guess. Let me just put down this rail,” she
narrated as she worked and lowered the bed rail and then the whole
bed itself. “I’m gonna let your big soldier get you safely to the
bathroom. I’ve got another post-op patient down the hall that just
buzzed for me. Not enough hands to go around, right?”

She offered a small grin.

“Toodles,” she said, leaving for the door.
“Tristan, just buzz me if you need me. Go slowly. She’s gonna be a
little dizzy having not been on her feet for a while. Food’s on its
way up.”

“Thank you, Betsy,” he said. “For everything.
Really.”

“See, Miss Andersson? Keeper.”

Then she was gone, and Avery was left alone
with Tristan. He helped her swing her legs over the side of the
bed. She noticed her feet were covered in warm socks that he
must’ve brought from home. They were definitely hers, the cream
wool ones with the pale pink stripes that came up to her thighs.
Those weren’t hospital issued.

“Let’s just go slow, okay?” he said, to which
she nodded.

The second she stood up, a pain in her side
twitched, and she pressed her hand there.

“You okay?”

She nodded. “Yes, I think so. Just sore.”

He looped his arm around her waist, careful
not to hurt her and supported her weight. Avery’s legs did feel
weak and unstable, and she was also a little dizzy as she took slow
steps toward the bathroom.

Tristan took her straight into the small
bathroom and stood there with her.

“Y-you have to leave,” she said.

He frowned. “You could fall.”

“I’m not going to the bathroom in front of
you,” she stated firmly.

“But…”

“No,” she reiterated. “You have to leave. I
really need to go. Like right now.”

“Okay,” he resigned. “Here,” Tristan said,
placing her IV hand, which was now sore and really bruised, on a
metal bar bracketed into the tile wall. “Hold onto this. When
you’re done, just stand up using this and knock on the door. I’ll
just be on the other side.”

She nodded. He finally left after one last
look of concern, and Avery sat and did her business. Then she
flushed and stood. The waves of dizziness were bad for a second but
passed quickly. Then she shuffled to the sink where a mirror was
bolted into the wall above it. She immediately wished she hadn’t
looked in it. No mystical face was going to appear and declare her
the fairest one in all the anything. Two dark circles below her
eyes stared back at her. The hollows beneath her cheekbones
appeared to have been dusted with gray powder to make her appear
gaunter. Her lips were cracked and dry and peeling. And her hair?
Oh, dear. It was a halo of tangles.

“Avery?” Tristan asked and cracked the door
slightly ajar.

“Yes, I’m done.” She washed her hands and
used a stiff paper towel to dry them. “I want to shower.” Avery
stared longingly at the shower. It wasn’t that nice, probably saw
all sorts of sick patients over the years, but she was
desperate.

“Maybe in the morning,” he suggested. “Let’s
not overdo it.”

She nodded weakly and allowed him to help her
back to her bed. “I just want to sit for a few minutes.”

“Sure,” he said. “Let me move my chair around
to this side in case you get dizzy. Stay right there.”

She nodded again, too tired to argue or
protest all the fussing over her.

“You said earlier that there was a good
side,” she stated and then felt unsure of that. “You did say that,
right?” Tristan nodded. “Why?”

“You’re immune now, Avery. You’ll never get
RF1 or 2 again. That’s it for you. You got the golden immunity
ticket.”

“That’s a thing?”

“Well,” he said with charm. “I don’t know if
they’ll give you an actual golden ticket, but, yeah, you won’t get
it now. Once you’ve had it and get better, you won’t ever get it
again.”

“How do you know that for sure? I had the flu
twice in one winter one time.”

“A lot has happened since you were out,” he
commented. “Why don’t we watch some t.v.? You’ll get caught up a
lot faster.”

A second later, a soft knock on the door came
right before a young girl pushed a food cart in.

“Hey, thanks, Marcy,” he said and gave the
girl something in a bag.

“Great,” she said. “Thanks so much, Tristan.
I’m glad you’re feeling better, Avery.”

“Huh? Oh, um, thank you.”

The girl smiled and left.

“You sure know a lot of the people working
here.”

He shrugged as he wheeled the cart over
between them. “I wanted you to have the best care possible. It
seemed like a good idea. I helped Marcy deliver food trays to rooms
a few times. The hospital really is overwhelmed.”

“What’d you give her? What was in that bag?”
she asked as he clicked on the television and began removing covers
from the dishes.

“Donuts. I bring them in for the different
shifts.”

“That’s really thoughtful,” she remarked.
Avery was starting to think she really was still dreaming.

“I’m not above bribing people to take good
care of my ‘fiancée’,” he air quoted, “with a little sugar. I bring
the day shift coffees and bagels.”

“Wow,” she said. “Oh, and where did this ring
come from?”

“Oh, that,” he said flippantly.

“Yes,” she replied with a slight smile.
“That. It fits my finger. How do you know my size?”

She looked down at the marquis cut stone
surrounded by a halo of smaller diamonds. It was rather exquisite.
She hoped he hadn’t stolen it off a corpse in the morgue.

“Asked Kaia,” he said. “She gave me one of
your rings for comparison. Here,” Tristan pushed a plate of food
toward her. Chicken, peas and carrots, and mashed potatoes. He’d
even buttered her roll and smeared strawberry jam on it. “Eat.”

“Where’d this come from, though,
Tristan?”

“What do you mean,” he asked with a confused
expression. “A store, of course. I bought it.”

“You… you what? You bought this?” she
looked harder at the expensive ring. Her mother didn’t even have a
ring this fancy. “Are you crazy? This had to have cost a
fortune.”

The chuckle he gave came from a low place in
his belly. He looked better than he had earlier today or whenever
she last saw him. This morning? He was nearly clean shaven, had
showered, and wore clean clothing. A ballcap with the letters ARMY
scrawled across the front topped his head. He also didn’t look so
tired and stressed.

“Don’t worry,” he said as he handed her a
fork and practically forced her first bite. “Go slowly. Don’t rush.
Your stomach’s been empty for over a week. You don’t want to get a
stomach ache.”

“I am worried,” she said after swallowing the
mashed potatoes. She took a bite of her roll next. It was enough to
awaken her appetite. Her stomach began growling as if on cue of the
offering. “You’ll never get a full refund on this ring. They’ll
charge you probably twenty-five percent for a refund.”

He chuckled again and turned up the news. “A
lot’s changed since you were out. I didn’t pay for that ring with
money.”

“What do you mean?”

“I gave the shop owner a rifle and a
truckload of food items I looted from a store.”

“Loo-looted?” she gasped.

“Don’t worry, Ave,” he said so nonchalantly
and carefree. “Like I said, everything changed. Eat your food and
watch.”

He indicated the news. Avery was pretty sure
she was either on some seriously loopy drugs or was still in the
fever coma. Her world didn’t make sense anymore.


Chapter Twenty-six

“Yes, sir,” Tristan said to his L.T. on the phone as
he smiled and offered a nod to a passing nurse. “Thank you so much
for expediting it.”

He disconnected and went back into the room
where the news was reporting death tolls from the flu. The same
press conference that had been playing on a loop every few hours or
so was getting ready to rerun. The twenty-four-hour news channels
should’ve been elated with such a big story. Instead, the mood was
usually somber now, and most of the regular hosts were replaced
with new ones. He knew why. They weren’t replaced because they
couldn’t do their jobs well anymore or because of some scandal.
They were just dead.

The redhead delivering the news announced for
probably the hundredth time this week, “And we’ll go now to the
pre-recorded message from the CDC and the press conference that was
held nearly one week ago. If you haven’t seen it yet, I must warn
you, some of you may find the information disturbing.”

The screen flipped to a man in a white lab
coat behind a podium with a microphone surrounded by similar men
and women dressed the same.

“Good evening, fellow Americans and members
of the press corps here in our audience,” he said. “Please, allow
me to introduce myself. My name is Dr. Bachmann, and I am the lead
scientist working in the DHCPP, the Division of High-Consequence
Pathology and Pathogens. Later we’ll hear from General Allerton on
the military’s role in this crisis we’re all facing.”

The man paused and shuffled his notes before
starting again, “As most of you know or have heard, we are
suffering from a global pandemic that has spread to the United
States. It has been labeled as a strain of the influenza virus, but
with much more complicated symptoms and, as of yet, unfortunately,
no cure. Over eighty countries have reported in and have been
affected and thirty-seven states here in the United States. The
virus has been named by the CDC and the WHO as RF1. It was somewhat
containable as RF1, but unfortunately, it has mutated into what we
are now seeing, which is a more deadly and contagious germ called
RF2.”

The doctor paused again and referred to a
large easel with a chart on it.

“My team here has been working with the
Antibiotic Resistance Lab Network along with the EIS, or Epidemic
Intelligence Service. Both departments are also working with
members of the WHO to tackle this on a global scale. The EIS has
trained scientists who are acting as a boots-on-the-ground task
force taking samples, studying, and gathering data. Together we are
working around the clock to find a possible vaccination for the RF2
virus. It is a mutated strain of the flu that we first saw
spreading in Africa. We have since discovered that it was taken
there by an outside source and released experimentally.” He used a
pointer stick to follow along. “With the RF1 virus, the symptoms
started out as this: One, Low-grade fevers and nausea, sometimes
vomiting. Two, irrational and sometimes erratic patient behavior,
even bordering on somewhat violent. You will notice that the
patient’s eyes have become extremely bloodshot in this stage, and
their fevers begin to rise. This is where we saw a split in the
mutation between viruses 1 and 2. RF1 patients at this point in the
duration would become comatose and either recover within
twenty-four to forty-eight hours or succumb to the disease through
organ failure. We call this the incubation period.” He paused and
took a breath.

Tristan took a second to tell her, “That’s
what you had, but the doctors had to test you because you didn’t
wake up from your anesthesia after the surgery. They thought you
were having a reaction. It turned out you were also just sick and
had fallen straight into the coma phase.”

“Oh,” she said with fear in her eyes.

The doctor on the television continued,
“However, after treating patients with a new anti-viral vaccine we
developed for RF1, RF2 was born and mutated to protect itself and
survive. We do not have a vaccine for RF2 and do not see one being
developed for a few months at the minimum. When we try to vaccinate
RF1 patients, the virus almost immediately mutates into RF2. So,
essentially, our vaccine is rendered unusable.”

“A few months is too long,” Tristan said more
to himself, having watched this video many times in the last week.
There wasn’t much else to do with her lying in a coma. He’d tried
to stay busy so that he wouldn’t lose his damn mind with worry.

“We are no longer seeing the comas in the RF2
patients at all. But, what we are observing seems to be a
protection state for the virus where the patient suffers
irreversible brain damage. We believe it could be as a result of
the much higher fevers than RF1, which also do not respond to fever
reducers. The fevers with RF2 do not subside but continue to climb
and sustain at a near constant rate. They are coupled with
extremely violent behavior, erratic mood changes, and instincts
that could be called at best, basic survival mode. The infected
persons are without emotion essentially. Their speech patterns no
longer resemble those of a normal person. Their hearing is
exceptionally strong for some reason. Their vision, however, is
worse. They are also fast and strong, those who survive. They are
without emotion, essentially. We see behavior like this in serial
killers, and they have patterned behavior of schizophrenia coupled
with bipolar and paranoia. One doctor referenced it was like he was
dealing with a patient who had psychotic episodes who was coming
down from a drug overdose. They have a complete lack of reasoning
skills, empathy, regret, or sorrow. They should be considered more
dangerous than patients with RF1. They should be considered a
threat to your safety and to the safety of those in your family.
One last thing we should cover is that they seem more active at
night. During the day, some are still active, but they become
measurably more active at night. We believe them to be what you
would call nocturnal. And we aren’t sure yet if it’s because they
are hiding during the day or hibernating or that their eyes are too
sensitive to bright light or the sun. We estimate that nearly a
hundred thousand Americans alone have lost their lives to the RF1
virus and that nearly eight-hundred thousand have died from RF2.
This is highly contagious and nearly always fatal.”

“Is he serious?” she asked, to which he
nodded.

“Yeah, it’s actually closer to five hundred
thousand from RF1 and over a million from RF2 now,” he told her.
“This information is a week old. It gets updated every day. They
cover the death tolls around nine or so at night.”

“Is that a worldwide count?” she asked
him.

“No, it’s millions now worldwide,” he told
her honestly. Tristan didn’t want to lie to her or anyone else
anymore about this. It wouldn’t help anything doing that. Plus, it
felt wrong to do to Avery. Not with everything that had happened
between them since the start of this.

On the television monitor, the doctor
continued, “We have seen some recovery from RF2, however. It occurs
between the second and third phase. The fevers spike and eventually
burn out as the patient’s own immune system attacks it. It happens
in the first twenty-four hours but has been known to go as late as
the thirty-sixth hour. If they do not recover and break the fever
by then, I’m afraid the damage is irreversible at that point. Right
now, from what we’ve calculated from actual patients, there is a
less than twenty percent survival rate from RF2.”

Tristan told her, “RF1 is even more deadly
for kids,” he said. “This information, like I said, is a week old.
Every day, more news comes in on this.”

She looked like she couldn’t process it
because she pressed her fingertips to her right temple. Tristan
didn’t blame her. She was probably overwhelmed and freaking out.
She just woke up from a coma, for God’s sake.

“Why did I have to have surgery again?” she
asked, fuzzy on what he’d said earlier today.

“Internal bleeding from the car accident,” he
explained patiently. “Eat a few more bites, Avery. We need to get
your strength built back up.”

“I’m full.”

“The kids need you to get strong again.”

She scowled slightly and forced in a bite of
chicken and two of the potatoes. “Internal bleeding where? In my
side?”

“Your liver actually,” he said. “Took them
almost a day’s worth of testing to figure it out, too. I think it’s
‘cuz this place is so bogged down. If they wouldn’t have found it,
you could’ve died.”

“It’s sore,” she said and touched her side
again.

“Yeah, that’s the staples pulling,” he
explained and finished her chicken. “You have internal stitches,
too. A few weeks from now and you’ll feel a lot better. You can
still wear that white bikini, though. The scar is small and will
fade.” Tristan smiled teasingly and got a small one in return. “Do
you want something for pain?”

She shook her head. “I don’t want to fall
asleep. I’m pretty sure pain medicines all make you tired.”

“That’s not the worst thing ever. You need
the rest.”

She leaned her good side against the raised
bed and tucked her legs behind her. “Apparently, I’ve been doing a
lot of that lately.”

“The doctors said that was a good thing,” he
told her and pushed the food cart outside their room into the
hallway. He returned and closed the door. “Being in a coma like
that forced your body to rest and heal better.”

“I missed some of that,” she said of the
press conference.

He shook his head, “Nothing much. He just
explained that they’re releasing all non-violent offenders from the
prison systems to make room for emergency medical sites to move
in.”

“Really? That doesn’t seem very safe,” she
commented.

He nodded. “Yeah, well, it’s the government.
What do you expect? They’re also setting up quarantined areas where
patients are going to be transported. Those already in the
hospitals will probably stay in, but anyone new that’s sick has to
go to this stupid government website and find out the quarantine
location in their area and take their sick family there. It’s
crazy.”

“That…is…” she paused and touched her
forehead.

“I know. It’s a lot to take in right now.
They’re also taking over public schools and…”

“How will children go to school?”

“They’re not. Nobody is supposed to be
reporting to school anywhere. They don’t even want non-essential
workers reporting to their jobs. Basically, utility workers to keep
the power supply going, gas and oil, and police and first
responders. They’re trying to keep it contained. Fat chance. I
think they should’ve told people that a month ago. Unless it’s
imperative, they don’t want people going to their jobs because
they’re just spreading it. There’s about to be some seriously
desperate people out there soon.”

“Really? Not go to work? How will people make
money?”

He nodded with grave intent.

“Who’s he?” she asked, pointing to the
television screen.

“A general,” he told her. “They’re bringing
in the National Guard and anyone stateside to help keep the
peace.”

“Wow, will you have to go somewhere?”

He shook his head and took a bite of his
carrots. “They’re also going to be bringing in food to communities
by the semi load and handing out ration portions of grocery items
to each family.”

“That sounds…I don’t know.”

“I know. That’s why I’ve been going in the
middle of the night and trying to get as much as I can.”

“Where? To the grocery store?”

“You should just eat. And rest, too.”

She yawned and then drank some more ice
water. “Why are you here? Or, I guess I mean, how are you
here? What day is it?”

“Tuesday night.”

“Then how come you aren’t at the base?”

“I’m done,” he said and washed his hands at
the sink in the corner. Then Tristan sanitized them with foamy
stuff that came out of a pump on the wall. He returned to her and
sat down again. “Ready to lie back?”

She shook her head. “No, I want to talk. I’m
still…I don’t understand anything, Tristan. This is confusing. One
minute I’m driving to the hospital. Eight days later, I wake up and
find out that I was in a coma, had surgery, had a deadly virus, and
now I’m awake and don’t remember any of it. It-it’s surreal. And
what did you mean by that? You’re ‘done’.”

“I’m out. I turned in my paperwork. They’re
pulling my unit home anyways. They’re basically pulling everyone
back. The martial law thing is about to come true any day now. My
L.T., that’s my lieutenant, he said it’s all over. He’s being
shipped to Alabama. They’re closing my base in the next week to
move people where they need them. He said if the shit gets worse,
he’s headed home to Texas. Most of the guys out on my base are
already gone, some dead, too, from the virus. I put in my discharge
papers. I already had a ton of leave saved up. The next day after
your accident, I went down and filled out for a thirty-day leave. I
was granted it because I’ve never taken a leave in eight years of
service.”

“And you filed papers to discharge…retire? Or
what?”

“Yeah, basically. I’m done. I can’t go back.
Normally, in a situation like this, they wouldn’t let anyone
discharge, but the L.T. is pushing it through. I…you’ll see, Avery.
Things are different out there now. Most people are looting when
they can get away with it. All the businesses are closed. People by
the thousands, tens of thousands are dying from the sickness. It’s
really bad.”

“All this in a week? I…my head is
spinning.”

She rubbed her forehead and winced.

“Yeah, you still have a cut there that’s
healing,” he said, pulling her slim hand away. He didn’t let it go.
“Hey, I have some good news, though.”

“Yeah?”

“Spencer’s like you. He’s better. You’re both
immune. He woke up four days ago and is home with Renee.”

She smiled weakly. “That’s great. I’m so
glad.” Her smile faded quickly, and he knew she was thinking of her
father again. “What about my siblings?”

“Waiting at home for you. Want me to help you
to the bathroom before you turn in?”

“I’m not sure. I don’t want to go back to
sleep. It’s…dreams…nightmares and stuff.” Avery rubbed her arms as
if she were cold. Bad dreams were something he understood all too
well.

“I’ll get the nurse to give you something.
You won’t have dreams at all. You’ll just wake up in the morning
feeling rested.”

She shrugged and winced at more pain. Tristan
was going to have the nurse give her something for the pain, too.
Whether she wanted it or not.

Tristan left and quickly found the nurse, who
touched the pin pad on the front of the chest of medicines and
procured pain medicine and then opened another drawer where she
took out sleeping pills.

“You’re busy, Betsy,” he said with a deeply
sympathetic and caring expression. He’d mastered this puppy dog
look over the last eight days. “I’ll give them to her. Don’t worry.
You can trust me. I know you guys are overwhelmed up here.”

“Really? That would be great, Tristan,” she
remarked. “You’ve been so helpful around here. I don’t know what
we’d do without you. Gosh, I guess we’ll figure that out tomorrow,
won’t we?”

“Yeah, sorry we have to leave. It’s been
great helping out.”

A man in a room two doors away moaned and
cried out for a nurse.

“Oh, he’s post-op. Lot of pain. Vomiting his
anesthesia. Was attacked by one of the night crawlers. Cracked
skull, broken ribs, internal bleeding. Horrible.”

“Sounds like you’ve got your hands full,” he
said, again with empathy. “Tell ya’ what. I’m heading out when she
falls asleep again to go and check on the kids. I’ll bring you all
back some donuts, fresh ones from the place the girls like. How’s
that sound?” There was only one place like that in the city, and it
was right across the street from the hospital. The military was
supplying it with what it needed to stay in business now. They were
only providing them with what they needed so they could keep the
hospital staff and soldiers going with sugar and caffeine.

“Oh, bless your heart, Tristan,” Betsy said
and touched his arm. “Well, I’d better get in there. Thanks again
for taking care of her meds.”

“No problem. Thanks for taking such great
care of her. You guys on this floor are the best.” He offered the
biggest smile he could and watched the older woman rush away. The
rest of the staff was doing the same. The place was bustling with
people running from here to there to treat people. There were
normally six patients to a nurse. Betsy told him the other night it
was three times that number now. Most rooms were three to four
patients per roomed crammed in. He’d gotten Avery her own room with
a lot of coercion and the power of bribed donuts and coffees.

0-5-7-4 He punched in the four-digit code
he’d just watched her push and pocketed fast as lightning three
bottles of pain meds and whatever was in the next drawer down. The
third drawer had syringes. He already had enough of those. The next
drawer was more bottles of medicine. He took four. Then he, too,
rushed. Only he was going back to Avery.

He found her entranced by the television.
They were showing news footage from around the world. It was all
depressing, so he shut it off.

“Got your drugs,” he said lightly and handed
the two small tablets to her with a fresh glass of water, no ice so
she wouldn’t choke.

He helped her to the restroom again and back
to the bed. Tristan wished he could just carry her, but Avery was
pretty stubborn and would probably protest.

“Hey, I’m gonna be gone a few hours,” he
said, shutting off the main lights overhead and dimming the one
behind her bed.

“Why?” she asked and yawned again.

“I need to check on your family. I try to go
down at least once a day, if not twice. I’ll bring you clean
clothes so you can bust outta’ this joint in the morning.”

He grinned and got a lopsided one in
return.

“I need…” she yawned and paused. He was
almost positive she was asleep already until her eyes popped back
open. “I need to check on my brothers and sisters. I want to
relieve my mom.”

“Okay,” he said, knowing that was never
happening. “Just get some rest. I’ll be back before you wake.”

He wished he could lock her door but knew it
wouldn’t be permitted. The staff had to check on her throughout the
night. There was a heavy police presence in the hospital, even
heavier now. They didn’t want any other doctors or nurses killed by
the crawlers who got lose. They weren’t even bringing them to the
hospitals anymore, but just in case, the cops weren’t messing
around. When he got to his truck, he deposited the stash of bottles
from the inner pockets of his jacket into the center console with
the others. All told, he had fourteen bottles so far, boxes of
bandaging, medical tape, syringes, tourniquets, and creams.

As Tristan drove, he was still in awe of the
military presence already setting up in the city, especially near
the shopping centers. He was even still shocked by the way
everything had deteriorated since she went down. There was trash
littering the streets where it had spilled over from not being
collected by refuse companies or the city refuse departments. Dogs
roamed the streets, probably having been turned loose by their
owners who could no longer feed them or simply because the people
who owned them were now dead. Most of the cars that were parked on
the streets were either wrecked into or torched and left to burn
and now stood like immortal charcoaled statues of the automobile
industry. They were pretty much all looted with broken windows and
graffiti. He’d been to many countries in his eight years of service
to this great country and had seen many cities similar. He just
never thought he’d see America turned into a third-world
shithole.

People were starting to steal from each
other, break into homes, and loot companies. Bank robberies were
out of control, so badly that most of them had signs on their doors
saying that they were temporarily closed. A lot of the businesses
had similar signs on their front doors, too. Everyone was being
affected by this sickness, either literally or because of their
family members being ill and needing to be there for them.

Tristan felt the heaviness in his jacket
pocket and patted it as he drove into the temporary military base
just north of the hospital. He knew from gossip that this area was
considered the more exclusive, posher area of Canton, but it
basically looked shitty like everywhere else. Looted mansions were
still just looted, worthless property now like so many with their
front doors standing wide open and debris littering their once
neatly manicured lawns.

“Hey, man,” he said to the guard at the gate.
In the week since it all fell apart, the Army had set up a
temporary base on The Strip, a small shopping area that used to
have some big box stores, movie theaters, and random stores that
Tristan never would’ve visited before. He learned from Abraham that
it was where teenagers used to like to hang out with their friends,
and adults would go out to dinner and for drinks with theirs. No
thanks to both.

“Sergeant,” the guard, Terrance, said in
return. “Go on through.”

