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Chapter 1







Quaranteen


2036
Old newsreels of the Great Lockdown of 2020 play on the television. Scenes of America winning the war against Japan and the former President addressing the nation light up the living room. Regina sits on the window bench with her drawing pad on her lap. Today, a bird landed on the dead oak tree just outside her house. She has drawn and redrawn the sad “yard” she has lived next to her entire life. So having a new subject to recreate is a rare treat. Regina sticks her tongue out, relining the graceful arc of the bird’s wing. Almost got it, she says to herself.
A loud explosion erupts from the television speaker. The bird flies away, frightened by the sound.
“Can we please just watch something else?” Regina sighs, looking at her mother. Life as a Quaranteen, the term used to describe the generation born after the start of the lockdown, consists of a routine life controlled by the government. “I swear this is the only thing the news ever covers. How America saved the world from the unknown virus and how thankful we should be.” Damn, I'm so tired of this. Annoyed, she stands up and goes into the kitchen to fill up a plastic cup with sink water. The rusting pipes spew out brownish liquid and in frustration she slams the cup down on the counter, cracking it down one side.
At only fifteen years old, Regina Stone has lived a life that no teenager should ever be forced to experience. She’s watched her family be torn apart by wars, a virus, and then lived through the aftereffects of a crippled world. An unrecognizable government took full control of the United States after the war and created seven provinces on the outskirts of Washington D.C. Regina was lucky enough to live in Province C, deemed a working-class province by the leaders of the new world.
Shoving her drawing supplies into her backpack, she stops. Her finger grazes an old, wrinkled photograph. Lifting it from the bottom of her bag, Regina stares at the face of a teenage boy, not much older than she is now. A perfect replica of her own face stares back. On the back of the photo is written Trevor, Class of 2019.
Shoving the only memory she has of her father back into the darkness of her bag, Regina scoops up her backpack. “Bye, mom,” she says, and exits out through the front door. 
~