Terrance didn’t mark on his clipboard
Tristan’s arrival like he was supposed to. It was probably the
piece of silver Tristan pressed into his palm with the handshake
after the salute to Tristan’s rank. They knew him here. It wasn’t
his first visit but his fourth. He knew the place well and drove to
the exact location he needed to go. There, he backed up the truck
to the loading dock near the warehouse of a big box store, which
was now one of the military food stores. He got out and greeted a
man.

“Hey, Sandy,” he said to the young corporal.
“How’s it hangin’, brother?”

“Little to the left, man,” he said after
saluting Tristan and then shaking his hand. “How’s your girl
doing?”

“Awake. Eating. They’re gonna release her
tomorrow,” Tristan told him. “Hey, think you can hook me up with a
shipment?”

“Sure, what do you got?”

It was after midnight, dark as sin because
the military rerouted the power grid on The Strip and took out the
street lamps, store lighting and stop lights and replaced them with
their own spotlights that they used when needed and where they
wanted them pointing.

“Bottle of painkillers, two tubes of
antibiotic cream, and,” he said and paused to take out six silver
coins.

“That works, bro’,” Sandy stated and took the
money and the bottles and tubes Tristan pulled out of his pocket.
“Let me get the loader.”

He hurried away and came back with a skid of
grocery and paper items as Tristan hand loaded boxes of goods like
dried rice and beans, bulk cans of fruits and vegetables, and minor
medical boxes they were handing out to each family that contained
basic first aid type items like bandages and gauze. The truck was
heaping full when he was done, and he and Sandy covered it with a
black tarp and strapped it down.

“See you Thursday?” Sandy asked.

“Yeah, I’ll be back. Any requests?”

“We could use coffee and cigarettes, man,”
the guy said.

He firmly nodded one time, shook Sandy’s hand
again, and said with utmost confidence, “Done.”

“And the money. I know that shit’s gonna get
me through when this gets worse.”

“You got it. See ya’ Thursday.”

Tristan left, going out the back gate where
he tipped the guard there, Danny, with another silver coin. Then he
was on the road home, his new home, the Andersson house.


Chapter Twenty-seven

Avery woke early and didn’t see Tristan in her room,
so she rose on her own to use the bathroom. She found a toothbrush
and paste left for her on the sink and made good use of them. Then
she washed her face with the small bar of soap and brushed her
hair. The grogginess was gone, and she felt stronger, more awake
and clear headed. She returned to her room as a person entered and
left a breakfast tray, which contained scrambled eggs, toast, two
sausage links, and coffee with small creamer pods.

After eating as much as she could, Avery
stretched, stood and turned on the news again. Restlessness and
anxiousness kicked in. She wanted out of the hospital. She needed
to be home with the kids and her mother. It was great that Tristan
had been so helpful, but they weren’t his responsibility. As she
stared out the window, a lot of what they discussed yesterday was
floating through her mind, and she was busy sifting through it all
trying to make sense of it and wondering if some of it was a dream.
The city seemed so still. Normally at a hospital this large, there
would be cars coming and going, people in suits walking up and down
the sidewalks to get to where they needed to be, at this hour
especially. Eight a.m. around any hospital was a bustling place to
be.

Her doctor came in an hour ago to give her a
clean bill of health. She remembered him from yesterday and that
she had felt afraid of him. She knew why that was now. He reminded
her of her father. Avery crossed her arms and pressed the
fingertips of her right hand into her temple to relieve the
pressure. She couldn’t deal with that right now. All she could do
was pray someone would find him and take her father to one of the
medical sites where he could get treatment. He was not a violent
person. He was kind and gentle, scholarly, an academic.

The door behind her opened and startled
Avery.

“Hey there,” Tristan greeted, carrying two
travel mugs. “Got you some coffee. It’s better than the stuff they
serve here.”

“You’re back,” she said. Avery didn’t want to
admit that she was a little scared he wouldn’t be. She didn’t want
to have to call her family to pick her up. Her mother was probably
already out of her mind with worry.

“Of course, I am,” he said as if he were
surprised she’d ask. “I’m here to spring you,” he joked and handed
her a mug that she recognized from home. “You ready to get the heck
outta’ here?”

She nodded. “Oh, yes. More than ready.

“Doc said if the situation were different,
he’d keep you at least three more days, maybe more. But, lucky for
you, we’re in the middle of an apocalypse, and they need
rooms.”

“Yeah, lucky,” she puffed air through her
nose.

“How ‘bout a shower and some clean
clothes?”

She threw her head back dramatically and
said, “Yes, please.”

He smirked. “There’s a cord in there to pull
for help…”

“No, won’t need it,” she warned and held out
her hand. “I’ll be fine. I feel pretty good today actually.”

He seemed disappointed by this. The look on
his face, fleeting as it was, felt off somehow. He recovered
quickly and handed her a stack of clothes and clean white hospital
towels.

“Thanks,” she said.

Avery showered and after, felt a bit tired.
That didn’t matter to her. She just wanted out of this hospital and
back home with her family where she belonged.

Tristan was sitting in his usual chair next
to the bed when she came out dressed in the clothes he brought her;
khakis that were loose and baggy now, coupled with a white stretchy
tank top, warm pale blue cashmere cardigan, and his leather
jacket.

“I had that dry-cleaned,” he said. “It was
the last thing I’m sure that dry-cleaners ever did. I drove by it a
few days after your accident to pick up some supplies at the store
across the street and saw it was closed, boarded up.”

She looked out the window, “Is that what’s
going on out there? Where are all the people?”

“That’s what I was trying to explain, Angel,”
he said and rose to cross the room and stand next to her. Tristan
rested his hand on her shoulder. Then he led her to his chair and
instructed her to sit.

“Socks, shoes,” he indicated the ones on the
ground. “I’ll dry your hair for you. It snowed once while you were
under. It’s been a lot cooler than it was before you came
here.”

He used a blow dryer on her hair, surprising
her at the good job he did of it. When he was done, Avery asked
him, “If I’m immune now, does that mean my family would be, too?
From the first version, at least?”

“No,” he answered. “There’s no rhyme or
reason to this sickness. Some people recover. Some don’t.”

“Hm,” she mumbled, and Tristan handed her a
mask to put over her face. He pulled one on, too. “I thought I was
immune.”

“Just in case they’re not as smart as they
think. Ready?”

She nodded.

Your chariot,” he said and pushed a
wheelchair toward her.

“I can walk now.”

He shook his head and closed the footrests.
“Hospital policy. You have to be wheeled out. Normally they’d have
an orderly do it. Or a nurse. They’re short staffed, so they said I
could.”

“You sure have a lot of clout around here,”
she commented and sat in the chair. He opened the footrests again
and placed one of her feet at a time on them.

“Never underestimate the power of donuts.
And, I wanted my fiancée taken care of,” he joked, still squatted
in front of her. His hand was on her knee. “Ready?”

She barely got off a nod before he pushed her
from the room. They passed a cart of empty breakfast plates, a few
nurses, a nurse’s station, and a vending machine hall.

“Hold up,” he whispered and punched in a code
on a nurse’s cart.

“Wh…”

“Shh,” he urged and kept moving in a fast and
sneaky manner as he pulled some bottles of medicine from her cart.
Then he opened another drawer and took at least five bottles before
shutting the drawer again. “Let’s go.”

A nurse came out of the next room and said,
“Hey, there’s our star patient!”

“Hey, Bea,” he greeted her. “Left some fresh
donuts at the station for you girls. You take care now, ya’ here?
Remember the stuff I told you.”

“I know, Tristan. And thanks for everything.
You kids look after each other. I’ve never seen someone so in love,
Miss Andersson. Take good care of him.”

“Oh, um…okay,” Avery whispered, unsure of
herself as Tristan pushed her wheelchair again. She was so
confused. What did that nurse mean? ‘So in love’? Instead of
speculating on that part, she asked him, “Tristan, what’s going on?
Did you just…steal?”

“Shh, just offer friendly nods, and I’ll keep
walking,” he said, his slightly gruffer tone coming back. Had that
all been an act?

She did as he said, and Tristan led her out
of the hospital to his truck parked right at the door.

“Thanks, Pete,” he said to the older
gentleman and shook his hand. Avery looked at their hands and saw
something was passed from Tristan’s to the man. Maybe it was a tip.
But that didn’t make sense. Nobody was allowed to park right at the
door, and you didn’t tip hospital personnel.

A helicopter followed by two more flew low
over the hospital startling her.

“It’s okay, Avery,” Tristan said at her side,
taking her arm and helping her out of the wheelchair. “The choppers
are just doing patrols. It’s normal. Don’t worry.”

He helped her into the truck, fastened her
belt for her before jogging around front to hop in his side and
pull away.

“I can’t wait to see my family,” she said out
loud and mimicked Tristan as he removed his mask. She noticed he
used hand sanitizer from the console, too. Avery caught sight of
something in there but didn’t press him for information.

“If you’re tired, you can take a nap on the
way,” he said.

Avery shook her head. “No, I feel fine.
Thanks, though. And…thanks for everything you’ve done for me,
Tristan. Really. I mean it. You-you went above and beyond. I don’t
know how I can repay you.”

“Chocolate cake,” he said easily.

Frowning, she asked, “Chocolate cake?”

“It’s my favorite.”

“Chocolate cake it is,” she agreed with a
smile. It felt good to be out in the sunshine again and out of that
stuffy hospital. “Where is my car? Or, gosh, my phone or my
purse?”

“I salvaged what I could. Your phone was
trashed. I can’t get you a new one now. Stores are closed. But your
purse is at the house.”

“Thanks. Again,” she said as he pulled away
from the hospital’s extensive maze of roads and property. As he
drove through the streets, Avery couldn’t help the overwhelming
feeling that came over her. Many homes had boarded up windows,
signs of ‘keep out’ staked in their yards, and burned cars sitting
right on their lawns. Tristan even had to steer around several that
were in the middle of the street. Once they left the district, she
saw even more of the same. “Aren’t we going to the freeway?”

“It’s closed. They don’t let anyone on
it.”

“Really?”

He looked over and took her hand. “It’s okay.
One good thing is that I’ve had to learn my way around the area
finally.”

“Huh,” she remarked with a light smirk that
betrayed her nerves.

“If it’s too much, don’t look out the
windows. You’re waking up from the world being normal to this. We
all saw it fall. I know this is a lot to process.”

Avery nodded. That was an understatement. She
couldn’t look away, though. Many of the buildings and businesses
looked either looted, burned, or were also boarded up like the
homes. Somewhere a few blocks away, something must’ve been on fire
because dark gray smoke rose in the sky.

“There’s a lot of that around,” he told
her.

“It’s so…it’s,” she just couldn’t finish.
There were no words to describe what she was seeing. It didn’t even
look like the same city anymore. As he veered around objects in the
roads, abandoned cars with their doors open or the occasional
person who would pound on his truck as if they wanted him to stop,
Avery just stared with wide, frightened eyes.

“Don’t worry,” he said and gave her hand a
gentle squeeze. “I’m packin’.”

“Packing what?”

He lifted the hem of his sweatshirt to reveal
a flat, rippled abdomen and a pistol. “Tonight, I’m taking Abraham
to my base. My L.T. and I had a long talk last night when I went
out there.”

“About you not retiring?”

He chuckled. “Not about retiring. Not
exactly. But he and I are going to take whatever’s there. The guns,
maybe even a Jeep. Four by four vehicles are eventually going to be
needed to get around. The roads are going to get bad this winter
without road crews clearing them. In case we need to go out, that
is.”

“Of course, we would. And what do you mean…”
Avery stopped. This was all so confusing. “Are you staying on your
base and not going home to your family? Is that what you mean?”

“Not exactly,” he said and was quiet for a
while as if contemplating saying more. She sat still, as well,
giving him space as he navigated them onto the state route finally
that would take them back to her home. They passed three military
vehicles which looked in a hurry by their high speeds. Tristan also
sped, swerving the occasional broken-down vehicle or RV alongside
the road until they were out in the country, through both small
towns and so close to home. However, he pulled onto the wrong
road.

“Hey, this isn’t my road.”

“I know,” he answered and kept going. Then he
turned onto a gravel road. Avery started feeling apprehension
crawling up her spine. She sat more forward in her seat as he
pulled onto a rutted, farmer’s access road that was overgrown. On
three sides were fields of corn but woods out his side of the the
truck.

“What’s going on?” she asked as he put it in
park and got out to come around to her side.

Tristan opened her door and said, “Come with
me, Angel.”

“Why? Where? What are we doing here?”

He held out his hand, and Avery hesitantly
took it. “You trust me, right?”

She nodded but wondered if that was smart.
She didn’t know Tristan that well. And yet, she did. Somehow, she
felt like maybe she knew this man better than anyone else she’d
ever known. So, she placed her hand in his, prayed he wasn’t about
to do something horrible to her, and took his help getting
down.

He led her past his truck and into the woods
on the other side of his truck. They didn’t walk far, maybe twenty
yards, but it felt like ten miles. There was a fallen tree by a
stream.

“Sit with me,” he encouraged and sat, which
Avery copied.

“What’s going on? Is it safe here
from…those…”

He nodded and took her hand again. It felt
strange holding hands with him, especially with that huge diamond
settled like dead weight on her left finger. Tristan stroked his
thumb over the top of her hand.

“You asked me a lot of questions when I first
met you,” he said and swallowed hard. The sunlight was streaming
through the trees and felt warm on her skin and softened Tristan’s
hard angles. It was chilly, fifty-one according to the dash in his
truck a moment ago, but it was still better than the stuffy,
manufactured hospital air. “I didn’t want to answer you.”

“I know,” she said.

“I was a patient of your mother’s, so it felt
weird telling you anything about myself. I thought you probably
figured I was a freak.” She shook her head. His lips tightened into
a thin line for a moment. “Plus, there just isn’t anything good to
tell. Not to someone like you.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

He blew hard through his nose and grinned.
“I’m not like you, Avery. You’re a really good person. I mean, like
really, really good. A damn angel. Everything about you is just so
damn good and innocent. And I’m just not.”

“That’s not…”

He put his finger to her lips. “Shh. Let me
explain.” Avery nodded. “My whole life up until the moment I met
you was basically shit. I spent my youth fighting, living in an
abusive household with an alcoholic father, and was bounced around
in foster homes. When I was seventeen and couldn’t take it anymore,
I made my old man sign me up for the Army, and he did. Well, just
about outta’ boot camp, I was recruited for Special Forces. No,
that’s not the normal way it goes. But the Army’s real good at
finding people like me.”

“People like you?”

“Killers, people with no moral conscious that
would hold them back from doing what needed done,” he explained,
making her gasp. “I told you I was an engineer because the thought
of you knowing the truth was too much for me to consider. I didn’t
want you to know that much about me. Nobody does, not even Spencer.
That’s why I didn’t have girlfriends, nothing long-lasting, no
women beyond one night. Not ever. None of us in my unit did. It was
pretty much a prerequisite not having a family.”

“That sounds lonely.”

He shrugged and shook his head as his mouth
pinched upwards. “Nah, not for people like us.”

“Why were you seeing my mother?”

“Couple of my buddies got killed. I started
having nightmares. It wasn’t really a big deal. I coulda’ went
right back in, but they sent me home for a six-month stateside
leave, so to speak. A mental health day.” He chuckled, but Avery
could see his pain. “Before I met you, I never cared what the hell
people thought of me. It didn’t matter.” He paused again. “I wasn’t
an engineer.”

“I gathered as much.”

He nodded. “I know. You’re too damned smart.”
Avery offered a slight grin. “I’m a part of a unit called the
Sweepers.”

“What’s that mean?”

“Well, we go in and sweep up whatever messes
the government wants cleaned up. If a CIA agent gets in trouble,
they send us. If a mission goes bad, we go in and fix it. Someone
needs assassinated? That’s us. We were a ghost unit. Only about
sixty of us total.”

“Like Special Forces guys?”

He shook his head. “Nah, no official titles,
no awards and citations. Everything was under the table. We were
trained on computers, languages…”

“You speak other languages?”

“A little here and there. Nothing that you’d
probably even know. Lot of third world useless stuff.”

“Oh,” she whispered as he continued to strum
his thumb over her skin. “Tristan, I wouldn’t think any less of you
for any of that.”

“I know,” he said, his voice going higher in
pitch and cracking as he smiled. “Isn’t that a thing, too? Crazy.
This homeschool, gorgeous, kind and generous girl in Ohio thinks
I’m some sort of good guy.”

“You are a good guy. Look at what you’ve done
for me and my…”

He held up his free hand to stop her. “Don’t.
Don’t do that. I’m not worth your praise or effort, Angel.”

“But you are. And your training in the
military is what’s helping you now. And me, for goodness sake!”

He paused for a long time, and she watched a
muscle in his neck flex a few times as if what he was about to say
was painful to get out. “I left it all for you.”

Her eyes widened, and she stuttered, “Y-you
did?”

He nodded and hit her with a direct blue
gaze. “Yeah, I’m done. I’m out. I’m never going back. I’m going to
be with you now. Doesn’t matter in what capacity. I’m going to take
care of you. I’m going to take care of the kids, too.”

Tears welled in her eyes, and Avery whispered
with emotion, “Tristan…” She couldn’t catch her breath. Nobody had
ever offered something so poignant and self-sacrificing to her
before. He was literally giving up his career for her.

He cupped her cheek. “You need me to survive
this, but I need you to live. I feel like for the first time in my
life like I’m finally awake, like I’m finally alive. I’ve never
felt like that before.” He shook his head as if confused by it all,
too. “I think I was walking around in a red haze of hatred for so
long that when I met you, it kinda’ freaked me out. That’s
why…that’s why I was an asshole sometimes.”

“It’s okay. I understand.”

He grinned lopsidedly and looked like a
little boy. It was the first time he ever looked vulnerable. “I
knew you would, Angel.”

How’d they go from sort of being friends to
‘Angel’ and holding hands. “Will…Tristan, will…” she asked softly
and leaned closer, begging to be even closer to him.

“Yes, I will kiss you, but not right now. I
want to. Trust me I want nothing more. But, Avery, I’m not
done.”

Her cheeks pinkened.

“I love it when you blush,” he commented with
a smile this time. He was so different than he used to be only nine
days ago.

“Sorry,” she said and looked down at her
knees instead with embarrassment. He tipped her chin up and cupped
her cheek before letting his hand fall away. Avery didn’t have a
lot of confidence in her thoughts right now but asked anyway. “Is
that why you’ll be staying on the base? So you can be close to
us?”

He shook his head.

“Oh,” she whispered.

“I’m living with you,” he clarified.
Avery’s eyes jumped to his. “Yeah, I moved my stuff in a few days
after your accident. It’s better this way. I need to be there to
take care of you guys. I can’t do that from the base, and it’s all
but evacuated now anyway. Plus, it’s too far away. Soon, gas could
run out. I need to be close.”

“Wow, really?” she asked with shock. “What
did my mother say about that? Of course, she’s practical, so…”

“Avery,” he interrupted her. The look in his
dark blue eyes changed, and the intensity scared her. He shook his
head.

“What?” she asked quietly. Goosebumps ran up
the backs of her arms. “Tristan, what is it?”

He ran a hand over his face and got up. Then
he knelt in front of her on one knee. It looked like he was about
to propose marriage for real this time, but by the severity of his
stare, she knew that wasn’t it.

“Avery, they’re gone,” he said softly.

“What? Who? What do you…”

“Your mother. Cyrus, Faith, Joy,” he said
their names.

Her head swam with information, so she shook
it once to clear it. “Wh-what…what do you mean? Where?”

“The day after you were in the accident, your
sisters passed away,” he told her and took both of Avery’s hands in
his. She continued to shake her head. “Your mother was sick the
night I brought you in. They’d already set her up in a bed. She was
upstairs with the kids. Was in a coma by morning. She went faster.
Four days. They said they thought it was because…”

“No!” she blurted and hit him in the shoulder
with the pad of her balled fist. “Stop it.”

“Because of the stress she was already under
with the kids. She never knew about your dad or the girls. Or
Cyrus.”

“Stop. Shut up, Tristan,” she said, tears
running unbidden down her cheeks in steady rivulets like rainwater
streaming down a windshield during a storm. She shoved at him and
hurt her stitches. Tristan snatched her wrists and held them down
between them.

“Cyrus passed the day after the girls.”

“No!” she screamed to the sky. Avery
continued to try and hit him, but Tristan squashed her gently
against his chest as she cried so hard she thought she might pass
out.

He just kept murmuring things into her hair,
“After I told them I was your fiancée, they let me be with them. I
spent my time either with them or you. I…I didn’t leave them alone.
I was there for each of them when it was…their time. I stayed and
held their hands.”

“No,” she whimpered helplessly and hit his
chest weakly.

“I’m here. I’m not going anywhere. We’ll get
through this. The other kids are still okay. We’re gonna take care
of them together. I’m not leaving you. I’ll never leave you,
Angel.”

After a long time, her body sagged limply
against his. She knew now why he hadn’t actually answered her
directly last night at the hospital about her family. She also
understood the sympathetic sad looks she kept getting from the
staff. They must’ve known.

“Shh,” he cooed. “I’m right here, okay? We’ll
get through this together. I’m not going anywhere.”

Five. Five of her family members were gone.
They’d all been alive nine days ago when she’d wrecked. Now, all
that was left was Ephraim, Kaia, Abraham, and Finn. They’d gone
from a family of ten to one of five in the matter of a week. Her
body felt exhausted and spent.

“We’ll take care of the kids, protect them so
this doesn’t happen again,” he promised, this man who’d stepped in
when no one else could, this man who said he was no good. He pulled
back and wiped her tears with a wad of tissues. He knew this was
coming. Then he gave the pile to her to blot her face and nose.
Tristan unzipped his hoodie and pulled it around her shoulders,
which left him in only a flannel shirt and t-shirt beneath it. “I’m
not going anywhere now, okay? That’s why I discharged. I’m staying
with you. We’ll figure this out together. I can even stay in your
apartment.”

“No!” she said and clutched at his forearm,
her nails biting into his flesh beneath the shirt.

“Okay, I’ll stay in the house. No worries.
I’m not going to leave you, Avery.”

“The kids know?”

He nodded, “Yeah, I told them. The kids are
handling this about as well as you could expect. It’s been hardest
on little Finn.”

It was so weird hearing him speak of her
family as if they were his, too.

She nodded. “Where are they? Their…bodies?
Was there a funeral while I was…”

“No,” he shook his head. “No funerals. Nobody
gets a funeral now. It’s too much for the funeral homes to handle.
They were cremated.”

She cried again for another few moments. Not
even a grave marker to remember them by.

As if reading her thoughts, he said, “Abraham
and I made crosses and carved their names in them. We staked them
in the ground by the fence. The one separating that farm from your
property in the backyard.”

Avery reached up and cupped his cheek. She
whispered in a croak, “Thank you.”

“We should go,” he said and stood. “The kids
are anxious for you to be home. They need you.”

She nodded and stood on shaky legs. Then she
almost passed out. Tristan lifted her gently into his arms and
carried her back to his truck as if it were such an easy task. Once
in it, he fastened her seatbelt and kept his hand on her thigh.

“I know this is a lot. Just try to breathe.
You’re gonna be okay. You’re a fighter, Avery Andersson. You’re my
angel. You’re going to survive this. I promise. And the kids need
you. I need you, too, okay?”

She didn’t feel like a fighter. Tristan
surprised her by pressing a kiss against her forehead before
shutting her door. Then he drove slowly the rest of the way so she
could collect herself. He drove them home, to their home now.


Chapter Twenty-eight

A week went by as he and Abraham went on runs at
night where they’d meet up with Spencer and collect as much as they
could for the winter. The drops from the military up in Canton were
slowing down. He had to pay more now for each skid of supplies. He
and Abraham were also looting businesses and grocery stores,
pharmacies, and restaurants. They weren’t the first to hit any of
them, so there wasn’t much left on any of the shelves. Things were
going from bad to worse. America was collapsing. Millions were dead
in American with the death toll around the world in the tens of
millions. Tonight, they were meeting his L.T. to loot the base
since it was delayed. The last man was sent away yesterday, and he
got a call from his lieutenant to come tonight.

Unfortunately, Avery was still walking around
in a stupor like the former shell of the girl he first met who was
so optimistic and happy and sassy. She moped, cried a lot at night
when she was alone upstairs in her parents’ bedroom where she now
slept, and barely changed out of her clothing or took showers.
Finnegan clung to her as if his life depended on it, though. Kaia
and Ephraim were polar opposites. Kaia would work out on their
parents’ exercise equipment in the basement and take out her anger
with her throwing knives at the padded target outside. She was
really good with a bow, too. Ephraim was quiet and kept to his room
mostly reading books. None of the kids were doing well. Abraham was
dealing with it better than anyone else, and Tristan figured it was
because he saw himself, at sixteen and the oldest boy, as their
protector.

“Avery,” he said as he knocked and entered
her bedroom. He slept downstairs and not in her apartment. She
didn’t want him that far away. It was almost nine a.m., and she was
still in bed. He was beginning to worry about her. She was normally
up around six and making breakfast. He noticed her light was on
late last night, though. He knew she was depressed but didn’t know
how to help her. Hell, her mother was his therapist. Clearly,
mental healthcare wasn’t his specialty. A lot of men in the
military committed suicide, and he didn’t want her doing the
same.

Tristan approached the bed and sat on the
edge near her. She was peacefully asleep, although there were used
tissues on the nightstand as if she’d cried herself to sleep again
last night. He didn’t need the physical evidence. When he walked
around at night checking on the place, he heard her, even though he
could tell she was trying to be quiet. It crushed him inside a
little every time he heard it. Tristan didn’t know how to comfort
her. He wasn’t exactly a hugger, but Avery made him want to be.

“Hey, sleepyhead,” he said and gave her
shoulder a gentle shake.

She moaned softly and rolled onto her back.
Then she laid her arm above her head. He remembered her looking
this sensual that night he’d checked on her when he’d first spent
the night. It seemed like years ago. Tristan reached out and ran
the backs of his knuckles down her cheek. Her small grin gave him a
smidgen of hope.

“Ready to get up?” he asked softly, wishing
he could just join her. “Renee will be here soon.”

Her eyes popped open. Then she blinked
slowly. Her pale brows and black eyelashes perfectly complemented
those silvery blue eyes, as if God had that plan all along when
he’d created her.

Unfortunately, she closed her eyes again.
Then she surprised him by capturing his hand in hers and skimming
his middle finger across her lips. Well, that was new.

“Want to get a shower?” he asked.

She nodded and rolled over onto her other
side.

“Come on, lazy bones,” he said and pulled the
covers away. Mistake. She was wearing a pink satin short set that
exposed her long, tan legs. “I want to check your staples, too. And
change that dressing.”

She groaned and tried to pull the cover back
up.

“Nuh-uh,” he said and slid his arms under
her. She was easy to pick up, so Tristan sometimes lately resorted
to that to get her moving in the morning. “Come on. Let’s go to the
bathroom.”

He set her on her bottom on the counter space
between the two sinks. Then he bent over and lifted her pink, satin
top. She’d lost weight during the eight days she was under. She
lost more weight in the last week since she’d been home because she
was depressed.

“You’re getting skinny, Miss Swedish Bikini
Model. Don’t make me force feed you,” he warned. “I will.”

“What’s it matter?” she asked in a gravelly
voice from crying all night.

“The kids need us. That’s why it matters,” he
said in a sterner voice. “So, you will eat. And you
will take care of yourself so you can take care of
them.”

“They’ve got you now,” she mumbled pointed
one slim finger at the center of his chest. Then she laid her hand
flat there for some reason.

He tried a different approach and picked up
her hand from his chest, showing her the ring he bought her with
looted goods, “See that? No way am I raising these kids alone.
We’re in this together.”

“We’re not really engaged,” she said in a
snotty tone.

“Maybe we’ll have to change that,” he
returned before he could stop the words from coming out. Tristan
looked up at her. She was awake now, that was for sure, because her
eyes widened. Her hair was messy and unkempt but also very, very
sexy like that. At least she was focused and alert and not the
zombie Avery he’d been looking at for a week. “Now hold still and
let me remove your dressing. Then grab your shower, and I’ll
replace it.”

She frowned at him as if angry and held her
arm out of the way as he carefully pulled the adhesive tape and
bandage off.

“Good, just like that doctor said. Some more
fell out. Less staples for us to remove.”

“I have to go back to have them taken out,”
she said. “That’s what you do post-op. You go to the doctor who did
the surgery, and they take them out. We’re not supposed to do
it.”

“Maybe before all this. Not anymore. I’m
going to give these another day, and then I’ll have to remove them
myself.”

She grimaced.

“It won’t hurt,” he promised. “I swear. I’ve
looked at it closely. The scar is only about four inches long. It’s
healed and closed really well. Won’t hurt. Scout’s honor.” Tristan
held up his fingers in the boy scout salute.

She hesitantly hooked her finger around his
three. “You said you weren’t a boy scout.”

“I’m just the grown-up version,” he joked,
getting the faintest glimmer of a grin.

He brought her hand to his mouth and kissed
her finger. Then he enfolded her hand in his and kissed that, too.
He needed to be extra gentle with her right now. Everything about
her, mentally and physically, was like delicate crystal, ready to
shatter at any moment.

“Get your shower. I’ll find you some
clothes.”

She nodded, stared another moment at him as
if she were surprised he kissed her hand, and he helped her down so
she didn’t hurt her stitches. Then he left and went to her parents’
closet where he’d taken all of their clothing and shoes and stored
them in boxes and tubs and put them in the storage room in Avery’s
apartment. He didn’t know what she’d want to keep or not. While she
was in the hospital, he was busy. He’d also moved her things into
their closet and dressers. He didn’t want her going up the hill to
her apartment for things in case something happened.

Tristan chose jeans, a white turtleneck
bodysuit, and warm socks. He knew she’d find one of those frumpy,
thick cardigans somewhere discarded downstairs. He missed his
opportunity. He should’ve burned them while she was in a coma. Then
he rifled her panty drawer and picked out a champagne colored lace
bra with gold threads running through it and matching lace panties.
He had to clear his voice, and his head, to stop from thinking
about her in these items. As she’d pointed out, she wasn’t really
his fiancée.

“I’m done,” she said from the doorway in her
white silk robe that barely came down over her thighs. Tristan
slammed her drawer shut as if caught being a peeper. He quickly
handed her the folded pile of clothing. “Thanks.”

He ducked his head once in a nod and left her
to get dressed. He collected her discarded clothing and towels from
the floor and put them in the hamper and made the bed.

“I’m ready,” she announced a few minutes
later. “Can I dry my hair first?”

“Sure, I’ll just run this downstairs and
check on the kids. Take your time.”

Kaia was already on the treadmill in the
basement according to Ephraim, who was with Finn and the bird, Mr.
Gray.

“Where’s Abraham?” he asked.

“Splitting firewood,” Ephraim answered.

He nodded. “Cool. You guys getting
hungry?”

“Starving,” Finn said.

“Hey, I bought some granola bars,” he said.
“Have some of those with the leftover scrambled eggs from
yesterday, okay, guys?”

He stole the granola bars along with a
truckload of other foods from a dollar store in town the other
night while everyone at home was asleep. He didn’t know shit about
growing a garden, but he knew how to sneak in and out of a place
easily.

Ephraim gave him a nod, took his little
brother’s hand, and led him into the kitchen. Finn had informed
Tristan when he was helping put away the groceries he looted that
the granola bars he ‘bought’ were coated in chocolate and his
mother didn’t approve of that kind of sugary junk food for
breakfast. That had stabbed him in the heart. Dr. Andersson was a
really cool woman. She loved her kids and her job. She was
professional and caring. He couldn’t imagine her being anything but
the best mother. She was a natural born nurturer of the human
psyche.

Tristan took the stairs two at a time and
joined her in the bathroom where she was just finishing. She wasn’t
dressed, though. Avery cut the power to the blow dryer and set it
on the sink. Then she turned to him and opened her robe. His eyes
grew huge, and he had to force his jaw not to hit the marble
floor.

“You brought me a bodysuit,” she said. “I-I
can’t wear that and have you bandage me. It covers my body. Thus,
the word bodysuit?”

She was standing in front of him in her
panties and bra. Tristan cleared his voice. In a moment, he was
going to need to adjust other things on his body or grab a cold
shower.

“Sorry,” he apologized. “Yeah, let me just
get you fixed right up.” He forced himself not to be a total
pervert ogling her. He just had to get through bandaging her. Then
he could leave the bathroom and go help the kids. Just get through
it, he repeated over and over in his brain.

He lifted her again onto the countertop so he
could work. This time was so different from earlier, though. His
bare hands were on her bare waist. And sliding down to her soft
hips.

“I can do this now, Tristan,” she said,
offering a sympathetic look his way as if she thought she was a
burden.

He shook his head. “I don’t mind. I’ve got
time. Getting you better and all healed up is my number one
priority right now.”

“’Kay,” she said softly as his thumb hooked
itself under the edge of her panties on her hip. His fingers were
doing things he couldn’t control. ‘Just get through it’ was
becoming ‘touch her skin’ in his addled brain.

Tristan could smell her minty breath. She
must’ve brushed her teeth, too. Her fingers found their way to his
forearms, and he fully anticipated her pushing his hands away from
her because she seemed disgusted by him and his tattoos, which he
should’ve covered with a long sleeve tee. She didn’t. She stroked
her fingertips over his arms in a way that was almost tickling. He
didn’t think she was actually trying to tickle him. It was just her
light, uncertain touch. From her, it was enough to send a jolt of
lust straight through him. This woman had been repulsed by him mere
weeks ago when they’d first met in that lame country music bar. His
tattoos had disgusted her, his brawn, probably everything about
him. Hell, she’d thought he might’ve date-rape drugged her friend’s
drink. Now she was touching him. Intimately.

“What is this? Are these…are these scars?”
she asked, feeling the grooves.

He nodded, his eyes unable to move from her.
Avery wasn’t looking at him, though. She was staring down at the
places her fingers were touching all up and down his arms, which
caused his muscles to jump.

“From war?” her light eyes darted up to meet
his, and Tristan shook his head. “What from?”

“Cigarettes, cigars,” he admitted before his
brain could stop his mouth. It was only the second time in his life
he told anyone about them. The first had been to her mother. He
told other people they were from working on cars, doing
construction, or other dumb excuses. Avery just looked back down at
his tattooed arms. She shook her head. Great. She hated his
tattoos. He knew that. He wished he’d never gotten a single one.
What she did next couldn’t have surprised him more. Avery lifted
his thick forearm to her mouth. Then she pressed tender, sweet
kisses on those scars, healing them and his internal ones at the
same time.

“Avery,” he said in a husky tone and slid his
hands from her hips into the hair at the side of her face. There
was an ocean of sadness in her beautiful eyes. He hated it was
there and wanted to make it go away. “Don’t be sad,” Tristan
said.

“I hate that someone hurt you like this,” she
said softly as a tear slipped down her cheek.

He whisked it away, then pressed his forehead
against hers. “It’s okay. Just don’t be sad.”

“Help me, Tristan,” she said as he leaned
away from her again. Her hands clenched his forearms more tightly
this time as he rested his forehead against hers again. “Make me
not sad anymore.”

He drew an unsteady breath and nodded.
Slowly, Tristan lowered his mouth toward hers and pressed a soft
kiss against her slightly parted lips. He’d never kissed a woman
like that before. Usually, it was just fast, hurried, rushed, and
each taking their own pleasure. With Avery, it was all different.
All he wanted was to take away her pain and replace it with
bliss.

Her delicate intake of gasped air made him
grin. She was so innocent and sweet. His mind argued that Avery
probably wasn’t wanting him to kiss her to make her not sad. Her
eyes were telling him something else, though. He knew only one way
to help her. Tristan pulled back and then leaned in again. This
time he kissed her more deeply, getting a soft little moan from her
in the process that was adorable yet sexy. He wanted to kiss her
like this every morning.

Tristan pulled back and pressed his forehead
to hers again to cool his heels. This was not the time or place.
The kids needed them, Spencer was on his way, and the timing was
just bad. She had surgery two weeks ago. The list of reasons not to
just kept compounding, but she was not plagued with indecision. She
ran her hands up his chest, exploring his pecs. Avery Andersson,
good girl, gripped two fists full of his t-shirt and pulled him
closer again. The kids could wait a few more minutes.

“Kiss me again, Tristan,” she implored
quietly.

He gripped the back of her head and ravished
her thoroughly and invaded her sweet mouth with his tongue. His
other hand slid back down and landed on her bare thigh. As if the
heavens above just opened, so did her thighs, and he settled
between them. It wasn’t enough. He needed her against him, so
Tristan gently slid his hand around her bottom and pulled her until
she was snug against his erection. She gasped beautifully again,
like he knew she would.

In a turn he would not have expected in a
thousand years, the sweet girl in his grip, reached behind her head
and tugged his hand free. Then she trailed it down over her
shoulder and lower until he was cupping her breast. She nodded and
held her breath when he squeezed. She was perfect, as if she were
made just for him.

Her own hand was sliding between them to grip
him through his jeans. Tristan’s eyes popped open with surprise.
Then he grinned against her mouth and continued the onslaught of
plundering her mouth for everything he could take. He kissed her
neck and shoulder and lower. Next, he kissed her breast through the
sheer lace of her naughty little bra, one of so many he’d had to
wash the last week.

“Yes,” she whispered. “Yes, now. Please.”

He wasn’t entirely sure what she meant until
her fingers were working the button on his jeans. Tristan’s brain
wasn’t working as well as she was managing that button, though,
because he didn’t stop her. She had him free in the next moment and
bit his neck. Damn. She was kind of a vixen. This girl was not who
he thought she was. He’d never underestimate her again as her hand
moved up and down on his length.

She moaned low in the back of her throat and
leaned her head back, giving him the most intoxicatingly sexy view
he’d ever witnessed in his life. Tristan kissed her neck and
trailed back up to her mouth. His hands were everywhere. Literally
all over her body. He squeezed her nipple through her bra, getting
another soft cry. His hand was touching her through her panties and
gently massaging her.

“Yes,” she said throatily. “Yes, Tristan.
Don’t stop.”

He had no intention of stopping. Clearly.

Tristan’s other hand skimmed over her hip and
up her waist. Then he ran into the staples. Damn. The staples. He
needed to apply the cream and cover her wound again. But she felt
so good, and she was making the cutest, sexiest little sounds.

“Tristan,” she whispered, and that was the
sexiest sound of all- his name on her mouth. “Please. I want this.
I want you.”

“I want you, too,” he said. That was pretty
obvious by what she still had in her hand. “But not like this
Avery.”

“What?” she asked, her mind not
registering.

“The kids,” he said.

“Lock the door,” she answered with her head
back again and her eyes closed as he slipped his fingers under the
barrier of her panties. Her logic did make sense.

Part of him wondered if she was just
depressed about her family and was looking for escape for even a
few minutes. He didn’t want it to be minutes, though. He wanted her
for hours. He didn’t want to be an emotional bandage. He wanted all
of her.

However, she was angling herself toward his
tip.

“Tristan, now,” she begged and ran her other
hand up under his shirt and over his nipple. Now he was groaning.
Then her nails dug in. It hurt, but not in a bad way. Where had
this side of her come from?

“Avery, we need to stop,” he said like a
dumbass sissy.

She was having none of it. It was like some
sort of weird college frat party role reversal scenario. What the
fuck? Was he trying to save his virtue? Jesus, she was begging
him.

“No, no, don’t stop. I need you,” she said.
Her eyes opened, and she looked at him with a flash of anger,
“Now.”

“Fuck it,” he swore and kicked off his jeans.
Then he lifted her, pulled her legs around his waist and carried
her to the bedroom. He laid her gently on the bed and locked the
door. When he came back to the bed. She was naked. He blinked hard.
Well, shit. That was fast. She really was serious.

“Hurry,” she urged. Damn, she was kind of
bossy in the sack. “I need you. Now.”

Tristan needed no more encouragement, though.
He came down over her carefully so he didn’t hurt her or her
stitches. Then he ran his tongue along her neck. She was so damn
sexy in that lingerie but lying before him nude was even better.
He’d thought about seeing everything under those naughty bits of
lingerie. Thought about it a lot. He wanted to lean back and stare
for a while, but she wasn’t in the mood for slow.

“Hurry. Now,” she demanded and took him in
her hand again and lifted her hips until they were touching.

Tristan snatched her hand away and held it
above her head. Then he rolled his hips against her, teasing her.
His head was pounding. The noise loud and solid. She was clinging
to him with her free arm and had one leg hooked over the back of
his thigh. The restraint was killing him. He reached between them
and pushed an inch inside of her tightness.

“Tristan and Avery! What the hell?” Kaia was
calling and pounding the door. That was the pounding. It wasn’t his
head.

He cleared his throat and called back, even
though Avery didn’t seem to care because she was kissing his neck
and still trying to pull him down against her bare chest. “Yeah!
We’ll be right down! I’m just…helping Avery with her bandages.”

“Fine. Shit! Renee and Spencer just called.
They’re ten minutes out. Hurry up!”

He could hear her sister’s feet on the stairs
again. Tristan ran a hand over his face, still poised at her
entrance, which was slick with her passion. He moaned when she
arched her back.

“They can wait,” she whispered and kissed his
mouth again, licking his top lip, which made him groan with
frustration. Tristan closed his eyes and plunged his tongue into
her mouth like he wanted to do with other parts of his body into
her body. She did, too. Avery raised her hips again, trying to take
more of him, but he pulled his back a little.

“We need to go down,” he said. “You don’t
want the kids to know what we were doing.”

She was panting, ready, perspiring like a
Swedish goddess all spread out on the burgundy satin sheets. She
was a picture. He couldn’t help himself. Tristan smiled widely.

“There’s always later tonight when they go to
bed,” he said and kissed her lightly on the mouth. Then he rested
his mouth at the pulse point of her neck where her heartbeat
thumped rapidly against his lips.

She cooled slightly and nodded.
“Promise?”

“You better lock that damn door if you don’t
want me coming up here tonight.”

She grinned. “I’ll hold you to that.”

God, he wanted her. He didn’t want to go
downstairs. He could hear classical music piping through the sound
system down there, but his body was screaming for release. She’d
told him once that this room was soundproof so their father could
rest and recover from jet lag. He doubted the kids could even hear
them.

She cupped his face and kissed his chin. Then
she went back to gliding her long fingers across his chest and
abdomen.

“Why are you doing all this for us? You left
the military. You haven’t once said you want to find your own
family. You just take care of us. Why, Tristan?”

“Not us, you,” he corrected and leaned
his forehead against hers where he took a deep inhale of her
intoxicating scent. His thumb worked circles against the center of
her nerve endings between her legs. She panted so sweetly against
his mouth. They were both highly aware that he was still pushed
just barely inside her body. He was also not wearing a condom,
something he’d never done with a woman before. Her fingers tangled
in his hair as she licked the base of his neck. “I love you, Avery
Andersson.”

Avery’s head snapped up. “Y-you do?”

“Yeah, I do. I love you. I’ve never been in
love before, so I know this is the real thing. I think I’ve known
for a while. I just didn’t want to admit it. I wanted to leave. Get
outta’ here as soon as I could get deployed again. These feelings
scared the shit outta’ me, but not anymore. When I thought you
were…” he groaned. “I went crazy. I don’t want to lose you.” He
paused and kissed her mouth just once. “I love you.”

She reached up and pulled his head down
roughly, kissing him with everything she had. Then she lifted her
hips and yanked Tristan forward with her strong legs. He couldn’t
hold back any longer. She wanted him to finish what they started,
and his mind and body were in perfect synch with hers. Maybe it was
the mixture of confessing his feelings and just completely
surrendering to that, or maybe it was the fact that she wanted him
to finish consummating their relationship right this second. Either
way, he wanted this, too. He gave up and allowed her to pull him
inside of her and helped by pushing his hips forward.

The resistance of her barrier gave way as if
it, too, knew he couldn’t be held back by it. He groaned into her
neck at the feel of himself fully embedded to the hilt and relished
the fact that he knew he was the only man ever to have done this
with her. He wanted to ask her what happened to their plan of
waiting until tonight, but at the moment, all he could think was
how good she felt, how tightly her body hugged him, how slick she
was with passion for him. This was no time to talk, and he began
the ritual of making love to her. He’d also never made love to
anyone, not in the truest sense of the phrase. With other women, it
was all about himself, and they took whatever they could get.
Wanting to take it slow, because he’d felt her barrier put up a
fight a few seconds ago, Tristan moved carefully so as not to hurt
her further. She didn’t seem to want that. Avery pulled him forward
harder and down onto her quickly with her thigh muscles wrapped
around the backs of his legs. That had to have hurt, though. He was
certainly not an undersized man. Anywhere. He knew it was supposed
to be painful for a girl the first time. She didn’t seem to agree
with that.

“Yes, yes, Tristan,” she said in a lower
register than she normally spoke. “Don’t slow down. Please.”

He sped up, touched her everywhere, sucked at
her flesh, and slid his hand between them to continue his onslaught
on her bundle of sensitivity. And finish she did. She damn near
exploded. He had to cover her mouth as she clenched him tightly
everywhere and inside, too. Then he grinned and finished, too, with
a hard moan that he had to stifle in her neck and hair and
pillow.

It was brief, not what he wanted with her at
all, had lasted less than ten minutes tops. He’d wanted to languish
for hours over her, kissing and teasing and playing. That plan went
out the window. Mostly she tossed it out.

That made him grin as he kissed her neck and
then her cheek. “What happened to tonight?”

“Tonight is still on,” she panted with a
terribly feisty grin. “Definitely on. And tomorrow, too.”

Tristan kissed her slow while still also
grinning like a fool.

“Unless you can’t do it that often,” she
asked.

He chuckled, “I can do it as often as you can
keep up with it. I don’t think you want to try that theory, either,
Angel. You’re gonna need to walk again eventually.”

Her glittering eyes told him she was up for
the challenge.

He just wanted to stay where he was and
linger with her in bed, explore her body further, and make her
climax again. Instead, he pulled back and said, “We need to go
down.”

“Right. Suspicion and all,” she teased and
pressed her hips upward against him.

“No, geeze,” he reprimanded, pushed her hips
back down with one hand, and withdrew from her as he felt himself
growing hard again already. “I’m not a machine.” He could be for
her.

“It feels like you are.”

“You’re awfully demanding. And…surprising,”
he said as he pulled his shirt over his head, retrieved his other
clothes from the bathroom and pulled those on, too. Instead of
round two, he grabbed a washrag to clean her up.

She was still on the bed languishing in the
afterglow as he swiped the washcloth gently against her,
“Surprising. Why?”

“I just didn’t expect that,” he said and
leaned over her, pressing his hands into the pillow on either side
of her head. “You’re a little hellion in bed, Avery Andersson.”

She bit her lower lip and grinned. Tristan
kissed her grin away. He didn’t care if this was the first time
she’d smiled in the past week. If sex was going to help her get
through her depression, then he was signing up to fill the position
of sex slave. That new title worked just fine for him.

“Take your time,” he said and kissed her
again. “I’ll tell them you…”

“Just had the best sex ever?”

He chuckled, “How would you even know,
homeschool girl? It’s not like you have anything to compare it
to.”

She smiled widely and rolled to her side,
“Oh, I know.”

“Maybe I’ll tell them something else,” he
teased and kissed her forehead. She was right about the sex, too.
It was the best he’d ever had. All that bullshit about sex being
better when you were in love really was true, after all. Who
knew?

She laughed as he left and closed the door
behind him.

Damn.

Tristan leaned his back against the closed
door for a second and considered what just happened. If he thought
the world had fallen apart quickly, his relationship with Avery
just blew those stats out of the water. They went from zero to
finish line in the span of less than an hour, and he wasn’t even
sure how it happened. Before this morning, he wasn’t entirely sure
she even liked him as a person, let alone was attracted to him.
He’d never even tried to kiss her yet. There were many times he’d
wanted to but hadn’t attempted it. She was so above him in every
single way.

It wasn’t until he was outside greeting their
friends that he remembered he didn’t help her cover her stitches.
She could probably manage, though. He’d only been doing it for her
because she was in a depression slump and didn’t seem to want to
take care of herself. The same reason he’d been getting her out of
bed and damn near dressing her every day.

“Ready for tonight?” Spencer asked him.

“Yeah, you?” he got a nod in return from his
friend and now most trusted ally.

“Where’s Ave?” Renee asked.

“Coming. She’s just finishing taking care of
her bandages and getting dressed.”

Renee frowned and said, “Is she any better
today?”

“Yeah, uh, a little,” he said and had to fold
his arms over his chest and cover the lower half of his face with
the palm of one hand. He hoped it came off as studious and not
smug. He was trying to hide a smile as he remembered her naked
beneath him. Yes, her mood was certainly better today. Sexy Avery
clawing his back was better than zombie Avery moping around in
yesterday’s clothing.