It's her first day of the new school year. It was normally an exciting moment for any adolescent. However, it was clearly one of her least favorite days of the year. Standardized curfews that restrict anyone from being outside after dark force her to spend most of her time drawing in her room.
The neighboring houses were mostly vacant. Greenery has started to hide mankind’s artwork. It is the homeowners' responsibility to keep their house’s exterior in respectable condition and large fines are issued without warning. Remnants of anti-government graffiti could be seen on the pothole ridden road. Any act of disapproval toward the new world order is treated as treason.
She reaches the end of her cul-de-sac and turns down a desolate main street. Regina didn't like her neighborhood much. Although she felt safer here than in most other parts of the province, people still didn't cross each other's path unless completely necessary. Fear of the virus is engraved into the growing minds of the young generation by the surviving adults. Regina didn’t remember her father. She last saw him when she was five before moving into the province. With only a mother to care for her, by modern standards, she is lucky.
Educational opportunities are far superior in the wealthier neighborhoods. Every child has a computer with a camera that displays the teacher in a realistic life-size hologram. The affluent students are typically unseen by the public as they take classes in the comfort of their own home, in order to avoid the risk of contracting the still active virus. It is very easy to differentiate a wealthy child from a poor one. Because of their introverted nature, richer children are frail, and their skin is pale.
For the unlucky poorer social classes, programs are still held in old schoolhouses in the middle of the province. Students receive uniforms that have to be returned to the school upon graduation for repurposing. Regina’s shirt pocket has a hole, rendering it useless.
Drones with W.A.S.T.E. stickered on the side of them and government officers roam the streets looking for anyone who might be suspicious. Checkpoints are every half mile, meaning travel around the province is mainly on foot.
The virus originated in Japan, early in the year of 2020. Nearly sixteen years later, it still exists on every inch of the globe. Some people in the neighborhood still think it was biological warfare, while others claim it was Mother Nature's way of culling the population. Because of government restrictions, thirteen years ago, the internet was modified and censored. Now it can be used for shopping and work purposes only.
Regina approaches her first checkpoint of the day. “Tag please!” an officer demands.
Tags have become essential to go anywhere now. Your tag is your life, your virtual ID in bracelet form. It was permanently fastened to the right wrist of the user and was adjusted for size once a year on his or her birthday. As Regina raises her arm to display her tag, a deafening boom erupts just on the other side of the province’s walls, merely five hundred feet from her. The officer rushes her past the checkpoint and starts locking down the area.
Ducking past the heavily guarded barrier with the officer's arm on top of her back, she takes a knee and collects herself. These riots are happening every other day now. I know there must be better places. I need to get me and my mom away from here!
“You’re safer inside here, remember that,” the officer says to Regina as if he could read her mind. “That’s just the outsiders trying to ruin what we built.”
Outrage over the high security and fears about the lack of answers cause frequent unrest. It is rumored that if you contract the virus, you are removed from the province’s walls to fend for yourself.
The next two checkpoints go a lot smoother and she reaches her school's entrance. Regina sees her classmates in front of the school, and she feels the butterflies in her stomach flap their wings. Maybe this year will be different. Maybe I'll finally fit in.
Keeping their required distance from each other, one by one the students line up, waiting to enter. “Watch it, asshole.” A kid hollers.
A teenaged boy wearing a hoodie stumbles away from another student. “It’s like the dipshit wants to catch the virus,” another boy chuckles. “Ten feet apart, dumbass.”
The boy removes his hood and catches Regina staring. Kenji.
Since his mother was thrown out of the province, dark circles have appeared beneath his ochre eyes that bore through her. They had been best friends, but now they barely spoke. He’s different. I have new friends. We just grew up and grew apart.
These mantras play in her head to justify her dropping him from her circle of friends. 
“Next.”
Kenji raises his hand in a small wave. Regina blinks. The group of teenagers watch for her response with evil grins.
“Next!”