“We need to talk,” Renee said, and her eyes
darted to the house. “When Ave…oh, there she is.”

“Let’s go in,” he offered and sent a wave to
Kaia, who was throwing her knives with Finnegan. She returned it,
silently letting him know she’d watch her little brother. He showed
Spencer and Renee inside. “Have a seat. Let me get her.”

He found Avery in the pantry down the hall
digging out a box of cookies probably to set out for the others. He
had to bite his lower lip at the sight of her in the outfit he’d
chosen for her. He hadn’t meant for it to look so damn sexy, but it
did on her. Or maybe it was so sexy because he knew another side of
her now and what was beneath those clothes.

“Hey,” he said, startling her. Tristan walked
in and slipped an arm around her waist from behind and nuzzled her
neck.

“Can’t wait till tonight?

He smiled. “Hell, no.”

She turned in his arms and leaned up on her
tiptoes to kiss his chin. Her own chin was a little red, probably
from his beard. Might be a good time to shave his face clean. He
led her back toward the dining room. “Were you able to get your
stitches covered, Angel?”

“Yeah, it’s fine.”

“Nothing…pulling or seeping?”

She shot him a sassy look, “No, why would
they be?”

He returned her sass with a look of his own
that let her know she’d pay for that later. Spencer and Renee were
sitting with Abraham, and Avery placed the cookies there. Then she
retrieved a pitcher of water and glasses. The milk was gone. It
wasn’t going to be replaced unless they stole a cow.

“So, tonight we’re going to the base,”
Spencer started their meeting. “We’ll take Abraham with us. Our
lieutenant is going to be there and let us in. We’re bringing him a
bottle of antibiotics, a bottle of painkillers, and ten silver
pieces. Whatever’s on the base, we’re splitting with him two
ways.”

“Where are we going to get silver pieces,
like jewelry or something?” Avery asked.

“No, I’ve got silver,” he explained. “Sorry,
I should’ve told you. We’ve just been so busy. When I was in the
service, I never kept an apartment here in the states, never bought
a house. I just bought silver every month. As an investment, you
know.”

“Where was it? On your base?”

He smiled gently. “Nah, I had a storage
locker up north of here.”

“Why…?” she started to question.

“Yeah, I’m from Ohio,” he answered and got a
surprised look from her. They’d just had amazing sex, he was
batshit crazy in love with her, and still, they knew so little
about each other. Even though that’s how he used to prefer it with
women, with Avery, it felt wrong. “My old man still lived up around
Cleveland, so I’d pay him one coin a month to get my silver
shipments out of the post office box I had and take it to my
storage unit. When you were out, I drove up there and emptied my
unit.”

“Oh, wow. How much do you have?”

He grinned. “Enough. I never thought I’d be
using it to barter during an apocalypse, but well, there it
is.”

“Wait, we can help, too. I don’t want you to
use all your silver to buy things for us, Tristan,” she said
gently, laying her hand on his arm.

It softened his heart that she thought again
that she was a burden. She was far from it. The only reason he
bought the silver was that he just had wads of cash in his safety
deposit box and a bank teller once told him to invest his money in
something. He couldn’t do real estate because he wouldn’t be home
to deal with that. He didn’t trust the stock market, but he did
like being able to hold his investment in his hand.

“Not necessary.” He noticed she didn’t remove
her hand from his forearm. She must not have cared if anyone knew
about them.

“But my father keeps money in the safe
downstairs. I know he does. My parents told me if anything ever
happened to them that I should get in there.”

“I don’t think anyone wants paper cash
anymore, Ave,” Renee told her.

“Oh,” she remarked softly.

“Anyway, you and I can talk later,” he told
her and covered her hand with his. She still had a yellowing
greenish bruise on the back of her hand from that IV. It was a
reminder that he’d almost lost her. He didn’t like that feeling.
“Let’s go over tonight’s plans. Then we’ll eat and get ready.”

They all nodded, and Abraham came into the
room. He inclined his head in greeting to everyone and took his
seat. Her little brother wore the pistol Tristan gave him on his
hip like a gunslinger in the Old West. Tristan didn’t mind. The kid
needed protection. He wanted to help more in that role over the
others, too. He was a good kid who’d been through a lot lately, and
Tristan figured he could use all the help he could get. Protecting
Avery and the kids was his new, number one priority in life.


 


He jogged his normal route and ended up near
the neighbor’s farm. He wondered often if they should’ve moved over
there. With so many people to look after now, they needed more than
they had or could manage without amassing a large chunk of land,
but he knew nothing about those people. They could have relatives
who would show up there someday. Then they’d lose what little they
did have.

So many had already lost so much; family,
friends, their careers, their homes. He saw it every time he went
back to the towns or the cities for supplies. Lots of people were
homeless, forced into walking caravans trying to get to a safe
place, trying to get to one of the military bases. He never wanted
any of them to be in this position. He didn’t want them out on the
streets, having lost their home, their safe haven, their last
thread of sanity.

And on he jogged, still considering that
farm as a possibility if they were ever overrun by the crawlers,
who were encroaching closer and closer every night.


Chapter Twenty-nine

Avery made grilled chicken fajitas on the stovetop
grill in the kitchen with sautéed fresh peppers and onions. Tristan
told her to use everything that was fresh fruits or vegetables
first, some of which he was still getting in small amounts from the
military shipments. The whole house smelled wonderful and reminded
her of her mother. That made her feel sad.

She missed her parents and little brother and
sisters so much it hurt. It physically hurt. Her joints and stomach
and heart have ached so terribly over the last week that she was
positive she was having a heart attack, appendicitis or getting
arthritis. None of it happened. The unfortunate truth was that she
was just still alive, and they were gone, and the mental and
physical pain reminded her of that. No matter how much she wished
she could’ve taken any of their places, it just wasn’t meant to
be.

“Abraham, can you say grace, dear?” she asked
her brother after everyone was seated. He did it but didn’t seem
too happy about it.

“Ave, we need to talk,” Renee said when her
brother finished. “You know…I mean, I know Tristan told you about
my parents.”

She nodded. Yes, she knew. Renee’s parents
were dead, too. They never made it home.

“And I can’t get ahold of my uncle in
California. He’s…not answering. I’ve got nobody else.”

“Oh, Renee,” she sympathized and slid her
hand over her friend’s on the table.

“It’s okay, Ave,” she said. “Anyway, we’re
struggling over there. It’s not good. Last night, we heard a bunch
of them out in our woods. I don’t know how many, but Spencer had to
stay up all night and keep watch. Spencer and I can’t keep that
much property under watch all day and night. It’s just too
much.”

“Not good,” Tristan said. “I assume once
these people run out of food, they’re going to eat anything. I-I
saw one on my way home one night from the hospital. It was in the
road. It…I’ll tell ya’ later.”

Avery stared at him, wishing she could read
his mind.

“Well, we didn’t want them doing what I
suspect you’re talking about,” Spencer added. “It’s just us over
there now. Renee moved what she wanted out of her apartment in town
back to her parents’ house. We can’t secure her family farm. It
simply isn’t gonna happen with just the two of us. You know what?
Let’s finish this convo after dinner. There’s some…stuff we need to
cover that’s something we should talk about.”

They nodded, and Tristan asked Finnegan about
throwing knives with Kaia. He was one sad little boy but perked up
whenever Tristan was around. She knew how he felt. Tristan was
their light in the darkness, their beacon of hope, and the
life-raft they were all clinging to.

Next, their group discussed gasoline supplies
and the amount of wood they had split.

“Electric will go within months,” Spencer
said.

Tristan nodded. “Yeah, I figure that, too.
Somebody’s gotta work at the power plants.”

“But we have a power plant right outside our
town,” Avery said.

“Isn’t gonna matter,” Tristan explained.
“Power plants run on coal, some on natural gas, but if nobody’s
there to keep things maintained, make sure the transformers don’t
blow in bad storms, it won’t last forever.”

Spencer added, “I think the government’s
trying to do the best they can right now, but without enough
manpower, it’s all going to collapse.”

“What would we do for electricity?” she asked
with worry.

“We’ll have to use oil lamps sparingly after
dark, firewood for heat and cooking and warmth,” Tristan answered
her.

“What about a generator? My dad has one in
the barn,” she added.

Spencer shook his head, “If it runs on gas,
then it won’t matter once we run out.”

Nothing seemed like it was going to work out
for them. Her world was collapsing around her, and she felt
suffocated. She was responsible for her four siblings. She had to
keep them alive.

“Hey,” Tristan said gently to gain her
attention as Spencer and Abraham discussed alternative energy
sources, “Don’t worry. It’ll be okay.”

She tried to offer a grin. Instead, she just
gave him a nod.

When dinner was over, for which everyone
thanked her, she had the kids do the cleanup and took everyone up
to her apartment where they could speak in private. Abraham was
allowed to be with them. Tristan told her it was important not to
baby him now. He needed to grow up and fast, which he seemed to
have no problem doing.

“What I was saying before,” Spencer started
by explaining what he saw the other night, “is that I found one of
her cows dead out in the pasture. It was…I don’t know, man. It was
ripped apart.”

“Same as what I saw in the city that night,”
Tristan told them. “One of them was eating an animal in the middle
of the road.”

Avery was sitting on the leather sofa while
her brother stood and Tristan perched on the arm. Renee sat beside
her while Spencer took a seat on one of the kitchen stools at the
island.

“It was one of them kneeling right in the
middle of the damn road eating a cat,” he clarified. “I…never seen
shit like that before. I’ve seen a lot, too.”

“Yeah, your unit’s seen about all that there
is to see, huh? All the nasty, horrible things humanity had to
offer,” Spencer commented.

“Apparently not all,” Tristan corrected.

Avery tried not to flinch. Then she felt his
hand slide down to the middle of her back to rub up and down
gently. It was comforting. He was a trained killer, a mercenary
used by the Army to do just that, but his touch with her was soft
and caring.

“But we aren’t gonna be able to hold down the
fort over there for much longer,” Spencer said, sending Renee a
concerned glance. Her friend looked tired and spent, not her usual
carefree self at all. “Three houses down got broken into the other
night. We found the neighbors dead the next morning. They were
older, so we were trying to check on them as often as possible. But
I’m telling you, we’re going to be in trouble soon. And, dude, I
don’t think it was those crawlers that did it. I think they were
looters.”

“Just move in here,” Avery instantly
thought.

Renee nodded slowly. “We were hoping you’d
say that, Ave.”

“You can have my apartment.”

Renee’s eyes teared up. “That’s so
generous.”

“You’re my best friend, Renee,” she told her
and got a huge hug in return.

Tristan broke in to ask, “What about the
animals at your farm?”

“That’s the part we’re not sure of. The
cows,” Spencer said and paused, “I know it sounds harsh, but we may
need them later for meat. I don’t know how long this is gonna drag
on, but we don’t want to starve. We’ve got the kids to think of,
too.”

“Right,” Tristan agreed and crossed his thick
arms. Avery slipped her hand under his bicep and linked her fingers
with his. He gave hers a reassuring squeeze. “When we raid the base
tonight, there’s a skid of unopened MRE’s in the one storage
area.”

“What’s that mean?” Renee asked.

“Meal Ready to Eat,” he explained.

Spencer laughed, “Yeah, don’t get excited.
They’re pretty gross. Don’t recommend them, but if you’re gonna
resort to eating one, then you’ll be glad you have it. Better than
starving.”

“Good point,” Avery said. “Well, the cows
won’t be a problem. We’ve got the Stephens farm right behind us.”
She rose to walk to the wall of windows and pointed. “See that?
Their property butts right up to the fence in our backyard.
Actually, that’s their fence. My dad just reinforced our side with
chain-link to keep the chickens in our own yard.” They joined
her.

“How much land is over there, Ave?” Renee
asked as Tristan rested his hand on her lower back again.

“Hm, I think Dad said once that they owned
about a hundred or maybe two hundred acres,” she speculated, trying
to remember. “They’ve got a big barn, too. That could provide some
shelter if you needed it for the cows when the weather gets
bad.”

“And hay storage,” she said.

“How many horses and cows are you talking?”
Tristan asked.

“We have seven horses and thirteen black
Angus,” Renee answered. “One’s a bull, and I know for sure that six
of the heifers are pregnant, due this winter in January or so. I
know that’s a lot.”

“Not if they’ve got a couple hundred acres,”
Spencer said.

“Look, city boy,” Renee teased and hugged
around his middle. “I know you like pretending you’re a cowboy, but
I know the farm stuff.”

He smiled down at her and kissed her nose.
“I’m gonna get some assless chaps.”

“Ooh, I might wanna’ see that.”

“Alright, you two,” Tristan joked. “How are
we gonna move them here?”

“I’ve got a horse trailer and a stock
trailer. That’s for hauling cows. It’s gonna take a lot of trips.
Obviously. But I can use my dad’s truck.”

“And I’ll use mine,” Tristan volunteered.
“We’ll make half the trips.”

“The problem is fencing,” she said. “They’ll
just take off if they aren’t fenced in.”

“There is fencing out there because he had
cows, too,” Avery said. “But I don’t know how great it is anymore.
Nobody’s been maintaining it for a while.”

“We’ll check it out,” Spencer said. “First
thing tomorrow.”

Renee added, “And I have a lot of fencing
materials at the farm.”

“I’m sure that farmer had stuff, too,”
Tristan stated as they all watched the sun get lower in the sky
beyond that massive pasture.

“I also have plenty of hay to winter the
animals. Don’t know what we’ll do next year, but hopefully, things
get better by then. I don’t know anything about growing, cutting or
baling hay. My dad either bought it or had the neighbor make ours
for a split.”

“Yeah, I doubt any of us know that,” Tristan
said.

She also said, “And most animals need at
least a little grain to get through a hard winter. We’ve got enough
for probably two months at the farm. They’ll need corn, crimped
oats, anything. Helps keep them warm,”

“We can maybe get more at the feed mill in
town,” Tristan said. “I’ve driven past it. I know they have grain
there, right?”

“Yeah, we’ve gone to that one before when
we’re low or our supplier is running behind,” Renee told him.
“They’ve got pretty good grain.”

“We’ll hit it tomorrow,” Tristan said. “We
might have to split up to get this all done.”

“Yeah, I think so, too. When we’re done
tonight, I’m gonna head back to the farm. Renee will be there by
herself for a while when we leave for the base, so…”

“Wait, that might not be a good idea,”
Tristan stated. “She can’t be there alone. Definitely not in light
of what’s been going on over there.”

“I could go there and help protect the farm,”
her little brother said so bravely. It was the first time he’d
spoken during the meeting.

“What?” Avery said quickly. She didn’t like
that idea at all.

“I’d be okay, Ave,” Abraham said. “I’ve got
Tristan’s gun.”

“We’ve got guns, too,” Renee said. “The
firepower isn’t the problem. It’s the manpower we’re short on.”

“And the location’s bad,” Tristan commented.
“Too close to the road. At least here, it’s out in the boonies.
Someone would have to know to look for this place in order to find
it. The road isn’t much, either. Most people wouldn’t even come
down it thinking there’s houses out here. But Abraham could
probably go to help keep an eye on her and the farm while we’re at
the base.”

“I agree,” Spencer said. “We won’t be long at
the base. I could zip back to the farm fast.”

“Why don’t I go with Tristan and you guys
stay on the farm?” Avery suggested.

“A lot of what we’ll be moving is heavy,”
Tristan said. “You just had surgery. I think we’ll stick with the
plan.”

She nodded but felt apprehensive about
it.

As the sun set, Avery watched the men prepare
to leave for the base. They agreed to meet at Renee’s farm in the
morning to begin loading cows and horses and hay into the trailers
and that Abraham would just stay there with Renee and Spencer until
they arrived.

“Tristan,” she said to him near his truck. He
looked down at her with serious intent in his blue eyes. “Can I
talk to you for a second?”

“Sure,” he answered and led her away from the
group where Spencer was giving final instructions to Renee. “What’s
up?”

“What if I left Kaia and Ephraim to watch
over the house, and I went over to Renee’s with her and Abraham? It
sounds like they need more help. This place has never had anyone
come and attempt to loot it, and I could help her pack.”

“But one of the night crawlers chased you
down the road,” he pointed out.

“Yes, but that was only one, and it was weeks
ago.”

“Your neighbors are missing, Avery,” he
reminded her of Mr. and Mrs. Campbell, who he’d checked on the
other day. Their dog was gone, and so were they. She wasn’t sure if
they packed up and left or if something had happened of a more
macabre scenario.

“I know, but I just have…I don’t know how to
describe it, Tristan. I have a bad feeling about this. They need my
help.”

“About Abraham and Renee?” he asked, to which
she nodded. He nodded. “Okay, I’m not going to argue. If you’ve got
some sort of women’s intuition thing going on right now, who am I
to say no?”

“Really?” she asked, feeling relieved.

Tristan went to the house and left another
pistol he’d already taken from the base’s small armory with Kaia.
She watched as he showed her little sister how to use it. She was
so different now. Not fun and humorous like she used to be. It was
if she were training her mind and body to fight the apocalypse all
by herself. Avery joined them.

“Are you okay with this? I won’t go unless
you are,” she told her little sister.

“Go. I’d feel better about Abraham having
someone watching his back if it gets bad over there. I’ve got this.
I’ve got Ephraim and Finnegan.”

Tristan touched her little sister’s shoulder
briefly, “If anyone comes down the road, not just the driveway but
the road, you call me immediately. I mean it. Nobody ever comes
around here. Your neighbors are gone. They aren’t comin’ back. Out
the other way, there’s just a cabin down in a valley.”

“Yes,” Avery interrupted, assuming he saw it
during one of the long runs he’d been taking lately. “That’s our
other neighbor, Mr. Livingston. He’s a fracker, works out of state
most of the time on oil well sites. He’s never around.”

“He could be dead for all we know. Just call
if someone comes down the road and assume they’re here to rob or
kill you. Do you understand what I’m telling you?”

“Yes,” Kaia answered so seriously.

Avery grabbed her for a hug but, sadly,
noticed that Kaia barely returned it.

“I love you,” she told her as Ephraim stood
by holding Finnegan’s hand.

“Yeah,” Kaia said but didn’t return the
sentiment, either.

Avery patted her back and hugged her little
brothers, noticing that Finn clung to her a lot longer.

Tristan made sure to do a run through the
house to ensure it was locked down. Then they walked away as the
three kids watched out the wall of glass facing the driveway.
Ephraim waved. The look on his face read that he didn’t think he’d
see them again. She sent him an optimistic smile and a wave of her
own as Tristan walked her to Renee’s truck and opened the door for
her.

“Be careful. If anything happens, call us
immediately. If you have to, use the ammo sparingly. It won’t last
forever. Make each shot count,” he said.

“Okay,” she answered apprehensively as he
buckled her seatbelt for her. She was riding in the back seat while
her brother rode shotgun. Tristan leaned in a kissed her mouth
quickly.

“Love you,” he said. “Be careful.”

She nodded, a little embarrassed that he was
so cool with talking like that in front of everyone. The whole ride
to Renee’s, she wondered if she just missed the opportunity to tell
him how she felt, that she might not get to now, that she or he
might never see the other alive again after tonight.


Chapter Thirty

When they arrived, he texted his L.T., and the gate
swung inward. They met their lieutenant near his office, which was
an equally tiny building like their housing units.

“We need to hurry,” their L.T. said. “Got a
call about an hour ago that I needed to pack up what ammo and guns
were here and have them ready for pick-up tonight by midnight.”

“Shit,” Spencer said. “That’s only three
hours from now. We can do it, though, sir.”

“Cut the ‘sir’ shit,” he said. “Just call me
Rodney, man. We’re all in this shit together now.”

“Let’s move,” Tristan stated.

They followed their lieutenant to the metal
Quonset hut barn and waited while Spencer opened the wide doors.
Then he and the L.T. pulled in. The bulk of the supplies were in
this building.

“Work quickly,” their commanding officer
said.

They went asses and elbows for over an hour
flinging ammo boxes, crates of weapons, unloading skids of bulk
supplies and boxes of MRE’s into the beds of their trucks.

“Keep working,” Rodney said, his deep voice
authoritative and steady. “I’m going to the mess hall. I know
there’s bulk cans of coffee. I’ll see what else is in there.”

Most of the men on the base were responsible
for making their own food, but the mess hall was where they had
meetings, and sometimes when one of them felt overly friendly,
they’d cook a lot of food like pancakes on the griddle in the
kitchen for everyone. Tristan shot his L.T. a thumbs-up sign.

As they worked, Tristan’s mind wandered many
times to Avery as he bounced back and forth between worrying about
her being at Renee’s farm and still thinking about the
life-altering, out of this world sex they’d shared. That was not
what he thought was going to happen when he’d gone up to wake her,
get her moving for the day, and change her bandaging. He also
wrestled with the fact that he probably should’ve stopped it before
it went that far because she wasn’t in the right state of mind. She
was grieving, depressed, and entirely too sexy for her own damn
good- sad or not. But she hadn’t seemed like she wanted to
stop.

He knew that night alongside the road when
he’d risked his own life to pull her from the car, run with her in
his arms unconscious away from her insane father, and rushed her to
the hospital that he was in love with her. It wasn’t a lightning
bolt moment of recognition like people in movies describe it,
either. It was more of a softening of his hard, dead heart over the
weeks he’d spent time with her. Every moment with her had pushed
him further and further down the rabbit hole of falling for her.
She challenged him, and that wasn’t something most women would’ve
done. He knew he was an intimidating person, an imposing figure,
and he liked it that way. The wall he’d put up around himself had
worked so well for so many years that he never thought to let it
down. He never wanted in a relationship. Love was silly shit they
put in movies and books to sell them to unsuspecting morons who
still believed in frivolity like that. Avery Andersson had torn
that wall down in the period of a month flat. Blew it up with a
mortar round more like. And the night he realized the wall was gone
was when he spotted her car upside down in that field and thought
she was hurt or maybe even dead, Tristan felt the links in his
armor crack. It felt like the worst sort of practical joke dealt
him by the Fates or destiny or whatever deity was up there looking
down on him and laughing their asses off. He’d finally found
someone who didn’t look at him like a murderous, cold psychopath
all brawn and no brains, and she was dead. When he realized she was
alive, his heart clenched with the realization that he was never
letting her go. Even if she didn’t love him in return, which he
still wasn’t sure if she did because she hadn’t said the words. It
didn’t matter to him. It didn’t matter that night, either. He vowed
to himself he would stay with her, protect her, take care of her
family, and give his life for her if she needed him to no matter if
she ever returned his feelings.

“This is crazy, man,” Spencer said. “I think
we’ll definitely make it through winter with these MRE’s if shit
gets worse.”

“Yeah,” Tristan agreed as they piled his
truck high and worked on putting similar items into Rodney’s truck.
“We should also check out the mess hall. I know there’s stuff in
there we could probably use, too.”

“Yeah, like towels and shit. I mean, that
kind of stuff could come in handy. We should also hit the
infirmary.”

“Good call,” Tristan stated. “Hey, we’ve
almost got this. I’m gonna run to the infirmary and see what’s
left.”

“Cool,” Spencer said and handed him an empty
wooden crate. “Might need this.”

“Thanks,” Tristan said and took off at a jog.
There was still a lot to loot tonight before others got to the
base. He didn’t feel bad taking this stuff. He knew eventually that
every base, whether old, newly established, or temporary, would
become just like this if it went on too long. Nobody was going to
stick around at ‘work’ if their family members were dropping like
flies or starving to death in another state. If someday he was
court-martialed, so be it.

The infirmary was in the back of the main
building that housed offices, meeting rooms, and a coms room.
Without a lot of men on the base, they didn’t actually have a nurse
or doctor. For anything serious, they would’ve been taken by
ambulance to the nearest city, which was Canton. Instead, they had
a few cots in a small sickbay, a room with meds that only the L.T.
had the key for, and a bathroom. As far as Tristan knew, nobody had
ever used any of it. For emergencies like a minor cut or something
similar, most of the men treated themselves in their own
houses.

Flicking on the overhead lights, Tristan
walked quickly towards the back of the building and the medical
center. Then he paused. Backing up two steps in the hall, he looked
into the coms room. An idea struck. First, he needed to raid the
infirmary.

He came to the door, found it locked, and
simply kicked it inward. It was a cheesy little lock not really
meant to keep people out, just keep them honest. This was not an
honest life anymore.

Filling the crate with bandaging, gauze,
medical tape, and ointments, Tristan went to the door where he knew
meds were located. He used his elbow and busted the glass window in
the door. Not too smart for security. He took everything, piling
the crate high until every last drawer was picked clean. Then he
heard gunfire.

Tristan took the crate with him to the porch
and set it down there. Then he pulled the M4 on its strap from
around his back and held it at the ready. He worked the charging
handle and prepared to fight it out. Although unsure of where the
shots came from, Tristan thought maybe it was the L.T.’s office, so
he jogged carefully in that direction. They’d left off the main
outdoor breaker so that the place wasn’t lit up, which worked to
his advantage. He was used to working in strange conditions, many
times at night.

Tristan circled around behind the mess hall
and listened. Not seeing or hearing anything, he crept forward. He
was pretty sure the sound came from further away than this
building. He rounded the corner and saw a flash of movement. Then
he moved forward again until he was at the corner of the building
and could see the front porch overhang and the office building to
its left. A stream of light flowed from the front of the mess hall
into the dirt and gravel parking area and road that ran through the
small base. He could see the entrance gate. They hadn’t shut it
behind them. He also spotted something else when he turned his head
the other way. He saw two cans of coffee on the ground. A few feet
from them was his lieutenant, his body motionless on its side.
Tristan wasn’t sure if he was dead but also didn’t have time to
check on him. They had invaders who needed to be dealt with
first.

Then he heard rummaging in the mess hall. The
hair stood up on the back of his neck and rose in synch on his
forearms to stand at attention. It wasn’t the rummaging that was
the most disturbing sound. He’d hoped those two shots were the
L.T., that maybe he had an accidental discharge. Gunfire was always
something to be taken seriously. Someone was on their base and
likely shot his commanding officer. Gunfire was always something
that made the hair on the back of his neck stand up. Not with fear
but with readiness. But the sound that was more disturbing than the
gunfire was the scream he heard in the distance just a second ago.
Unfortunately, it didn’t sound distant enough, maybe a hundred
yards or so into the woods outside the tall fencing. They needed to
get moving, but someone was in the mess hall.

Tristan climbed the three steps onto the
front porch of the building and crept silently toward the door. He
saw through one of the two front windows flashlights bobbing
around, more than one. Then he heard them.

“Hurry up, asshole!” one whisper-shouted at
another. “Any more of those Army guys comes around, we might have a
problem.”

“I am, you dick!” the other one shouted
without worrying about making noise.

He squatted low and moved in at a bent over
crouch, pumping his legs hard so that his feet would not betray
him. Tristan easily spotted them. They were in the kitchen raiding
it. They had no right to anything on this base. They never put in
their time in the military. They never worked their asses off for
so little. They never watched their friends die or had one die in
their arms. Tonight, they would get a taste for that. He
whistled.

“What was that?” the second one
whispered.

“Go check it out.”

A second later, a man’s head popped around
the wall. Tristan knew he couldn’t see him crouched in the far-left
corner of the cafeteria because of the low lighting and the dozen
tables and chairs and picnic tables in front of him blocking the
man’s line of sight. Tristan could see him just fine, though, as he
tried to be sneaky and come out of the kitchen. He popped up
quickly and pulled the trigger in rapid succession, hitting the man
square in the chest with both rounds. His body slammed into the
white wall and left a blood skid going down it as he slumped to the
floor. Then it was silent. Tristan pursued that silence, that
coward who made his unarmed friend go out in pursuit of him.

A single gunshot rang out.

“Tristan?” Spencer called out to him from the
back.

“Yeah,” he yelled back.

“I just shot this dude,” he replied and
walked out of the kitchen and found Tristan halfway there.

“I got the other one,” Tristan told his
friend.

“Damn, we need coms,” Spencer said. “I don’t
like doing this old school.”

“No shit,” he agreed. “L.T.’s out front.”

“Alive?”

Tristan led the way and said over his
shoulder, “Nah, don’t think so, man.”

He knelt beside his commanding officer and
didn’t even need to get a pulse. Having done what he did for a
living for the last seven and a half years, Tristan was familiar
with the cold, empty stare of a person whose life source was
gone.

“We need to get the hell outta’ here,” he
told his friend. “I heard one in the woods maybe a hundred yards
out.”

“Those idiots could have people waiting out
on the road for them, too.”

They nodded and jogged back to the trucks,
Tristan with the cans of coffee under his arms. He stopped at the
infirmary and threw the cans on top of the crate of medical
supplies and joined Spencer.

“There’s still some shit in there,” his
friend said. “How ‘bout I load the rest and you keep watch?”

“Sounds good. Double time that shit,
brother.”

He nodded, and Tristan kept careful watch,
this time with night-vision binoculars he pulled from a box and
with his rifle raised. He also checked his lieutenant’s truck to
make sure he left the keys in it. They were going to need to take
his vehicle because its bed was nearly full of supplies. It didn’t
matter if they stole his truck. He would’ve wanted it that way.
They all felt the same. Feelings and emotions had to get pushed
down to the bottom of the stomach pit of guilt along with
second-guessing and regrets. Survival was the thing that got pushed
to the top of the priority board. The only thing that was different
for Tristan now was that he had a lot more people relying on him to
keep them all alive. And that was a job he was more than willing to
fulfill.

When he spotted one already inside the
perimeter fencing sneaking around carrying some kind of weapon, a
knife or machete, he took a slow, calming breath and tried to
remind himself they were still just people. The CDC warnings were
that these were still just people and could be killed like any
other person. He would let it come to them, not pursue it. That was
the plan. Then the plan changed as two more came toward them from
behind one of the small houses, the very one where Royce and
Spencer used to live together. It was an irony that was not lost on
him. But it also wasn’t going to get them off the base without a
fight. The one closest to him spotted Tristan and let out one of
those awful, primal screams throwing its head bad and crying out
like a wolf to a full moon. It was creepy as fuck. People just
didn’t act like that. It was animalistic and uninhibited.

Then it slinked back into a shadow and around
the corner of a building before he could get a shot off. Its tactic
and reasoning just reminded him that these were once humans with
cognitive skills. They weren’t animals. They would be difficult to
defeat because of that one small fact.


Chapter Thirty-one

It was quiet on Renee’s farm, and she could almost
remember a time when they had sleepovers where they’d order pizza
and talk about boys and school. Those times were gone now. They
were packing her family’s home full of supplies to take to her home
because her parents were dead, so were Avery’s, and society was
collapsing around them at a rate that was unprecedented in known
history.

They went together to check on the horses in
the stables and scanned the fields with flashlights. Renee carried
her father’s shotgun, which she explained was loaded with buckshot.
Avery didn’t really know what it meant. She had a lot to learn. Her
friend gave her a revolver. Avery was familiar with that. It was
fairly simple. She had an airsoft pistol like this one time, but it
eventually broke. And Abraham still had Tristan’s pistol, which
held fifteen rounds according to her little brother, who was trying
so hard now to be an adult man.

The animals were tucked in for the night and
seemed calm and quiet. All was well.

They locked up the house and sat down to
watch the television. Abraham drank a soda and had some
pre-packaged snack cakes while she and Renee drank hot tea. They
were also planning on moving all of her family’s food supply and
everything else they could use to the Andersson compound, which is
what her friend was now calling her home.

Miraculously, she was able to get two calls
through to Kaia already to make sure everything was okay, and her
little sister said they were fine and that she put Finn to bed on
the living room sofa so he wasn’t somewhere in the house by
himself. Avery hadn’t even thought of telling them to do something
like that, but she was glad that her sister was thinking this way
now, even if she wasn’t.

“Hey,” Abraham called from the formal sitting
room in the front of the house. “I see headlights coming down the
street!”

They rushed to her brother just in time to
see a mini-van drive past the house without pausing.

“Probably just a neighbor down the road,”
Renee said. “We’ve got a lot more than you. There’s small farms and
properties all along this road till you get to town. And the closer
you get to town, the more populated it gets. There’s even a small
neighborhood about two miles that way. Probably fifty or sixty
houses in an allotment.”

Avery retrieved their tea mugs and brought
them to the front room where they could be with Abraham who was
finishing off his cakes. It was exactly the kind of food her mother
would’ve hated them eating. Avery wasn’t about to say a thing. Life
was too precious to worry about empty sugar calories now.

When they were done sipping tea and hanging
out with Abraham, she and Renee got to work packing boxes and
plastic tubs full of grocery items and anything medical related,
which was what Tristan told her would be the most important. They
also packed bedding, blankets, and pillows into trash bags to take.
Her clothing was stored the same way. She suggested taking some of
her parents’ shoes, especially boots, in case the kids grew into
them. It was a good idea. Renee went to her parents’ bedroom, and
Avery headed downstairs to the basement where they had a cold
cellar and pantry. There wasn’t a lot, certainly not as much as
Tristan had been bringing home to the compound and storing in the
basement, in the garage, and in the storage room of her apartment.
But she wasn’t going to complain, either. She simply found some
boxes and started packing the canned goods first in the bottom.
Renee’s mother enjoyed canning, so there were green beans, peaches,
potted meat, and what looked like salsa.

A loud bang upstairs against the back wall of
the house startled her so badly she jumped. Avery rushed to the
foot of the stairs.

“Renee, was that you?” she asked without
being loud.

Renee’s face appeared around the corner at
the top of the stairs. “I was just coming to ask you that same
thing.”

Abraham’s feet above her came at a rush
toward the stairwell, too.

“What was that?” he asked, fear already in
his eyes. “Was that…”

“No, not us.”

Avery ran up the stairs, despite the fact
that her stitches hurt. She started turning off the lights as
Tristan told her to do if there was trouble. Renee turned on the
outside lights on the house, the back porches, the long deck
running almost the whole length of the house, and the dim light on
the small porch. Her family also had motion sensor lights that
would work on their own without them operating them. A second
later, they heard a few of the bulbs get smashed.

They gathered in the middle of the room-
huddled more like.

“We need to call for help,” Abraham said and
immediately dialed Tristan. The call went through and then dropped
before he said anything. “He didn’t answer. I’m sending a
text.”

“Maybe they’re in a dead zone,” she said with
more hope than confidence.

“Or they can’t hear the phone ‘cuz they’ve
got their own problems,” her little brother said and stood up a
little straighter.

“We’re on our own,” Renee finished his
thought as she also pocketed her phone again, too. “Spencer’s not
answering, either.”

“Where do we go?” Avery asked. “We can’t make
a run for it. Whatever or whoever’s out there, we can’t assume we
can get to the truck before they get to us.”

Something crashed against the kitchen door
leading to the back deck. It was sturdy, steel, but wouldn’t hold
forever, not with the weight that sounded like it was being slammed
against that barrier. Avery didn’t want one of those things getting
in here.

“We should make a stand,” Abraham whispered.
“If it breaches that door, I’ll shoot first.”

Another one crashed into the front door. Then
a window was broken in the formal sitting room.

“There’s more than one. They’ll be inside in
a second,” Renee said.

“They said on the news that they don’t work
in groups. Maybe it’s not one of those…things,” her brother
said.

“We need to go to a bathroom,” Avery said.
“It’s too small of a room to get in without being shot first.”

“We know you’re in there, girly girls!” a man
taunted probably through the window he broke, confirming Abraham’s
theory.

Knowing it wasn’t a night crawler out there
trying to get in did little to make her feel better. Behind them,
the kitchen door slammed into the wall as it was hit this time with
the force it required to be shoved open. Renee let out a scream
that was cut off in her throat. Avery swung toward the noise as a
man came through. Without pausing, she raised the revolver and
shot. She missed him, but it forced him out of the house as he
stumbled backward with fear. They were obviously under the
impression they were attacking an unarmed home. Abraham ran over
and jammed an oak dining room chair under the knob.

“Bathroom,” Renee said and started
backtracking. She didn’t have her shotgun with her. Her friend
must’ve left it in the other room where she was packing before this
all started.

Avery followed as another window was broken.
When they passed by the opening to the formal sitting room, Avery
watched as a man crawled through the wide picture window he must’ve
broken. Renee let out a startled scream.

Abraham shoved her behind him. Then her
little brother raised the pistol Tristan gave him and fired it. The
man was struck and screamed out in pain. Behind her, she could hear
Renee retreating more quickly as another window somewhere was
broken. The man retreated out of the window again and howled in
pain as sharp glass shards cut his stomach and hands.

“Shit, that’s my parents’ room,” she said.
“We can’t go back there now.”

Outside, men hooted and called out to one
another as if they were high on the euphoria they were gaining from
causing fear and belonged to some sort of group for the criminally
insane bonded by their mutual desire to terrorize people. Maybe
they were just on drugs.

“Basement,” Avery blurted since it was the
closest door, only twenty or thirty feet away.

Abraham rushed ahead of them toward the
basement door. In front of her, Avery could see it around the
corner and down the dark hallway. Renee held onto the tail of her
sweater and followed. Outside, someone revved up an engine. Avery’s
heart slammed in her chest as she realized Tristan and Spencer
might not save them. They could be dead right now. Or they could
arrive and be killed, too, because they couldn’t warn them. It was
time to stand on her own two feet.

In front of her, Abraham froze mid-step and
held up his hand. She heard it, too. Someone was in the house at
the other end of the hallway near Renee’s bedroom. A loud blast
sounded near the formal sitting room and entryway. Then the front
door crashed inward hitting the wall. At least two potential exits
were now blocked.

“Back, back,” Abraham whispered and started
walking backward almost stepping on Avery’s foot.

They rushed as one mass back where they’d
just come from until they were in the kitchen where she’d shot at
the man. The door was still blocked, so they knew if someone had
entered from this direction, too, it was through a window. Her
answer came when a noise behind Renee drew her attention. She and
her friend both spun at the same time. A man was trying to sneak up
on them from behind in the dining room. Avery pulled the gun up and
fired, this time hitting him in the chest. He fell backward with a
scream into the dining room again and slammed into the oak
table.

“Come on!” Renee whispered vehemently and
tugged her arm as they continued to rev their engines outside. It
sounded like they were doing donuts in the gravel parking lot
between the house and barns and in the front yard.

They hurried toward the other wing of the
house. She knew there were two more bedrooms, a jack-and-jill
bathroom connecting them, and a rec room with a pool table. Her
friend led the way, but when they came to the dark hallway, Avery
stepped ahead. Her friend didn’t have a weapon.

When they reached the furthest bedroom,
Abraham locked the door. The door was solid wood, but the lock was
flimsy at best.

“Hold this!” he whispered to Avery, handing
her his pistol. Then her little brother heaved until he got the
antique mahogany dresser slid across the carpeted floor to bar the
door. There were still two windows behind them. But this felt
slightly safer than being out in the open like they were.

“We gotta get outta’ here,” Abraham
whispered. “We need to go through that window.”

“What? They’re out there!” Renee whispered
hysterically.

“They’re in here, too,” he pointed out in a
hushed tone and took back his pistol.

“He’s…” Avery was about to agree with her
brother when a scream broke through the revving engines, the people
ransacking the house, and the violent, bold hooting and hollering
of the men outside. It was enough to cause all noise outside,
inside, and even everyone’s breathing to stop. Even the psychopaths
outside trying to hurt them knew what that sound meant. Then she
heard the panicked voices of the men.

“…where is it?” one shouted just outside the
bedroom window on the far wall.

Someone in the distance, probably closer to
the pasture yelled back, “Don’t see it yet.”

Another man, someone with a deeper voice
strode closer, oblivious to the noise he was making outside, “Get
the women first. Kill that kid, and let’s get outta here. That
thing comes close, shoot it.”

Someone tried the knob of the bedroom
door.

“They’re back here!” the man called out to
raise the alarm. Footsteps thundered through the house.

“Shoot through the door up higher than the
dresser, Abraham,” Renee instructed softly.

Her little brother raised the pistol, gripped
it with two hands, and pulled the trigger. A man screamed, a loud
thump hit against the hallway wall, and the footsteps stopped
momentarily. Outside, a night crawler screamed out again. It seemed
like a new one. This one sounded closer, but on the other side of
the house.

“We can’t go out there,” Renee said.

“We have to,” Avery commented. “They’ll
eventually get through the door or start shooting through it.”

She crouched over and went to the edge of the
window, peeking out furtively and slumping back down. “I don’t see
anyone.”

Somewhere in the house, men were arguing. It
sounded like the man who had given the orders outside the window
minutes ago.

“Now’s our chance,” Abraham said, joining her
by the window and sliding it open quietly.

Avery stuck her head out just barely and saw
flashlights over by the barn. This end of the house was quiet. The
men in the house were not. They were arguing, and it actually
sounded like fighting. Furniture was getting smashed, glass broken.
Then a gunshot went off somewhere towards the living room.

“Now,” Abraham urged.

Avery slipped one leg through and then
balanced on the edge before hopping to the ground about four feet
down. Her brother and Renee followed.

“This way,” Renee said and bent over and
jogged toward the woods near the cattle pasture.

Once they were all inside the tree line,
Avery felt she could breathe. The cows and horses were stirred up
in the fields, whinnying and running, mooing and stampeding with
agitation. Animals knew when something was wrong, even in their
owners’ worlds.

They squatted behind a stack of trees that
Renee’s father had cut this summer and pushed into the woods with
his tractor’s loader, which in turn had created a wall of logs and
branches. They were dead and had fallen during windstorms over the
years, but he just hadn’t gotten a chance to clean up this
particular area of their woods yet. Avery was thankful he finally
had. Now they had good cover for a few moments.

“What was that?” Abraham whispered in a rush
of fear and panic in his deep voice. “Did you see that?”

“See what?” she asked her brother as he
pointed out into the pasture.

“I saw something, a shadow moving. I think
it’s one….a night crawler,” he answered, sending a chill skittering
across the back of her neck.

“Could be a cow,” Renee said.

“It was runnin’ on two legs, not four,” he
clarified.

Avery pulled out her phone, which used to be
her mother’s, and called Tristan again. And again, got no
answer.

“We’re gonna have to move,” Abraham said
softly. “We can’t stay here forever. They’re gonna be in that
bedroom in a second and know we went out the window. They’ll find
us quickly.”

“We can’t get to the cars,” Avery pointed
out.

“If we go out that way, we could run into one
of them,” Renee said with a shiver that was visible by just the
moon’s light as she pointed toward the pasture. Avery knew she
didn’t mean one of the human men. She meant ones that used to
be.

“Where’s this go?” Abraham asked, pointing to
the woods behind them.

Avery sent Tristan a text stating that the
house was overrun and the area was covered with crawlers. She
didn’t want them walking in on any of that.

Shouting drew their attention, “…look by the
barns, dumbass!” It sounded like the one man who’d barked orders
earlier. He was obviously the ring leader. “They didn’t get far.
The cars are still here.”

Smoke billowed from the kitchen door leading
to the deck, which made Avery think they’d caught something in the
house on fire. Or perhaps they were purposely torching it. She
grabbed her friend’s arm as Renee took a mindless step in the
direction of her home.

“Let’s go,” she said firmly and took Renee’s
hand in hers.

Avery led them further into the woods,
tripping several times in the dark. The deeper they went, the less
light came down through the trees from the stars above. The woods
became denser and more difficult to travel due to pricker bushes
and interwoven thickets and deep underbrush.

“Through the field,” Abraham suggested. “We
could run to the end of the pasture and go through the woods back
there. You know, on the ATV trail.”

Her little brother and also Kaia had been
here in the past and rode horses with them. He had a good memory
because that was last summer.

“That’s really far, Abraham,” Avery said,
staring out at the vast blackness of the animal pasture. Those
things were out there. She didn’t know how many.

“We could…” he started but stopped as they
heard a man scream in pain from the direction of Renee’s home. None
of them breathed. There was erratic shooting next.

“Was that one of…” Renee began, but Avery
clamped her hand over her friend’s mouth.

“Shh!” she urged and held still a moment.
She’d heard something else.

Her brother turned away from them to scan in
the other direction. Then Avery heard it again. There was a
distinctive cracking of a twig. They couldn’t go back, but neither
could they continue through the woods in the direction of the twig
breaking sound. Another man screamed and cried out in pain as if
he, too, were being attacked by a crawler. He was begging for
help.

“Let’s…” she said but was interrupted by a
man rushing out of the brush to her left. Avery swung her gun in
his direction just in time to see the crazed look in his eyes and
hear the garbled words that were more frightening than anything
else. She and her brother both pulled their triggers at the same
time. Avery wasn’t sure who actually hit the crawler, but it went
down hard and didn’t move.

“We gotta go!” Abraham nearly shouted. “Now
they know where we are. Their kind and the men at the farm. Let’s
haul ass.”

Her little brother never swore. Well,
occasionally she’d overhear him say something like ‘damn’ when he
was working on his car, but never on purpose in front of her or the
kids. She knew he felt genuine fear to be talking that way.

She and Renee followed as he barreled with
less care through the woods.

“Our neighbors have a car. I know they were
home a few days ago. Those are the dogs you hear barking,” Renee
explained as they walked as fast as they could in a single line
following her brother.

“Right, they raise Pointers or something,”
she said over her shoulder.

“Yeah, our other neighbors are gone, but the
Quincy’s were still there,” she clarified. “We could get their car.
Try to get out of here.”

“Or hide there if all else fails,” Avery
suggested.

“Yeah, and Mr. Quincy has a few guns. I’ve
heard him shooting.”

“Good,” Abraham said as they came to a
slightly clearer path and picked up the pace.

The closer they came to her neighbors’ home,
the faster they walked until they were in a field and jogging
again.

“There they are!” a man yelled to their left
somewhere out there in the dark.

“Run!” Avery encouraged and fired off her
pistol three times to send them flying, which worked. Then the
hammer struck with a loud click signifying it was empty.

They made it to the neighbors’ house, Renee
taking the lead to the garage’s side man door, which she must’ve
known was unlocked. The dogs in the outdoor kennels were going
crazy barking and yipping and stirring each other up into a
frenzy.

Abraham was the last in and locked the door
behind them. An older model sedan was parked in the garage.

“We should get in it and leave,” her brother
suggested.

“No,” Avery didn’t even pause to reject the
idea. “If they’re out there waiting for us to back out, they’ll
just shoot us or disable the car. Some of them have guns. We…”

A racket inside the house alerted them that
they weren’t alone.

“Mr. and Mrs. Quincy,” Renee stated with
confidence and rushed to the door separating the garage from the
house.

Avery grabbed her arm and stayed her hand
from twisting the doorknob.

“Wait,” she hissed. “What if it’s not them?
What if those men went in the front door?”

“Let me go first,” Abraham said quietly. “I’m
the only one with a gun that has bullets.”

They both nodded as he slid past her friend.
Outside, a gun blast was followed immediately by the tell-tale
whine of a dog being hurt. Then some of the dogs grew quiet. It
didn’t last long. They started back up again.

Abraham pushed open the door quietly and went
up the two wooden steps into their house. Avery had never been in
this house before, so it was unfamiliar. They walked straight from
the garage into a utility room with a shower, washer and dryer, and
a freezer, along with a hot water tank. They all heard a noise
again in the house. She knew they heard it, too, because they
collectively froze.

Her brother looked over his shoulder and down
at her. Then he nodded and kept going ten or twelve feet until they
came to another door. He paused a moment before opening it quietly
and pulling it toward them. Her brother stepped cautiously inside
what she could see was a kitchen with dark cupboards and a linoleum
floor. In the middle of the room was an island workspace. She could
see feet on the floor sticking out on the other side of the island.
Renee rushed over and knelt down. She came back a second later.

Whispering, her friend said heartbrokenly,
“Mrs. Quincy.”

At hearing this, her brother raised the
pistol, holding it with two hands like Tristan taught him, and
aimed it ahead of them. They proceeded more slowly this time as
they moved out as a group.

Outside, she heard gunfire again. She hoped
they weren’t shooting any more dogs.

“Stop where you are!” a man stated angrily.
“I’ve got a gun, and I’ll use it.”

“M-Mr. Quincy?” Renee questioned
nervously.

“Who’s there?” he asked gruffly.

“It’s me, Renee from next door,” she
said.

“You with them criminals that shot my
wife?”

“What?” she asked with shock. “No! No, sir.
Never. They attacked us, too. We ran here.”

“I came home a little bit ago and found her
like that. They ransacked the house, took the food and money.
Didn’t find my shotgun, though.”

“Don’t shoot. My house is under attack. My
friends and I don’t know what to do. They burned it. We had to get
out of there. Please, Mr. Quincy, they’re after us. Please, help
us.”