The security officer snaps her fingers, saving Regina from social suicide. “Oh, sorry,” Regina says.
She presents her tag and the screen flashes red, alerting the security officer that she is not to leave the checkpoint. When she looks back at Kenji, he’s gone. Regina bites her lip. She hears a friendly voice from behind her. “Regina!” the familiar voice says.
She turns around and sees her school principal, Mr. Ace, walking toward her.
“She's with me,” he proclaims. “Regina, how are you this morning? Did you make it here okay?”
Mr. Ace is always very happy and upbeat. He is only thirty-two, and with only five years of teaching experience, he is now the headmaster of the local high school. A great feat for him, but it truly shows that the aftermath of the plague left only the young behind. Anyone over thirty-five was either drafted and died during the war or now refuses to leave their home for fear of sickness or worse.
“Yeah, I made it here fine, sir, just fine,” Regina replies.
“You don't seem to be thrilled. Come on, the first day of class awaits us!”
Mr. Ace hurries ahead to greet some teachers. She thinks, how the heck is he always so happy? Mr. Ace had been Regina's principal for her middle school years. He was promoted Regina's freshman year of high school to be the head of the entire school system in the province.
Regina's class consists of every teen remaining in her neighborhood and a few from the adjacent checkpoints. Living in a middle-class province, Regina has access to a higher quality of education than many others. Many years ago, after false promises of wealth and safety if impoverished citizens joined the war, or free healthcare if they kept working at their 'essential jobs,' the public realized it was all fool’s gold. They were basically being sent to their deaths to benefit the economy.
Mr. Ace's class is filled with forty-five students ranging in age from fourteen to eighteen. The students take their assigned seats in the classroom, a converted run-down gymnasium. He stands at the front, and, in a pleasant but loud demeanor, addresses the class: “Hello my Province C Knights! How are you this morning?”
Disgruntled voices overtake the room. “Good, Mr. Ace,” the class says in unison.
“Okay! Well remember, arm’s length apart at all times and use hand sanitizer every hour on the hour. Pull out your books and open to page three!” The class collectively follows his direction. “Hey, Tori! What did I just say? Back to your regular seat and keep your distance from Matthew,” he scolds a student.
Distant sirens fade in and out during the duration of the class. All Regina ever thinks about is getting out of this place.
“Psst, Regina, Regina!” She hears a voice.
Regina turns around to see her friend Beth making fun of Mr. Ace.
“Arm’s length, everyone, keep your distance,” Beth says while making a goofy face. All Regina can do is laugh and try to cover her mouth with her sweater sleeves. She turns back around to see Mr. Ace staring disappointedly in their direction.
“Regina, Beth, is everything okay?” Mr. Ace asks with a stern tone.
“Yes, Mr. Ace, I'm sorry,” Regina replies, embarrassed.
“Same!” Beth yells.
The class bursts out in laughter. Mr. Ace shouts, “Alright, back to work!”
The first half of class finishes and the students file into another line to enter the cafeteria. Regina turns to Beth and says, “You really need to pay attention in class. Mr. Ace takes this seriously.”
“Ah, so what! All I've heard my whole life is don’t touch anyone, keep your distance. You know, it makes no sense. We do all this and yet here we are, eating lunch in a crowded room, breathing on each other! I mean, c'mon. I'm going to be sitting across a table from you just like I do everywhere!” Beth replies in an angry tone. “Have you ever been sick, Regina, hmm?”
“No, I know, but what else are we going to do? I can't sit at home all day like my mom. She has barely left our house in over five years. She always tells stories about people she knew getting the virus. I've been doing the grocery shopping since I could see over the counter,” says Regina.
“Well, screw this! I'm getting tired of the same boring crap over and over again. When are things going to change?” Beth snaps back.
An awkward silence falls over the two as Regina stares off into the distance. She doesn’t know how to respond to Beth. She remembers it's not smart to talk like that around here. You never know who's listening, she thinks.
The bell rings and the students rush to clean up their lunch trays and tables.
Beth says in a condescending way, “Well, back to it!” She jumps out of her seat and hurries to catch up with the rest of the class, leaving Regina.
Regina follows slowly behind, hanging her head. Even going from room to room, we need to get re-scanned. They track you everywhere, Regina thought. Maybe she's right, maybe things do need to change.