A moment later, an older gentleman came into
view from the dining room, being backlit from the lighting outside.
Relief flooded Avery as she saw his shotgun and realized he was a
beacon of hope in this dark void tonight.

A second later, a shot rang out but not from
Mr. Quincy. Renee screamed. Her neighbor was shot from behind, the
bullet having gone through the glass patio door. Avery felt blood
hit her. He turned and rattled off a few rounds before falling into
the kitchen with them.


Chapter Thirty-two

He had three missed calls from Avery and two from
Abraham. His phone had temporarily bugged out. In order to get off
the base alive, he and Spencer had killed four of those crawlers
and two asshole citizens trying to rob their base. Now he couldn’t
get Avery or her brother to pick up their phones, and he was about
to lose his mind.

Instead of trying again to reach her, he
called Spencer, who was following in the L.T.’s truck behind
him.

“I can’t get ahold of them,” he told his
friend.

Spencer immediately said, “Me, neither.
Something’s wrong.”

“My cell was out for a while.”

“Mine, too,” his friend answered, and their
call cut off. He didn’t think this was just the usual call dropping
from being on back country roads. This wasn’t as remote as Avery’s.
He was on a state route. Even at her place, they could usually get
a call to go through. She’d explained that her father had installed
cell phone boosters on their property to help with reception.

Tristan pressed harder on the accelerator,
not caring if anything flew out of the bed. Nothing mattered right
now, not if she was in trouble. All he wanted was one word or text
that she was okay. He wasn’t getting anything when he dialed again,
just a busy signal, so he accelerated to seventy miles per
hour.

Overhead, a helicopter flew low, not
military, and not a news chopper. It looked like a private chopper
that a businessman would use. Then two Chinooks went blasting by,
their big twin engines vibrating the truck they were so low. He
knew those were usually utilized to transport troops or artillery.
Tristan also knew how to fly one, but it had been a while since he
was in the driver’s seat. Wherever they were going, he was glad he
wasn’t. And that was a change for him. Normally just the sound of
those engines would get him fired up, his adrenaline pumping to go
out and hunt down some dirtbag terrorist or third-world Commie
wannabe leader. He was guessing those Chinooks were carrying troops
and artillery. Lately, everywhere was like living on a military
base. The big C-130s would fly over the cities all day. They even
made passes over Avery’s house. Wright Patt Air Force Base in
Dayton was busy running missions on a constant basis and was now
dropping freight at different checkpoint locations in the tri-state
area, something he learned from a memo he saw in the L.T.’s office
when he gave him his resignation. They’d had a long talk, and his
commanding officer was very understanding. He’d also let Tristan in
on a lot of what he probably wasn’t supposed to tell anyone.
Clearly, he trusted him enough not to run his mouth off and tell
others.

One thing he found out from his lieutenant
was that by November, only a few weeks away, the military was to
have up and operational temporary evacuation sites. They didn’t
expect the situation to get any better. Once Tristan found that
out, he’d started full-scale collecting and scavenging for whatever
he could get his hands on and by whatever means. If they expected
people to have to evacuate cities, and that’s what he and his L.T.
came to the conclusion of, then this hell they were all in was
about to get worse. They were labeling these evacuation sites as
‘blue zones,’ or safe zones. Tristan had no intention whatsoever of
going to those or taking Avery and the kids there. It was bound to
be a cesspool of sickness- despite the promises of it not being.
Plus, a heaping help of violence, theft, rape, and eventually
murder. The government just couldn’t take care of that many people.
Anyone who was already living off the government on welfare or in
public housing or were reliant on them for taking care of their
food supply and shelter were headed straight into those blue
zones.

The second thing he learned was that the only
way to kill the virus was to burn the body. They were planning on
mass cremations. Tristan already figured that because of Avery’s
mother and siblings. He’d asked about them as soon as Abraham told
him what rooms they were in, and once they all four died, he was
told by the hospital that they weren’t allowed to release the
bodies. He thought maybe it was because he wasn’t family. That’s
the way they’d explained it, in a roundabout way. That wasn’t the
case, though. They weren’t releasing any dead bodies because they’d
set up a huge crematorium site and were transporting them there to
be burned in mass.

The last thing he learned was that cities
that were overrun with the infected night crawlers were going to be
burned. It would work two-fold. First, it would kill off the virus.
And second, burning them alive would kill them. Literally. They had
no way of curing them, despite the fact that they were still
telling people to drop their sick loved ones off at medical sites
the government was running. Tristan didn’t trust the government.
He’d worked for them for almost eight years. They lied. They used
people like tools until the tool broke and was no longer
useful.

He slowed the truck so that he didn’t have to
take the turn onto Renee’s road on two wheels. Her house wasn’t
that far down the street, a little less than a mile now, but he
felt something tighten in his chest when he saw smoke rising from a
red pit of burning hell. That pit, as he drove closer, was her
house. Tristan pulled off the side of the road and cut the engine.
Spencer was at his door in a flash.

“What the hell, man?” his friend asked in a
more panicked tone.

“Easy, dude,” Tristan said and picked up his
phone again. It wasn’t even getting a signal. When he tried to dial
her, it just sat on the dial screen before going black a few
seconds later. The phone had a full charge. The cell companies were
having problems. “Let’s roll.”

He grabbed the M4 on the seat, tucked a .45
he took from the armory into the front of his pants, and waited for
his friend. Spencer came back with Kevlar vests. He didn’t always
wear one, not caring much whether he lived or died. What did he
have to come home to anyways? A storage locker with some wooden
boxes full of silver coins? Now, he had people relying on him, so
he shrugged out of his coat and into the vest. He dug an extra mag
out of the ammo box on the backseat floor of the truck, locked it,
and pocketed his keys. Once in Aswan, Egypt, his buddy left the
keys in their car. It wasn’t there when they got back, and Tristan
had to hotwire a piece of shit little white compact car that was
probably from the 1970s and almost too small to fit them both
inside just to get out of the equally shitty city before the local
law enforcement figured out that they’d just killed someone who was
causing the United States and Great Britain all sorts of trouble
funneling millions of dollars to terrorist organizations.

“Let’s go,” he ordered.

Tristan jogged ahead, wishing he had some
night-vision gear. They just didn’t keep that kind of stuff at
their rinky little base. He’d just have to make do with the tiny
amount of moonlight and the flames of Renee’s home lighting the
way. It wasn’t too bad. There was plenty of cover with the brush
and woods beside them. Once they came to where her yard started,
though, Tristan took a knee and paused to assess the situation.

There were two dead men lying on the front
lawn, another in the driveway. Her car was still there. The house
was lit up like a roman candle on the Fourth of July. Men were
walking around in the dark, creeping, some shouting to one another.
A few were loitering near the tailgate of a pickup truck that he
knew was not Renee’s. They looked like they were drinking.

Then he heard someone down the way in the
dark yell, “There they are!”

Spencer touched his shoulder and nodded. He
was thinking the same thing. The girls and Abraham made it out of
the house and were trying to get away. He hoped he was right.
Whoever that man was just talking about, he was in pursuit of
someone.

Tristan rose and then froze a second later as
he heard one of those things scream.

“Careful, brother,” Tristan warned. “Assholes
aren’t the only enemy here tonight.”

“Got it.”

Somewhere behind the house, gunfire erupted.
He saw the muzzle blast. Then he heard a man screaming in pain.

“That’s our queue. Let’s go,” he ordered and
jogged down the road staying farthest to the left berm as he could
to avoid being spotted. Spencer stuck right with him. Then they
came to another house about a half mile away from Renee’s home, the
direction of the spotter’s voice. He was right. The houses in this
area were too close together.

The woods between the two properties opened
up, thinned out, and became a yard that led to another home that
was more of a two-story farmhouse style with an attached garage and
wraparound porch. Three men were closing in on the front of it.
Dogs were barking behind the house. One man opened fire through a
glass sliding door on the deck. A woman screamed.

“Move,” he growled, sending Spencer in motion
to flank from the left.

Tristan raised his M4 while running, took
aim, and shot the man closest, which was probably about a
thirty-yard target. He hit him in the middle of his back, startling
the person and causing him to lurch forward and land face first. As
he passed his prone body, Tristan fired again, this time into the
back of the man’s skull. This wasn’t a leave-prisoners kind of
situation. Nothing he ever got himself into was, so this was no
different.

He kept moving at a fast click because the
second man did a pivot at the sound of Tristan’s rifle and took off
around the side of the house into the dark. Spencer fired and hit
someone because they yelled out in pain. Tristan kept going.

Someone to his right near a small shed took a
shot at him. It missed, and he raised his M4 and fired off four
rounds to keep whoever it was at bay until he got to the cover of
the house. On the other side of it, Spencer fired again. This time,
the shot must not have been as clean as he wanted because it was
followed up with a pause and then another round. His friend was
using an old-style carbine.

Tristan spotted the one who’d run from him as
he tried to climb a woven wire fence. He shot him in the ass. Then
fired again into the man’s right side. Through the liver. He’d
bleed out in minutes.

Then a barrage of gunfire came from his
right, somewhere from the cover of those woods. He ran for the
house. He needed his own bit of protection. Inside, a shot was
fired. The man who’d shot through the glass door had run inside
before he could get off a round. Now he was left to wonder if he
was in there killing Avery. Or if she were even still alive.

He tried the doorknob for the garage and
found it locked. With a hard kick, he was in. Squeezing around an
older sedan, he went straight for the door that led inside. It was
locked, too, so he also gave it a kick. It took three this
time.

Once in, the house felt too quiet for all
that was going on outside and around it. He weighed his
options.

“Avery!” he called out after a second’s
hesitation.

“Tristan?” she cried back.

“Yeah, it’s me,” he said, moving steadily
forward. Behind him, someone breached the garage door.

“Just me,” Spencer quickly said and propped a
piece of two by four under the handle. Then he joined him in the
utility room and followed close behind Tristan.

“Tristan?” she called out again and appeared
in the doorway. When she spotted him, Avery rushed over and threw
herself against his chest weeping. “I-I thought you were dead. I
tried to call…”

Four heavy rounds fired at the house startled
her in his arms.

“Stay here. Where’s your brother and…”

As he was asking, Abraham and Renee came
through the door. Spencer greeted her the same way Avery had him.
Tristan didn’t have time for this. He wanted to finish the job.
There would be time for greetings and high-fives and hugs or
whatever later. He wasn’t used to this hugging shit in the middle
of a battle and didn’t want to lose his edge.

“How many?” he asked her, stepping back.

“I don’t know. There were night crawlers out
there, too.”

“We know.”

“We-we shot a few of those men,” Abraham
said. “Avery and I.”

“Good,” he said and took Abraham’s gun. He
released the magazine and jammed a few more rounds into it.

“I’m out of bullets,” she told him, to which
he nodded.

“We need to move.” He looked at Spencer and
mandated, “Avery and Renee stay between us at all times.”

“Got it,” Spencer acknowledged.

There was no time to talk now. They could
explain everything later if they survived.

Tristan led the way with Avery behind him and
her brother behind her followed by Renee and then Spencer as they
went through the kitchen, into the dining room, and finally stopped
in the living room. He didn’t pause when they came to a dead woman
in the kitchen and a man who was probably her husband also dead
close by.

Outside, he could hear men shouting. Off in
the distance, he heard one of those crawlers scream. Avery said
they were out there tonight. Either man or former man would be
given no exemption if they were here with the intent to harm
her.

He easily found the stairs leading up to the
second floor and went first. When they all four reached the top
floor, Tristan instructed Spencer with a hand signal to continue
on.

“Where are…” Avery whispered.

“We’re taking a high position,” he explained
and led her and Abraham to a bedroom. “Abraham, think you can keep
this section of the yard clear if you shoot them from the
window?”

“Yes, sir,” her little brother answered with
conviction.

“Good,” he told him. “I’m taking Avery and
going down the hall. We’ll hold our positions on this floor until
we can’t. I’ll try to take the first shot. If you see them, shoot
them. Assume whatever or whoever it is, they aren’t here to be your
friend, man. Snipe them. It’s us or them, Abraham. After you shoot,
duck fast. Once they see your muzzle flash, they’ll know your
position. Don’t shoot at anyone until you have a clear shot. Make
each one count. They start shooting back, get down and away from
the windows, got me? Spence and I will keep them off you so you can
get back up.”

“Yes, sir.”

Tristan gave her brother a firm squeeze on
the shoulder. He was just a kid, but he also wasn’t one like he
used to be, either. Then he led Avery to the corner bedroom that
was separated from Abraham’s by a bathroom and closets.

“I don’t think…” she began protesting.

“I’ve got this,” he said. “Mostly, I’m just
hoping Abraham fires off a few rounds to keep them from coming into
the house. That’s why I put him over the front door.”

“Oh,” she whispered.

“Avery, stay over here, okay?” he said and
took her to the other side of the room where he was sure she
wouldn’t catch a bullet coming through the wall when he began this.
“Stay down. If I get shot, take my rifle. Get the others and try to
make a stand before getting outta’ here. Spencer will know how to
provide cover fire to make sure you can take the others and get
out.”

She shook her head. Tristan reached out and
took her chin firmly in his hand to stop her.

“Don’t argue,” he said a bit too harshly, so
he pressed a quick kiss to her forehead before crossing the room
and easing up the window.

Without night-vision gear, this was going to
be difficult. At least the front porch lights and the security lamp
on the electric pole were helping. He quietly eased the window
up.

He could hear them out there trying to
whisper to one another as they approached the house again.

“I told you,” one said. “I swear I saw two
dudes.”

“It’s just a kid and two women, you pussy,”
another said, someone with authority in his tone. “I want those
women. Get rid of the fuckin’ kid and go get ‘em!”

“Alright, man, alright,” the other said.
“C’mon.”

He must have been talking to someone else or
a small cluster of men because Tristan caught movement to their
right of the front yard in a small grove of trees that was just
thick enough to hide in. He hoped Abraham didn’t get edgy and start
blasting away.

Tristan eased his finger onto the trigger and
pushed the butt of his rifle more firmly into his shoulder. He knew
what was coming. This wasn’t his first game of cat and mouse. The
mice just didn’t know what was in store for them yet.

Four men fanned out across the front yard and
closed in. There could be more coming at them from the back, but
this was what needed to be dealt with first. He took a calming
breath and pressed his cheek into the stock.

Twenty yards, fifteen, inside the front
yard’s mowed down portion, ten, breathe, squeeze. He took out the
one in the middle with a headshot, which did exactly what he’d
hoped. It sent the others running further out. In the next room
over, Abraham fired his pistol and so did Spencer almost
simultaneously. They both hit. Tristan watched the one closest to
his side of the house panic and turn around to retreat. No
retreats. He pulled the trigger in two rapid succession shots and
hit him in the back. Then he swung back and scanned the front yard
again. Abraham hadn’t killed his man. He was crawling away. Tristan
finished the job with a single squeeze of the trigger. That was
shit only a hardened veteran could handle doing to someone.

In a turn that only served to piss him off,
someone inside the wood line shot out the porch light and then the
security light on the electric pole. It caused a muzzle flash, so
Tristan took a risk and pulled the trigger. A second later, a man
cried out in pain. Lucky shot. He’d take those any day of the week
over skill. Many times, that’s all he had to go on anyway, even
with the best-laid plans and years of training.

He could hear them talking again, but the
conversation was too low to pick up. It was irritating. He was not
a patient man. So, he fired off three rounds into their general
direction in the woods that sent them scattering. He caught sight
of shadows scurrying across the yard until they hit the road.
Spencer fired twice, hitting one. Tristan fired and missed because
the asshole dove down into a ditch. Or maybe he did hit him, and
that’s why he went down so fast.

Spencer came running down the hall, “We…”

“On it. Stay here with your brother,
Ave.”

He followed his friend immediately down the
stairs and out the front door to pursue them. They couldn’t let
them get away. The jog wasn’t hard; it was just hard seeing. Once
they came onto the road, it was easier to see where the hell they
were going because Renee’s house was still burning bright hot. He
spotted one and sprinted until he closed the gap. Spencer beat him
to it and shot the asshole with a headshot. Impressive. Someone had
been doing their cardio.

They were just coming around the corner where
her house stood when a truck flew out of her driveway. Tristan
raised his rifle and fast-like fired six rounds as Spencer helped.
They took out the tires and the driver. It wrecked into the
drainage ditch and smashed into the hill beside it with a jolting
stop. They both approached cautiously.

A man was lying in the road moaning,
obviously ejected from the bed of the truck. Spencer shot him in
the face. The passenger wasn’t dead, but Tristan ensured his entry
into Valhalla a few seconds later.

“Let’s check out the place,” he told Spencer
and jogged to her property.

“I’ll look around the barn,” Spencer
offered.

Tristan nodded. “I’ll check out the other
one.”

The building was dark and filled with
equipment like tractors, those four-wheelers they’d ridden, and
fence posts. Mostly just farm stuff littered the building. No signs
of any more looters.

He shut the man door again and circled the
building to make sure nobody got left behind and was hiding from
them until it was clear to make their escape. No escapes. Not
tonight. Not after trying to hurt or take her.

The security lamp on Renee’s electric pole
was still lit, and he caught sight of Spencer approaching him from
the horse barn. Then someone slammed into him from the shadows and
took the guy down. Tristan ran over and butt stroked the man to the
back of his head, which caused him to slump and keel over.

Spencer yelled out as if disgusted and shoved
the body off of him. It was a woman. She was filthy, pale, and
sweaty, even in her clearly dead state. Her eyes were wide open,
completely dilated without a touch of color left, and the whites
bloodshot. Crawler. She had blood on her mouth and chin. That
wasn’t from him hitting her. It was old and dried up. She’d eaten
something recently, raw, maybe even still alive at the time.

“We need to get the hell outta’ here,” he
ordered and jogged away with Spencer right behind.

They gathered their trucks down the street
and went back to Renee’s neighbors’ house where they picked up the
others and sped off.

“What about the animals?” Renee asked when
they exited the trucks back home safely in Avery’s driveway. The
front door opened and Kaia came out with Ephraim to greet them.

“We’ll have to go back in the morning and
hope for the best,” Tristan told her. “That was a hot spot, and not
because of the fire. Those flames were gonna draw in a lot more of
those things.”

Renee frowned and sucked her lower lip into
her mouth with worry. Spencer led her away.

“Whose truck is that?” Abraham asked.

“It was our lieutenant’s,” he answered
honestly, not wanting to hide things he’d just have to explain
later. “He didn’t make it. We had the same problem out there. Night
crawlers and looters.”

“We tried calling you,” Avery said. She
hadn’t spoken the whole ride home.

“I know. I tried calling you guys, too. Cells
are failing.”

“Why?” Abraham asked.

He shook his head. “Not sure. Lines may be
either jammed up from so many people trying to use them at the same
time or else the phone companies are collapsing.”

Tristan inspected the load from the base and
was surprised that it was all still there. “We need to get this all
unloaded tonight in case it rains.”

“Or snows,” Avery added.

He backed the truck up to the garage, sent
Avery inside with Renee and the kids, and began stacking their
stolen loot in the garage with most of the other stuff he’d brought
home. They worked until four a.m. to get both trucks unloaded. Then
Spencer went to the apartment above the garage with Renee.

Tristan took a shower in the guest bedroom
and did a perimeter check one more time. The kids were dead asleep.
He went up to Avery’s new room, her parents’ former bedroom, and
found her asleep, too. However, he stepped on a squeaky board
trying to make his exit and woke her.

“Hey, come here,” she instantly said in a
groggy, sexy voice. Then she pulled the covers back and patted the
empty space in front of her.

Tristan joined her, lying down and pulling
her into him.

“You okay?” he asked quietly. A nightlight in
the bathroom allowed him to see her. Either that or he was becoming
a creature of the night like those crawlers.

“Yeah,” she said and rested her hand against
his smoothly shaven cheek. “I think so.”

“I’m sorry I wasn’t there tonight. That won’t
happen again.”

Her fingertips traced his brow bone. “I want
you to teach me and the kids how to better defend ourselves. There
are going to be times when you won’t be able to be there for us,
Tristan.”

He nodded but frowned. He didn’t want that to
be true.

“Promise?”

“Yeah, I promise,” he vowed and meant it.
Tristan knew there might be more times like tonight when chance,
fate, or circumstance might separate them, and as much as it caused
a constriction in his chest just considering it, he had to admit
that she was right. They needed training to better take care of
themselves. “Are you okay? I know you had to shoot someone tonight.
That’s not easy. Especially the first time.”

She nodded. “I’m not going to think about it.
All I care is keeping the kids safe, feeding them, and being with
you.”

“Compartmentalizing the hard stuff definitely
makes it easier to get through something like this,” he said,
commending her on such fast strides in wartime behavior and gut
survival instincts. Of course, her mother had been a shrink.

“I just want this to last,” she said and
stroked her fingers through his hair. “As long as it can,
Tristan.”

She nuzzled into his neck and kissed him
there, and although it made parts of his tired body twitch to life,
he kissed her forehead. Tristan knew what she meant, though. He
wanted the same thing. Just one more day, one more week, maybe if
they were lucky, some years together.

“You shaved,” she commented and touched his
chin with her lips.

“Yeah, didn’t want to scratch your chin.”

“What makes you think I’ll let you kiss me
again?”

He grinned and pulled her closer, his hand
sliding over her hip and around to cup her bottom. She hiked her
leg up over his own hip, which brought them infinitely closer. Then
she pressed into him seductively.

“I think you might want me to,” he teased and
slipped his tongue past her lips. Her hand slid between them.
Tristan snatched it. “Not tonight, Avery. Yesterday morning was
your first time. I don’t want to hurt you.”

She pushed him over onto his back and
straddled him, only because he allowed it. Then Avery Andersson,
sexy homeschool minx, ground herself down against him as she
swiftly pulled her satin nightie off and tossed it aside. Her tiny
lace panties were all that was left. In the sunlight yesterday
morning, she’d been like a blonde beach babe, all sexy and tan. In
the moonlight, she was like a silvery, pale goddess astride
him.

“We don’t know how much time we’re going to
get in this, Tristan,” she said, kissing his mouth, then his chin
and his chest. “I’m not going to die tomorrow wishing I’d been with
you again. We can’t afford that.”

Her words rang true, but at the same time
hurt something deep inside his chest. Tristan didn’t want to think
about losing her. That made him swiftly but gently swing her in his
arms until she was on her back and he was over her. This time, he
took his time like he’d wanted to in the morning. He was more in
control, the way it should be, and he lingered over her for an
infinite amount of time before actually joining their two bodies to
become one.

A long time later as she fell asleep in his
arms, Avery Andersson whispered, “I love you too.”

Tristan’s heart opened up to receive her love
and give it in return. She felt so good in his arms, so right. He
was never going to let anything separate them.


Chapter Thirty-three

Over the next three weeks, things changed again, but
not for the better. They were able to salvage a lot from Renee’s
barns like fencing materials and the four-wheelers, but the house
was completely gone or so Tristan told them the next evening after
they had the horses and cows moved. Two cows were dead, which left
them with eleven. Three horses were gone, too, so that left four.
They weren’t sure if the animals got out in the hysteria and
confusion or if they were killed by those crawlers. She also
wondered if Tristan knew and was keeping her from the grisly
truth.

Tristan and her brothers and Spencer also
brought back two loads of looted items from Renee’s dead neighbors’
homes on either side of hers. They said they turned the dogs loose
since it seemed cruel to leave them. Avery wondered if that was
also cruel since they were domesticated animals and wouldn’t know
how to survive, but he assured her they’d be fine. It was better
than leaving them to starve in their cages. And Tristan said it
wasn’t a good idea to bring them home because they’d be more mouths
to feed.

It was November, and the temperatures were
dropping as Ohio prepared for winter. Tristan, Abraham, and Spencer
worked hard every day cutting firewood and splitting it for the
coming cold weather. Sometimes the electricity would flicker. A few
times it went out for a full day before it was restored. Cell
phones weren’t too great at all now.

“I think we’ve got enough food to get through
the winter,” Tristan said as they snuggled in bed a few extra
minutes before the whole house would be up.

“You think so?”

“Yeah, the garage is getting pretty full,” he
stated. “Sorry I had to move your dad’s boat and two of the cars
out.”

“That doesn’t matter anymore,” she said and
smoothed a lock of his hair from his forehead. He was clean shaven
for about a week before the neglected stubble gave way to a light
beard again. She didn’t care either way. Tristan was so
breathtakingly handsome, Avery wasn’t about to complain. “Nothing
matters like that anymore.”

“But that was his collection,” he said. “And
I’ve seen the pics of you guys on that speedboat. I feel bad…”

Avery silenced him with a quick kiss to his
mouth. “Don’t. You…you’re doing what you have to do to keep us
alive, Tristan. Without you…” she paused and shook her head. Her
eyes narrowed with the intensity she felt in her heart for him. “I
can’t even think about those words.”

“You don’t have to, either,” he promised and
pulled her tightly against him. Then he kissed her forehead. “I’m
not going anywhere.”

His words hung heavy in the air and forced
Avery to consider that the alternative could easily happen, too. He
could be taken from them. He could get sick. He could be attacked
by one of those things or a looter. Abraham told her the other day
when they went up north to the city that someone tried to steal his
truck, and Tristan had to shoot the man. Not before he got off a
shot of his own, though, which luckily pierced the side of the
truck’s bed instead of Tristan. She didn’t want him or her brother
leaving their compound again.

Compound. That’s what her parents’ pride and
joy, their architectural masterpiece and dream home was now. A
bunker. A compound. Tristan worked hard every day reinforcing
things like the windows and walls of glass, which all had pieces of
lumber nailed down like slat boards horizontally across each one.
It made her sad when he’d told her it was necessary, but Avery
wanted to keep the kids safe. Whatever he suggested, like moving
the boat and cars out of the barn and covering them with plastic
tarps for the winter, was going to be met with no resistance from
her.

“Well, I’m sorry to inform you,” she started
in a more lighthearted tone, “but you, sir, are stuck with me,
too.”

He slid his hand down to cover her bottom.
“That’s not exactly a burden.”

Tristan buried his head in her neck, which
caused her body instantly to respond and arch against him. She, in
turn, pulled her hand out from under his strong arm’s weight and
allowed it to trail down his bare stomach. He snatched her
wrist.

“Look, little minx,” he said with a grin in
the early dawn light, “I need to leave soon. It’s the best time of
day to get moving. They rest during this time. Or hibernate or
whatever the hell they’re doing.”

She tried to hide her frown by kissing his
chest. She didn’t want to talk about night crawlers or what people
were learning about them.

“Let’s pretend instead that we’re a normal
couple,” she suggested and pulled until he released her wrist. Then
Avery slid her palm down to cover him through his boxers. His
entire body was more than a little awake. “That we’re just…on our
honeymoon in the Bahamas or something.”

“Honeymoon, huh?” he asked and kissed the
side of her mouth. She held her left hand up to force him to look
at the ring again. He chuckled. “So, you own me now, is that
it?”

“Yep,” she said with pluck. “Exactly. Now,
perform.”

He swatted her bottom, flipped her onto her
back, and ‘performed’ in exactly all the indecent ways she wanted
him to. Avery never imagined she’d like the things he did to her.
Whenever she used to think about the man she’d marry someday, it
was always someone like her father, someone intellectual and
scholarly. It wasn’t that she thought Tristan wasn’t smart. He was
just so different. He was a man of action, not reaction. He took
control of situations that seemed uncontrollable. He was the same
way with her in bed. They didn’t really make love. Or, at least,
not in the way that she figured it would be like someday with her
future husband, the intellectual. She assumed it would be mildly
pleasant, mutually respectful, and tactful. It was nothing like
that with Tristan. He took and demanded and gave so fully of
himself, too. He would devour her as if her smallest responses were
the oxygen keeping him alive. He pushed until her body lost
control, absolutely refused to allow her to hold back. He was
aggressive but gentle, rough but in a sensual manner. And he was
insatiable, sometimes animalistic. One night in the dark afterward,
she had asked him if he was always like that. His answer of ‘never
before you’ sent her over the moon and had started another round of
intense passion.

When it was over, Tristan kissed her bare
shoulder and rose to leave her. She rolled over onto her stomach
and watched him dress, a smile playing on her lips. He had a tattoo
on his back, too. Before a few months ago, she never would’ve even
talked to someone like Tristan. Not because she was judging him,
but simply because he was a frightening looking man, the intensity
of someone like him too much to handle. Huge, intimidating, very
dark. He had scars, a lot of them, on the inside and out, but she
loved him anyway, every last messed up thing about him. Avery knew
he wanted to take care of and protect her, but she felt the same
way about Tristan.

He turned as he pulled on his jeans and
caught her staring, “No, no. Oh, no you don’t. Don’t do that,
Angel,” he warned. “I gotta go. I can’t stay in here all day with
you. Some of us have responsibilities, work, and jobs to go
to.”

She chewed her thumbnail and offered a pouty
face. He obliged and bent over to kiss her. Then he pulled her hip
toward him and swatted her behind. It didn’t hurt, but it did make
her want Tristan to get back into bed.

“Move it, woman,” he stated. “You gonna send
me to work on an empty stomach?”

She laughed and rose. “I’ll meet you down
there.”

An hour later, Tristan, Abraham, and Spencer
mounted up in Spencer’s truck and left. They waved to them from the
driveway as they drove away. Once she and Kaia had the kitchen
cleaned back up, Renee joined them and helped Ephraim and Finn
clean out the chicken coop and collect eggs. She was so glad her
friend was staying with them.

They gathered in the living room after
sending Ephraim and Finn to bring in more firewood. It had snowed
about an inch last night, and by the looks of the gray sky, seemed
like it was going to again today. Renee hooked her computer up to
the large screen of the television that Spencer had brought from
his house on the base. He said it was crazy not to have one. Now
they could watch the news through the internet feed. Until it
eventually failed, too.

The local news was running the same stories
on loops as if they couldn’t get new stories. It made Avery wonder
if that was because there weren’t enough reporters to go out with a
film crew to collect the news or if they were having just as much
trouble with the technical aspects like electricity, cell networks,
and the internet. Currently, they were displaying maps with safe
zones on them. Then it moved on to show the actual safe zones,
which were former business warehouses, schools, and pop-up military
camps where people could seek refuge if they lost their homes or
were asked to evacuate, which had started last week in certain
areas.

The national news coverage was even bleaker
but just slightly more pulled together. They displayed screenshots
of the United States but also other countries with their statistics
of death tolls, which were basically rising at a rate that was too
high to even comprehend. It also showed charts and probabilities,
survival rates, and depressing stats of that nature. A few
‘experts’ debated the possibility of a cure. When they actually
switched to video coverage of their country and other ones around
the world, the images were horrific. Children were being orphaned
every minute of the day and left to fend for themselves on the
streets, literally. Even in America. Other film clips showed
countries at war, bombing one another, everyone trying to pin
blame. That seemed so foolish and actually rather pointless at this
stage. Tristan had explained to her about the bodies being burned
and it being the only way to ensure the virus died. He also told
her not to go to any of the safe zones if they got split up or lost
the compound or were separated by something catastrophic. He didn’t
think they were going to be safe at all, too many people who were
going to become more and more desperate all packed in together.
They were bound to be fuses just waiting to get set off by
something happening, either food shortages, water demands, or
violent crimes like thievery or rape.

Tristan also told her about the sirens for
curfews in all the towns now, even in the big cities. She wasn’t
sure why anyone would need to be told to stay in after dark. Surely
everyone knew the night crawlers came out mostly after dark. If
they didn’t, the name should’ve been a clue.

“Avery, come quick!” Ephraim said, rushing
into the house from the back-patio door.

“What is it?” she asked, hurrying after him
with a pistol. Renee also picked up a shotgun. They were stocked
pretty well now with guns and ammunition. She knew how to shoot an
airsoft pistol and rifle and found when he took her target shooting
that it wasn’t a lot different. It just had a lot stronger recoil.
However, she was glad that they all knew how to use guns now, even
Finnegan.

“Kaia, stay with Finn!” she shouted toward
the front yard where her sister was shooting her bow. She got a
curt nod in reply.

They followed him to the fence separating
their property from the Stephens farm.

“This way,” he said, taking the lead.

He went into their woods about three hundred
yards, which became darker and denser as they walked.

“Ephraim, what were you doing out this far?”
she asked.

“Getting the rest of the wood Abraham cut
yesterday,” he answered.

“Tristan said he’d come out here later with
Spencer and get it. You have to…”

“Here,” he interrupted and squatted.
“Look.”

Her little brother pointed to footprints in
the mud.

“What am I supposed to be looking at?” she
asked.

“We followed this,” he explained. “These
aren’t from Tristan and Spencer cutting out here yesterday. They
lead up to the road and across it.”

She gasped and swung in fright to glance
around. People had been in their woods. It wasn’t from Tristan. She
was pretty sure of that much. She could see the straight path that
Tristan and Spencer had worn to and from the house yesterday. The
prints he was showing her had to be from at least three or four
people.

“L-let’s go,” she ordered and shanked on her
brother’s jacket. “Now.”

They all rushed back to the house, tripping
many times, stumbling over roots, nearly falling to get home in
their haste. The fear she felt was echoed by her companions.

“Kaia!” she yelled toward the front yard.
“Get inside. Right now! Move it!”

When they were safely inside again, she
locked the front and back doors again.

“Never go out there that far from the house
again, Ephraim! And you took Finnegan with you! Do you know how
dangerous that was?” she said, turning on him in anger. He jumped.
“Do you understand me, dammit?”

“Y-yes,” he stammered with tears welling in
his blue eyes. “Sorry. I was just trying to help.”

She realized she’d lost her temper, scolded
him too harshly. Avery was just so stressed out. She yanked him to
her and held on for dear life. He wasn’t a little kid anymore. He
was six feet tall, although thin as a rail. But he was almost
fifteen, would be in a few months. He needed to understand the
dangers out there.

“Don’t ever go that far, not without Spencer
or Tristan,” she warned and hugged him still. “Please.”

“I won’t,” he said and patted her back trying
to soothe her.

Avery had tears streaming down her cheeks,
and her breath was short, not from the fast hike back to the house
but because she was afraid. “I can’t lose you, too. We have to be
careful. We can’t take chances like that. We can’t ever assume
anywhere is safe again. Do you understand?”

She pulled back to look up at him. He nodded,
his brow knitting together.

“Sorry,” he said and offered her a tissue
from his pants pocket. “I didn’t mean to scare you. I just wanted
to help ‘cuz they’re doing so much, and I’m not.”

“But you are. You’re helping me keep Finn
safe. I can’t watch him all day. I have a lot of other things I
have to do, too. I need your help, okay?”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said, lowering his eyes,
their father’s eyes.

“I’m so proud of everything you’ve been doing
around here, Ephraim. I’m sorry I yelled at you. I just can’t bear
to think of losing you.”

“I know.”

“I love you,” she said and got a nod, an
uncharacteristic move on his part. She didn’t think it was just
because he was upset about her scolding him. Over the past few
weeks, he seemed more reclusive and quiet. He used to be so open
and talkative. Her own grief had taken over her need to be there
for the kids, which was a failure on her part. This was her role
now. Mother, sister, partner to Tristan, friend to Renee and
Spencer. Mostly mother to the kids. She was all they had left.
“Hey, tell ya’ what,” she started over, changing the subject, “I
know you love homemade mac and cheese with pulled pork sandwiches.
Why don’t you go to the pantry and grab me some noodles? I’ve gotta
use up the fresh cheese before it goes bad anyway, right?”

“Yeah, guess so,” he said, still
deflated.

“And maybe we’ll also have chocolate cake for
dessert?”

That got his attention. “Really?”

“Sure, why not? It’s Tristan’s favorite,
too.”

He even offered a small grin. “Thanks,
Avery.” Ephraim paused for a few moments before asking, “Do you
think those footprints could be from those…things? Those things
that used to be people? You know, like the kind Mom and Dad turned
into?”

If someone had punched her as hard they could
in the stomach, it wouldn’t have hurt as much as his words. She
hadn’t wanted the younger kids to see what they looked like, but
Tristan said they needed to stop babying them. They needed to
understand and learn about the night crawlers so that they could
defend themselves. Thinking of her mother and father that way made
her sick.

“No, of course not,” she lied. She had no
idea who was on their property. Already she’d planned on telling
Tristan as soon as he got home and more importantly also planned on
keeping the kids inside until they were. “And, Ephraim, Mom and Dad
didn’t turn into anything, okay?” Another lie. That must’ve been
what it was like to be a parent. Sometimes in order to protect
children from the truth, a lie or two had to be issued. The acidity
of it made her throat burn, good intentions or no. “Honey, they
were just sick. I had the same thing, and I’m fine now, see? Mom
and Dad just didn’t have the immunity to it. A lot of people have
died from this sickness. Not just our family members. None of them
turned into the people who go crazy. I promise. They just…” she
paused, trying to come up with a softer blow, “they just fell
asleep and didn’t wake back up, okay?”

“They weren’t in pain?”

“No, not at all. I promise.” Also, a possible
lie. The fact that they came easier and easier didn’t make her feel
better about herself or what she was becoming. And she and Tristan
told the kids that their father died from the sickness like the
others. In truth, they had no idea where he was

“Am…am I gonna get it, too?”

She shook her head. “No, sweetheart. That’s
why we’re keeping you at the house. Everyone here is safe and
healthy. You won’t get it if you don’t go out in the public.”

“When you say ‘we,’ do you mean you and
Tristan? Are you guys married now?”

She smiled gently and cupped his cheek. “Sort
of. Yeah. We just can’t get married until everything gets better,
ya’ know? It’s just too dangerous going out with you guys.” Also,
he really hadn’t asked. Avery wasn’t quite sure of her relationship
with Tristan other than that he said he loved her and gave her an
engagement ring to pass off as his fake fiancée while she was in a
coma. Also, the crazy awesome sex.

“Okay, it’s cool. I like Tristan. He’s a good
person.”

She smiled again. “Yes, he is.”

“Dad liked him,” he said. His next words made
her tear up. “He would’ve approved.”

“Yeah? You think so?”

He nodded and left the room. She turned off
the television monitor, cutting the connection to her laptop. It
was bad enough having the adults forced to deal with this situation
they were all in let alone the children. The news channels had lost
all filters when it came to showing violence, murder, burning of
bodies, and people killing each other on the streets over food and
water and looted items.

Renee was sitting at the dining table when
she entered as if she were waiting for her to finish scolding her
little brother.

“Is he okay?” she asked.

Avery scowled but nodded. “Yes, he’ll be
okay. Maybe. I don’t know, Renee. I’ve never done this before. I
don’t know how to be a parent. I’m in way over my head. Why’d they
both have to be taken from us?”

Her friend stood and gave her a comforting
hug. “It’ll be okay. We’re all together. That’s all that
matters.”

She nodded but couldn’t stop doubt from
entering her mind as to how long that would last. They sat and
sipped hot tea, which Renee must’ve made for them while she was
talking to Ephraim.

“Whose footprints do you think those were?”
she asked, to which Avery shook her head.

“I’m not sure. I don’t think they were from
Tristan and Spencer. But, they seemed fresh. We haven’t been out
there a lot lately since everything’s happened. Normally, I’d say
they were from us playing around doing airsoft tournaments or
something, but there’s no way they’re from us. It’s been too cold
out to do much, and Tristan already said he didn’t want any of the
kids that far from the house.”

“Yeah,” Renee agreed and shivered.

The house was warm from the fires going in
both first-floor fireplaces, but her friend was not shivering from
lack of heat. Avery felt the same chill run through her. It was
from fear.

They made dinner together and waited for the
guys to return, which didn’t happen. After dark, she really began
to worry and had to force herself to eat something to put on a show
for the kids. Kaia didn’t seem fooled, but she held her tongue just
the same. By ten p.m., she was certain something was wrong. Tristan
would not stay out that late, not anymore. By midnight, she’d worn
a path around the house with anxious worry propelling her. By two
a.m., Avery realized they might not be coming home at all, and her
cell phone wasn’t sending through a call or message. By four a.m.,
she finally nodded off on the sofa with her friend on the other one
and not in her apartment. They both had a shotgun and pistol on the
floor in front of them.


Chapter Thirty-four

“Shh,” he warned Abraham again. “Don’t make a sound.
They’re still just people, Abraham.”

They were hunkered down in a warehouse with a
truck that had two flat tires that he’d driven on the rims until he
couldn’t go any further. They’d run into a group of looters who
they ended up shooting it out with. Unfortunately, the lucky
bastards had managed to shoot the truck’s back tires as they’d sped
away. They still had a full bed of supplies but no way of getting
them moved to another vehicle.

“I know,” her brother whispered with
nerves.

Tristan palmed his shoulder and gave it a
squeeze. “Easy. Don’t get trigger happy. We go shooting some, it’ll
only draw more. And probably more of those assholes, too.”

Abraham nodded, keeping his finger off the
trigger, and turned to watch out the window again.

It was cold tonight, but they couldn’t afford
to sit in the truck with the heat running because they could run
out of gas. He wasn’t sure they were going to find tires to replace
Spencer’s, either. Their phones weren’t working for shit, and none
of them even knew where the closest tire shop was located. Abraham
didn’t know, either, saying that his father always went to a local
shop closer to home. They were in Canton tonight, which was nearly
an hour drive from home. The success of today’s take was diminished
by the run-in hours ago with the asshole looters. They were
currently holed up in the downtown district, which Abraham told
them wasn’t a good area even before the fall. They’d quickly found
a former two-story machine shop and shut the rolling doors at both
ends and locked them. It wouldn’t do much good if they were overrun
by people, though. Most of the windows were broken out. Getting
inside wouldn’t be that hard of a task.

Outside, somewhere in this neighborhood,
another one of those crawlers let out a scream. It never failed to
send a shiver up his back, no matter how many times he’d heard it
since the start of all of this.

“Just stay calm,” he warned Abraham as
Spencer walked up to them.

“All quiet over there,” his friend told him,
thumbing over his shoulder. “Got the windows and doors locked,
what’s left of them.”

“I went up to the roof and tried my phone
again. Nothing,” Tristan told him.

“Hey,” Abraham whispered and elbowed Tristan
lightly to get his attention.

They all three looked out the window in time
to see a group of people running with their flashlights bobbing up
and down in front of them.

“What the hell are they doing? Trying to get
killed?” Spencer asked.

A few seconds later when they came within a
block of the warehouse, something hit one of the people in the
front of the group taking the person to the ground. There was
screaming and then shooting. A crawler had come out of nowhere at
them, out of the dark shadows where they liked to slink. As the
people with the injured one were helping him to his feet, two more
night crawlers attacked. The group scattered and took off in
different directions. None came toward their building, so Tristan
was relieved they didn’t have to open the doors and let them in.
The crawlers began fighting each other and then also scattered into
the night. They didn’t usually pair up and seemed just as certain
to attack one another as they would a normal human. Or cat or
cow.

Tristan didn’t call out to the people who’d
run off in all directions. This wasn’t a hospitable, neighborly
kind of time in history. He had responsibilities now, namely
Abraham, so he wasn’t about to invite people in who he did not know
or trust.

“They’re so friggin’ fast, man,” Spencer
commented quietly and stepped back into the shadows. “They said on
the news they can hear better than us.”

“I know,” Tristan observed as he contemplated
the crawlers. The doctor with the CDC, the one who’d given the
first reports on the disease, said that the sickness had opened up
certain aspects of human limitations. They weren’t superhuman, but
they did seem to have certain enhanced abilities. They were fast.
Spencer was right. He almost hadn’t gotten away from one the other
night when they were out on a run. Tristan planned on hitting the
cardio, maybe even mimicking Kaia and running on that treadmill in
the basement. He also ran out of cigarettes, so smoking wasn’t
going to slow him down anymore.

They tried not to shoot them when they could
avoid it, but sometimes it just didn’t work out that way. The
crawlers also seemed to hear better than most people as that doctor
had also uncovered in his research. Their sight seemed worse, which
he’d explained was from the fevers. He’d also said something about
the frontal lobe being permanently damaged which made them like
psychopathic serial killers. Tristan knew that part firsthand.
Avoidance was the best option when dealing with them.

“We just need to lay low tonight until the
sun is up and we can find another vehicle,” he said.

“Abraham,” Spencer started, “why don’t you go
sleep in the truck. We’ve got this, bro’. You’ll be fresh in the
morning. That’ll be a good thing ‘cuz we’ll be frosty and tired.
You’ll be able to keep your eyes on things better than us.”

“Yes, sir,” Abraham stated and left them.

“Thanks, man,” Tristan said to his friend.
“I’ve been trying to get him to do that all night. He’s too worried
about his family.”

“I’m not gonna lie, brother,” Spencer said.
“I am, too. I hope the women don’t get a hair-brained idea like
coming and looking for us.”

He shook his head and explained, “They won’t.
I already warned Avery never to do that. Especially if we’re
together.”

“Right, good,” he answered. “There’s probably
not much we can’t get ourselves out of. Well, especially you.”

Tristan shrugged. “I’m sure you’ve seen your
fair share, man.”

“Not as much as you. I’m familiar with your
unit.”

He just shook his head and peered out the
window. “You can catch some sleep, too. I’ve got this for now. I
see trouble, I’ll come and get you.”

“’Kay. Probably smart. It’s almost midnight.
I’ll sleep for a few hours. You come and get me. Then we’ll switch.
Deal?”

Tristan gave a curt nod. He was used to this.
Sleeplessness, watching and waiting, patience. Those were all just
another day on the job for him just six months ago and the previous
seven years.

He retrieved his thermos of cold instant
coffee and poured some into the cup. When he finished his awful
coffee, he did a tour of the facility to check doors, windows, and
shadows. Outside, the sounds of disturbed former humans permeated
the night from time to time, but as long as they were quiet, those
things should move on and leave them alone. He was glad Abraham was
asleep in the cab of the truck with the door closed. He didn’t need
to listen to this shit. The kid had been through enough.

Two a.m. came and went, but Tristan didn’t
wake Spencer. In the morning, he needed his friend to be somewhat
rested so they could find a vehicle to get home. He also had no
intention of leaving their loot in this warehouse, so they were
going to require a van, truck, or SUV to get it all home.

Hours later, he was eating a bag of chips
from the stolen groceries when he heard the tiniest snap of glass
somewhere at the far end of the warehouse. Tristan dropped the bag
of chips and moved quickly in that direction. One good thing about
the night crawlers was that they weren’t usually very quiet. They
had a tendency to pop up when you least expected them, but they
hadn’t mastered their own stealth yet. If they ever did master it
before the government found a cure for them, then the rest of
civilization was in deep trouble.

It was a former man, probably in his forties,
stuck half in a broken window and his lower half still outside. It
shrieked when it saw him coming. Tristan rushed quietly forward and
disabled it with a stab wound to the side of its neck. Then he
shoved it backward so that it wasn’t still half in the building but
instead lying on the sidewalk outside. He didn’t want Abraham to
see it in the morning. Of course, that kid had a whole lot of
education and hardening up in the past month.

He was able to use the sink in the bathroom
to scrub the blood from his hands and dry them on paper towels.
When he emerged, Tristan noticed a grayish tint coming over the
building as dawn was just around the corner. After another hour,
the sun was up, and the noise level of the crawlers outside had
completely died down. It was time to move.

“Man, you were supposed to wake me up,”
Spencer complained as he climbed out of the back seat of the
extended cab truck that was now useless to them and rubbed at what
was probably a very stiff neck.

“You need your beauty rest more than me.
Clearly,” he joked as they left the warehouse with Abraham.

Jogging through the more industrial area of
the downtown district, they finally came to a residential part. It
was obviously low income by the looks of the dilapidated houses,
some with boarded up windows, and long rows of apartment buildings.
Nobody was around. Not a single person or vehicle was moving. Some
of the homes and apartments had their doors standing wide open as
if the people who used to live in them just up and left without
looking back. Or they were dead. Either way, the place was a ghost
town, probably literally, too.

“Keep your eyes peeled for a truck or van,”
he said to them.

It didn’t take long. They found an old,
beat-up truck from probably the 1970s that was orange and rust,
mostly rust. It was long, had an eight-foot bed, and was an
eyesore. However, it was parked in the driveway of a home that
actually had the yard mowed and the bushes neatly trimmed. Whoever
that truck used to belong to, it probably still ran. Now they just
needed the keys to it.

Going up the three steps to the covered deck,
Tristan jumped back when an old, wrinkly black man with a hunched
over spine opened the front door and jammed a shotgun- equally
antique- right at his chest. Tristan wondered if it would even
still fire with the amount of rust on the barrel, but he wasn’t
stupid enough to assume it wouldn’t.

“What do you want, punk?” the grizzly dude
asked with a cigar hanging out of his mouth. “Come here to rob
me?”

“No, sir,” he lied. Of course, he was going
to steal his truck, so that was definitely robbing. “I need your
truck, sir. I’m willing to pay.”

“Money ain’t good no more, kid,” he said,
eyeing Tristan through coke bottle glasses. “Ain’t you been
watchin’ the stock market crash? Ain’t got no use for money now.
And you ain’t takin’ my truck.”

“What would you take in trade?” Tristan
asked.

He pursed his thick, wrinkly lips and
narrowed his cloudy, cataract-ridden brown eyes. “Whatcha’
got?”

“I’ve got a whole truck full of supplies.
Food, water, blankets. Lot of shit. I’ll trade some of the supplies
for the use of your truck. How ‘bout half?”

He raised his chin a notch and sniffed while
considering Tristan’s offer.

“Where ya’ headed?”

“Where? We don’t live around here,” Tristan
told him.

The man snorted as if he already knew that.
“Where ya’ headed?”

“South. Carroll County, sir. I need to get
back to my base.”

“Hm,” he considered this a moment and worked
his lips over his teeth, which seemed like he was adjusting his
dentures around the cigar.

“Our tires got shot out,” he explained,
trying to keep this on friendly terms. Tristan didn’t want just to
overpower the old guy and steal his shit. That didn’t sit right
with him. “We’ve got women and kids to get home to. We were stuck
in this neighborhood overnight with flat tires. They were shot
out.”

“Military, huh?” he asked, indicating
Tristan’s dog tags.

“Yes, sir. Army.”

“Army, huh?”

“Yes, sir,” he answered again. “Were you
in?”

“Navy seal in my day, punk,” the spirited old
man jabbed. “Best damned job on earth.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Ain’t much for killin’ Americans, though.
Makes me real sick what’s happenin’ to this damned country.”

“I agree, sir.”

“People actin’ all crazy and shit. Don’t know
what to make of it.”

“Do you have family, sir?”

“Nah, wife died about fourteen years ago now.
Kids are assholes. Don’t see them much. Haven’t heard shit from
them since this happened. Guess when they don’t need to borrow
money off ya’ no more, they don’t come around.”

“Nobody?”

“I got a couple sisters. Live south of here
in Waynesburg with my nephew. He’s a good boy. Farms a small
plot.”

“Hey, we could take you there.”

He got eyed hard again by the old man.

“No strings. I’ll even bring your truck back
to you in Waynesburg if you want. I’ll drive us all to your
nephew’s farm, drop you off, go home and unload the supplies and
have my buddy follow me back to your nephew’s to return the truck.
I don’t have a need for it. I’ve got another at our place.”

“Yeah? And how am I supposed to trust you,
‘eh?”

“I give you my word, sir.”

“Your word, huh?” he asked as if he didn’t
believe in people’s word anymore.

“It’s all I got. And I can pay you with some
silver, too. Half the load. Three silver coins. And I’ll return the
truck.”

Tristan held out his hand to offer the man to
shake it. He paused a long time through his hesitation before
lowering the shotgun. Tristan took his hand in his, the knuckles
arthritic and gnarly, the skin rough, even rougher than his own,
and gave it a firm shake.

They learned the man’s name was William
“Willie” Johnson, and he was probably the feistiest old shit any of
them had ever met. He sat up front with Tristan with a pistol he
pulled from behind him trained on him the whole ride. Tristan
didn’t mind. He didn’t trust most people, either. Spencer and
Abraham had to ride in the bed on top of their loot after they
transferred it. After that, Willie must’ve believed their story
because he relaxed and put away his pistol.

Tristan dropped him at his nephew’s house,
who looked like he was in his sixties and greeted them with a
shotgun just like his uncle had. Willie’s sisters, Edda Mae and
Bess, were funny and kind and insisted they eat a sweet roll each
that they’d just made fresh this morning. Then they were on the
road again in Willie’s truck after dropping way more than half the
loot with them. It didn’t matter. They had a lot more at Avery’s
than the four old people living in the tiny white farmhouse on the
small plot of land. All he wanted was to see Avery and make sure
she and the kids were safe.

The second he pulled down the drive, she and
Renee flew out the front door. He pulled her close as she also
tugged her little brother against her. Tears were streaming
unashamedly down her beautiful face, and it hurt Tristan to see her
like that. He understood. He was just as worried all night about
her and the kids.

After they dropped the supplies in the
garage, he returned the truck to Willie, told him he’d check in on
them from time to time, and rode back with Avery, who’d insisted on
following him instead of Spencer. He really hoped he’d be able to
keep that promise to watch out for them. They were good people, not
the kind who deserved to be overrun by looters or former
humans.

“Tristan,” she stated as she drove, “There
were people on the property.”

His heart skipped a beat. “When? Last night?
Where?”

“In the woods,” she explained. “I don’t know
when. The tracks looked fresh. There are probably three different
sets. I don’t know. That’s what it seemed like. I don’t think they
were from you.”

After she fully retold the story, Tristan
felt even worse about not making it home last night. When they got
back to the house, Tristan learned from Spencer that he’d already
checked it out because Renee told him. Tristan went and had a look
anyway with Avery by his side.

“What do you think?” she asked as they walked
back the road together toward her house. The way she was asking him
made Tristan feel the weight of the world on his shoulders. She
wanted reassurance that she was wrong, that people weren’t on the
property, but he couldn’t give her that, not with a clear
conscience.

He covered her lower back with his palm. He’d
missed her last night. It actually worried him how addicted he was
becoming to Avery. She was like a drug. Her smell, her touch, the
warmth of her pulled against him when they slept at night.
Everything about this screamed in his brain a loud warning to be
careful, to guard his heart because it might not last, but the more
his brain pushed her out, the more his heart opened up to the
possibility of what could be between them. And that scared the hell
out of him.

“Not sure,” he finally answered honestly. He
had a few ideas but wasn’t sold on them just yet. “Tonight, I’ll
set up a few booby traps. We need them anyway. Warning systems. The
perimeter shouldn’t be able to be breached like that.”

“So, you don’t think it was us?”

He shook his head and watched her rub her
arms as if she were suddenly cold. He took her hand in his. This
was all new to him. Sharing feelings, being emotional and open and
vulnerable. This was all new to her, as well. Not the emotions and
feelings part, but the living in fear of being attacked, that
anxiousness he was used to from years of being on missions.

“It’s okay. I’ll deal with it. No matter what
it is, I’ll handle it, okay?”

She nodded unsurely but met his gaze with
fortitude anyway. Avery was like that. He was coming to understand
just how strong her fortitude was. She was a survivor.

“I’m gonna hit the hay for a few hours,” he
told her once he had the driveway gate closed again.

He gave her a kiss just inside the foyer and
went upstairs to sleep. He also needed time away from everyone to
think. It was a busy house, lots of noise, lots of people coming
and going. He did better when he was alone. He was used to being
alone, not part of a big family or any family at all.

After a quick shower, he rested on her bed,
their bed. Tristan had never before felt such a burdensome weight
as he did now, not even in the military when he was responsible for
his fellow soldiers and making decisions on the fly for his unit.
This was different. He didn’t grow up with a family. All she ever
knew was family. He never felt anything more than a passing sexual
spark for a woman before, and he found release with women in the
most casual of ways possible- no attachments, no relationship, just
one night. He realized now just how very empty his life was before
Avery walked into it.

He tossed and turned and finally fell asleep,
a sleep that was plagued with nightmares. It was always the same
one. He wasn’t able to save his buddies who were killed. And when
he awoke from those night terrors, Tristan would grab his chest and
bolt into a sitting position. Lenny and Two Shakes weren’t in his
dreams this time, though, like they were when he had too many quiet
moments to himself and his mind became restless and traveled back
to that day. This time, it was Avery and her siblings he couldn’t
save in the dream. It was the worst nightmare to date, and it
jolted him to a sweaty, seated position in the middle of her bed.
His mind was flooded with images from that dream. He remembered the
helpless feeling he had watching them from afar being overrun and
attacked by night crawlers and criminals breaking into their glass
castle. He took gulping breaths and swiped a hand through his hair
roughly to calm his heart.

The sounds of her and her siblings playing
their classical music on their instruments coming from the first
floor did nothing to slow his erratically beating heart. Maybe it
was better to put some distance between Avery Andersson and his
heart. Tristan just didn’t know if he could do it.


Chapter Thirty-five

December

Avery insisted on going with Tristan to the city to
collect more medical supplies and foodstuff. She was cooped up too
long and needed to get out, even though he had vehemently protested
taking her. They went to the military site first where Tristan
bribed a young soldier in Army clothing with a carton of cigarettes
and two cases of beer. She didn’t know where he got those things,
but she also didn’t ask.

It snowed last night about four inches, which
was making everything a wet, sloshy mess, especially the roads.
They took his truck, which actually even in four-by-four had
trouble on the slick, icy roads. She never realized how much the
road crews did to make driving more convenient until now. She also
knew it might be a long time before they ever tended roads again,
if ever. The overcast sky was so gray it felt like dusk, not
noon.

“That’s scorched earth,” he remarked,
pointing out his window toward a former shopping center.

He was right. The fire that had swept through
the area had destroyed everything.

“Looting? Vandals?” she asked.

He shook his head. “No, military. They’re
burning the city at night, dropping fire from the sky. Found that
out when you were in the hospital. They’re trying to push the
crawlers into specific areas at night when they get violent and
start going on their killing rampages. I don’t know if it’s going
to work or not.”

“I thought they were trying to save people,
move the infected to prisons and whatnot.”

He shook his head. “They’re full already, and
they’ve gotta do something about the ones that are roaming free.
They’ll kill people. They already are killing people, a lot of
people.”

“Yes,” she said quietly, not wanting to dwell
on that. “You said the other day that you and Spencer saw some out
in the open, in the daylight?”

He nodded. “Yeah, but it’s not too often. As
long as we’re home by dusk, we’ll be okay. They get really active
at night.”

“Like vampires or something,” she remarked as
a tremor passed through her. “There sure aren’t a lot of people out
right now.”

“No, we’ve noticed that, too. Less and less
people moving around. I think a lot of people fled or are trying to
stay holed up where it’s safe in their homes.”

“I just want this to be over,” she commented
with dwindling hope and stared out her window at the buildings with
graffiti covering them and the ones that were charcoaled shells of
their former selves. This used to be a nice area of the city to
shop or catch a movie with a date or have a romantic dinner, not
that she had a whole lot of those experiences.

They hit another military camp but weren’t
permitted entrance, which he found odd. He also didn’t know the
guard on duty, which he also said was odd. He told her perhaps his
friend he’d been paying off in the same manner to get supplies was
dead from the virus. She hoped he was wrong. Then they drove to a
few spots he and Spencer had already hit a couple times where they
were able to pick up supplies, mostly items meant for camping and
fishing. He explained that fishing might become important for them
to procure food. Avery was worried that eventually, animals would
become infected, despite what the CDC had already announced. They
didn’t exactly seem to be on top of this situation, or even very
trustworthy anymore.

Tristan drove them to another city,
Massillon, which wasn’t faring much better than Canton or any other
city or town in America according to the news reports they watched
each night on television, barring it stayed in tune and kept a
signal, which it didn’t always. Tristan and Spencer were worried
that America’s technology infrastructure was going to collapse
completely soon. She prayed they were wrong. Not because she
enjoyed the depressing news reports on t.v., but because she needed
to be able to stay in touch with him by phone when he left the
house without her and also because she wanted to know if things
were going to get better elsewhere. It was like a nonsensical,
illogical beacon of light that she clung to. Sometimes their cell
phones or television signal or internet didn’t work at all for a
few days at a time, and that scared her.

Most of the buildings were boarded up and
closed, former businesses like bakeries, small manufacturing
plants, restaurants, grocery stores, and pharmacies. The main
street through town was lined with orange and black flags on the
park-style light poles. On the flags were pictures of young men,
most smiling and in football uniforms and looking like handsome
movie stars full of promise and expectation for their futures.

“This was a big football town. Well, before,”
she explained.

“Yeah, I can see that,” he agreed.

“A lot of these kids would go on to full
scholarships, play for big colleges, and even make it into the
NFL.”

“Pretty impressive.”

“Their academic record was never so great,
though,” she remembered. “My father used to complain about the
schools putting too much stock and time into sports and not
enough…”

“Jesus!” he yelled, interrupting her as he
whipped the truck to the right.

A sleek black SUV sped past them, nearly
running into them, followed by a pickup truck being driven just as
fast. In the cab of the truck was a young man who looked crazily
similar to one of the boys on the football flag they’d just passed.
There was a dark-haired girl, who seemed very frightened, riding
with him, and in the bed of the truck all their possessions, or so
it seemed.

“They’re running from something.”

That made her scared, almost as scared as
that girl. “Maybe we should turn back.”

“We’re okay,” he said. “I’ve got plenty of
ammo.”

Tristan got them back onto the road again,
the desolate road through the middle of town, and made a right turn
down a side street that led to a small shopping plaza where a
pharmacy was located.

“It’s closed,” she said.

He shot her a look and said, “Nothing’s
closed anymore. It’s just a matter of getting inside.”

“But that’s illegal,” she said. “What about
the police?”

“See any around?” he responded with a wry
expression.

He was right, Avery realized as she glanced
out the rear window at the empty, desolate streets and parking
lots. There wasn’t much of a military presence in this town,
either.

“C’mon,” he ordered and lifted his chin.

It took him about two minutes, maybe less, to
get inside the big pharmacy, using the rear entry door. Once they
were in, Avery’s nerves kicked up. It was even spookier in the
building than outside because there weren’t any lights on other
than what little was coming through the windows at the front and
along the top of the side walls. It wasn’t much.

The place had clearly been looted quite a bit
before the military or police put up warning signs for looters and
boarded up the front entry doors. She was pretty sure it was all
done a little too late, though. This was the first place she’d been
in since the start of all this that she could clearly see signs of
looting…and more by the looks of the blood splatter against the
wall near her and on the floor.

“This way, Ave,” he said and pushed open a
swinging door that led into the pharmacy.

“Do you think there’s anything left?” she
asked because it didn’t look it.

“There’s always something,” Tristan told her
with confidence. “Even if you find stuff you aren’t sure about,
take it anyway. We may be able to trade it for other things we need
more.”

“Right,” she replied with steely
determination. She had to think of the kids now, not the fact that
she was clearly breaking the law.

“I’m going out into the main part of the
store. There might be meds and bandaging and stuff out there.”

“’Kay,” she answered, noticing how her voice
wavered slightly.

“It’s okay. I’ll hear you if you have
trouble. I won’t be far.”

Avery nodded and bit her bottom lip. Tristan
leaned into her, cupping the back of her head to pull her close,
and pressed a kiss to her forehead. Then he pinched down slightly
on the tiny metal clip on her nose, a part of the bluish-green
facemask she wore. She was also wearing her mother’s tan leather
gloves with the cashmere lining. They were a gift from their father
a few years ago, a Christmas gift. This year, in a few days in
fact, Christmas gifts would hopefully be safety, a hot meal, and a
warm bed without fear hanging over their heads.

She got to work quickly scanning shelves,
basically throwing anything she found into her backpack, which used
to hold books and articles that she needed for her college classes.
She knelt and retrieved a few bottles of medicine from the floor
and put those inside her pack, too. She couldn’t even pronounce
them. They’d have to figure out what they all were supposed to be
used for later at home. Avery walked around the corner toward the
front counter where the pharmacist and techs would’ve worked
sorting pills and startled at the sight of a long blood smear on
the plexiglass partition separating the pharmacy from the
customers. There was one on each side of the glass. Something
terrible and violent happened here. There was even a bottle of
pills tipped over on the counter as if the pharmacist had been in
the middle of doling them out into the customer’s smaller, green
bottle. She slid the pills back into the large, white bulk bottle
and took it, too.

Scanning every shelf and cupboard, she
gathered what she could and ended up filling her pack to the brim
and had to struggle to zip it. Her parents were never huge fans of
prescription drugs and believed that most people could heal
themselves through proper diet and exercise, so she really had no
idea what most of the medicine was or what it was used for. But if
Tristan was right, and he usually was, they could use the pills to
trade with other people. If not, if the world went back to normal
soon, they could return all of it to this pharmacy for proper
disposal.

She joined Tristan where he was in the
process of stealing boxes of over-the-counter cold medicine. His
pack wasn’t nearly as full as hers.

“It smells so strange in here,” she remarked
as a faint water dripping sound came from somewhere inside the
structure.

“Burnt smell,” he told her and led the way
back through the store. “The whole side was scorched, most of that
half of the store was burned to nothing. Lot of water damage, too,
from the firetrucks. Some of what you smell is probably the
formation of mold now.”

“I was able to get a lot,” she told him
proudly. Then she felt weird for being proud of herself for looting
a store and breaking the law. This whole scenario was definitely
out of her comfort zone.

“Awesome,” he remarked and shot her a wink
over the top edge of his mask. “Let’s head home.”

Tristan took her hand as he led the way with
his pistol out in front of them. Avery also wore one on her hip,
which felt so out of place. She never wanted to hurt anyone and
hoped she never had to again. If it came to protecting her family,
she knew she would, though. No questions asked.

She was surprised to see that it was nearly
dusk already. They only went to a few places, but the back of the
truck was carrying a hefty haul from the day’s take. Tristan told
her it was a good day. Sometimes he didn’t bring back quite so
much. Paying off his military friend, who was the guard at the
checkpoint, was a smart idea. She leaned her head against the
closed window of her truck door and thought about the kids at home.
She was worried about Kaia.

Avery was lost in thought when someone ran at
her door, hitting it, causing her to scream. Tristan kept going,
slamming his foot on the gas, causing them to lurch backward.

“We need to get outta’ the city. Fast,” he
told her as she twisted in her seat to see the man who’d rammed her
door. He was still trying to run after them.

“Was that…” she questioned but couldn’t
finish.

“Yeah,” he nodded. “Probably the overcast
skies bringing them out a little early today. Plus, it’s getting
dark earlier every day.”

Avery twisted again when an air raid siren
behind them somewhere in the city went off. It was so loud and
ominous, foretelling of bad things to come tonight.

“It’s okay, Angel,” he told her and squeezed
her hand in his.

Avery wanted to unlatch her seatbelt and
climb into his lap. Being close to Tristan made her feel safer, but
holding his hand would have to do until they were safely home. He
glanced over and tried to offer a smile but failed to achieve the
full effect. He looked tired and stressed out. She felt tired and
stressed out. She didn’t know how he did this every day. Her mind
and body were drained.

Something shook the ground under the truck
and boomed so loudly she jumped in her seat so hard it caused the
seatbelt mechanism to lock.

“It’s okay,” he reassured her again. “Just
the military trying to level the playing field.”

Avery twisted in her seat again to look out
the rear window as he sped up to put some distance between them and
the city. There were balling, bright orange flames visible above
the tallest buildings and deep, black smoke that followed them up,
billowing into the dusk sky.

“Wow,” she gasped. “That’s…that’s going to
destroy…”

“Yeah, a lot. It’ll destroy a lot. That’s
what they’ve been doing every night in the cities. Some of these
areas they’re forcing evacuations on. Not sure where they think
people are supposed to go. If this keeps going like this, the whole
damn country will be a big military base.”

“Do you think they’ll do it by us, too?”

He shook his head. “Probably not. As long as
they can keep the infected rounded up more to the cities, then they
won’t have to push farther out into the country where we live.”

“Good. I don’t think I could bear to see our
countryside destroyed like that.”

“We’ll get through this, okay?”

He gave her hand another squeeze, which she
returned and placed her other hand on top of both of theirs. Two
hands were better than one as far as keeping contact with Tristan
went. He was her anchor in this insanity.

They drove away from the city, and she
remained turned in her seat to watch the flames annihilate the
already hard-hit town.

By the time they got home, the others were
also there, and everyone helped unload the supplies into the
garage. It was getting so full in there, but she knew with so many
of them living on her family property, they’d need it all to get
through the winter.

That night, Tristan didn’t sleep with her
because he was on guard duty, which she thought was being overly
cautious. Surely, they were safe out in the middle of nowhere so
far from the city. But he and Spencer felt it was necessary and
shared the duties with Abraham, too. So, unfortunately, she went to
bed alone.

Something startled her awake, and the first
thing she did was reach for Tristan only to find his half of the
bed still empty. Disoriented and carrying the foggy haze of a bad
dream with her, Avery rolled over to check the time next- 2:30.

Her throat was dry and scratchy, Tristan was
missing from their bed, and she knew she wouldn’t go back to sleep
quickly, so she rose and went downstairs.

Avery nearly jumped out of her skin when
Ephraim’s bird, said, “Woooop! Big cat! Big cat.” He must’ve
forgotten him in the atrium again.

“Hey,” Tristan whispered, also scaring her.
“Don’t turn on the lights.”

He was near the glass doors, the only set he
hadn’t boarded up that faced the backyard.

“Come here,” Tristan urged, to which she
complied, padding over on bare feet, the wood floors cold.

“What is it? Is something wrong? I had a bad
dream… thought something woke me…”

He was looking out the window through a set
of binoculars into the dark void beyond.

“I see lights on over there somewhere.”

She peered hard into the field beyond their
yard, not seeing anything. “Where?”

Kaia rushed into the room so fast, she slid
on her socks and also managed to startle Avery. She was jumpy as
all get out tonight.

“Did you guys hear that?” she interrupted
them.

“Hear what?” Tristan asked, instantly alert,
his body tensing.

Avery pulled her robe slightly tighter around
her middle. Not because she was worried about being indecent
because she wasn’t dressed scantily in pink satin pajama pants and
a matching button-down pajama top, but because she felt cold all of
a sudden despite the low crackling fire behind her.

“On the roof,” she said. “I swear I heard
something…”

Avery jumped when something thudded heavily
on the roof to prove her sister’s suspicion.

Tristan had out his walkie-talkie in an
instant and pressed the button, “Spence, you up? Hey, man, you up
there?”

“Yeah, am now,” Spencer’s groggy answer
came.

“Could have company,” Tristan cautioned.
“Stay inside until we see.”

“Ten-four,” his friend answered from Avery’s
apartment. “I’ll scout it out up here on our end.”

“Got it,” Tristan answered. Then he turned to
her, “Get the kids in here.”

He left her to check out the house and spy
outside. Soon, she and Kaia had the boys gathered in the living
room, and Avery ran upstairs to dress into clothing. It was quiet
for nearly an hour before they heard the next thump. This one came
much more loudly, and it was against the side of the house.

“You still in the apartment?” Tristan asked
into the walkie-talkie.

“Yeah, but I’m spying on you guys. I saw
something. I think one of them is casin’ the joint. Stay
inside.”

This conversation sent a series of chills up
her spine. Next to her on the sofa, Kaia shivered. Thankfully, Fin
was asleep leaning against Ephraim, who had also fallen back to
sleep. Abraham stood on guard with a rifle near the front door.

Another loud clank against the only set of
glass doors left, the same ones that led to the backyard.

“Shhh,” Tristan whispered and squatted near
them. “Nobody make a sound.”

She didn’t need to be told. None of them did.
The boys were awake again, and Finn was curled into her side. She
placed her hand over his eyes and stroked his arm softly with her
other.

They were frozen in fear as it tried to see
in, its bloodshot eyes so sunken and dark beneath. It looked
hungry. It looked violent.

Not getting the results it was looking for,
it let out a horrific scream and ran off. They exhaled a collective
breath of relief, but she knew this night was far from over as she
comforted and tried to reassure her siblings. That was all she had
left to offer, a reassuring word, a gentle touch of hope,
encouraging looks, all lies.

 


Life was precious. People used to say things
like that all the time, but none of them realized how true that
saying would turn out to be. Life was precious, indeed. Each person
in the room had lost someone or everyone.

They huddled near the fire trying to block
out the nocturnal noises, the ice rain, the thunder, the other
sounds that could be more than just an animal outside.

Outside, the noises, every last one of them,
seemed ominous now, even if they were probably just animals,
creatures of the night moving around. Every little sound made
people startle now. Every noise a potential threat. Every
reverberation in the air a possible harbinger of danger. The
howling wind caused the few remaining windows to rattle. It didn’t
help the nerves.

Then there was silence. Sometimes silence
was even more frightening. Just straining to listen and wade
through the silence was often stressful and nerve rattling. The not
knowing was sometimes as bad as the knowing.

A commotion, a racket of some kind banging
near the garage caused even him to jump. Was it one of them on
their property again?

 


Tristan and Avery will return in book four of:

Apokalypsis
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