Chapter 2







Dependence Day


2036
“Hey, so what time are you getting there tomorrow?” Beth says to Regina.
Regina’s locker is open, and she is placing magnets she brought from home on the inside of the door. She stuck a wrinkled photo of her mother and her as a baby by a river under a magnet that read persevere.
“As late as I can. You know my mom hates going to that thing,” Regina responded.
“Yeah, I know, but this is our sixteenth year! We will no longer be children of the province.” 
Good morning to the Knights of Province C, these are your morning announcements, a women’s voice is heard over the loudspeaker. As you all are aware, Saturday the 13th is the 10th annual Azzard Day and all participating in the Pinning are invited to the Dome for the festivities. Please report to the bus station at 10:00AM for check-ins.
“Well, I guess I’ll see you there at 10:00AM,” Regina says and swings her locker door shut. “I need to get home and help my mom with the yard work before the inspector comes. I’ll text you later.”
Regina carries her backpack over her right shoulder and makes her way to the school exit. She looks down at her wrist to see her bracelet is still displaying red. She shakes it and thinks, come on you stupid thing, go green.
“Regina, wait up for a second,” Mr. Ace comes jogging down the hallway. “Let me talk to you for a minute.”
Regina lets out a quiet sigh that Mr. Ace could hear. He knew she wasn’t having a good day. Her wrist vibrates, and her bracelet turns from red to a lime green. The other students start to disperse in single file lines down the hallway toward the front entrance of the school.
“Tomorrow is a big day for you, Ms. Stone.” Mr. Ace hands her a small envelope. “It’s also a big day for your mother. She gets to watch you take the biggest step in your life. You will be a big part of the cure for this virus and I’m sure she is so proud of you already. Please give this to her, and I’ll know if you open it before she gets it, so don’t get any funny ideas, you understand?”
“Another letter? Who is it from this time?” Regina says, without looking up to meet Mr. Ace’s eyes.
“It’s from an old friend of hers. Now, stick that in your backpack and catch up with your classmates. I’ll be there in the morning before the ceremony.”
Regina rests her bag on top of her sneakers, remembering to prevent anything from touching the floor. She unzips the front pocket and slides the envelope behind her notepad full of today’s doodles.
She is one of the last students to get in line to leave the school’s checkpoint. She looks back at the metal school sign in front of the checkpoint. See you Monday W.A.S.T.E High. I won’t miss you.
Traveling down the same bare streets of her province she has grown to know so well; she cuts through a vacant backyard of an old neighbor after passing through her final checkpoint. The bushes are taller than her and she stumbles through the tall weeds with every other step. Those have grown so much since the Smith family disappeared.
She follows a path lined with sugar maple trees whose leaves have turned a reddish-orange due to the fall weather. There is a three-foot deep crevice hidden by the shrubbery. Knowing the land by heart, she jumps to catch a branch and lets go on  the other side of the gap. She shimmies along the side of a boulder that opens up to a deep, grassy valley. A stone arch that formed over the years from the water run off made Regina’s favorite seat in the province.
She sits down and pulls out her notepad and draws the landscape. The twelve-foot rigid steel walls around the province contained her from going any further. In the distance are the treetops resting on the peak of Hawksbeak Mountain. I wish I could sit on the top of there. I could see the whole world.
Regina uses her finger to shade the dark shadows on the mountain side. Bull thistles grow in the cracks of the stone. She pulls out a handful and rubs it on the page infusing the scent in the paper.
When the sun begins to set, she takes a mental picture of the red sky and stuffs her notepad into her bag and makes her way back toward the main road. Reaching the end of the cul-de-sac, she sees her mom is in the front yard, watering the few flowers she could keep alive.
“Regina, where have you been?” her mother reprimands her. “It’s almost dark out. Of all the days to stay out late, you decide the day before the Pinning is the right one?”
“I’m sorry, mom. I just wanted to enjoy my last night in my favorite spot.” Regina hangs her head and spins her backpack around and removes the envelope. “Mr. Ace told me to give you this.”
She snatches it out of her hand and hides it in her waistband.
“Get in the house,” Regina’s mother says with her head on a swivel for bystanders.
“What? Why?”
“Just go!”
Regina opens the plastic screen door and hurries through, with her mother following close behind. The lopsided screen door crashes behind them and rests on the frame. Her mother shuts the wooden door, locks it, and looks through the peephole.
“Tomorrow is going to be scary for you, Regina,” her mother turns and places her hands on both Regina’s shoulders. 
“Yeah, I know.” Regina shakes her shoulders free. “I’m becoming an adult.”
“It’s even bigger than that. I wish I could tell you more. Just listen to whatever Mr. Ace says.”
“Mr. Ace? Mom, what’s in the envelope? He said you would explain it to me.”
“It’s going to be a hectic day tomorrow. It’s directions for where I am to meet you after the ceremony.”
“You’re not coming with me? I’m scared to go there by myself,” Regina was holding back tears.
“I’m not allowed to. Only the children participating in the Pinning get to go to the Dome, but I will be watching you on television as you walk across the stage. Now, wash up for dinner and just remember, listen to Mr. Ace and no one else.”
Regina walks up the stairs and enters her room. She lays her backpack on a rolling desk chair and falls onto her bed face first. She grabs a pillow and covers the back of her head and lets out a loud grunt that is silenced by the mattress. Why is everyone so weird in this town? No one tells me the truth about anything, and I am sick of it.
She changes out of her school clothes and puts on her favorite pair of sweatpants. They are her mother’s from when she was a teen. The remnants of three white stripes could be seen near her left pocket. Walking back down to the kitchen, she can see her mom pulling out a rotisserie chicken from the oven.
“Whoa, where did you get that?” Regina said in shock. Surviving mostly off plants from the garden in the front yard, eating baked chicken was a rare treat.
“Every teenager gets one the day before their Pinning. They want you well rested and strong.”
“Mom, what’s going to happen to me tomorrow?” Regina’s excitement turned to nervousness.
Her mother peeked around as if someone else was in the house. “I never had to go through a Pinning ceremony, remember honey. But I do know a little about where you are going. The Dome is in the center of all the provinces. Everything that has a W.A.S.T.E. logo on it comes from out of there.”
“What if I don’t go?” Regina was clenching her right hand with her left. She was jittering her feet in suspense. 
“Regina, they are not going to hurt you, I won’t let them,” her mother reassured her. “You will be home Sunday and I’ll have the rest of that chicken waiting for you.”




Chapter 3







The Pinning


2036
“Regina, wake up, it’s time.”
Regina rubs her eyes and sits up. “I don’t want to go, mom.”
“I know, honey. Beth will be there. Try to enjoy the day with her.” 
Her mother had a plate of pancakes and scrambled eggs covered in cheese waiting for her. Syrup covers melting butter and gives out an aroma that wakes Regina like a shot of espresso.
“Mmm, first chicken and now pancakes! This is the best birthday ever.” For a moment, Regina’s fear of the day to come is muted by the taste of her favorite foods.
In the provinces, all children had the same birthday. On the second Saturday of September, a celebration was held at the Dome, the capitol of the provinces. On their sixteenth birthday, kids of each province would travel to the Dome to participate in a tradition known as the Pinning.
Regina scarfed down her hot breakfast and rolled out of bed. Her mother takes her plate and walks back to the kitchen to wash it. Regina takes a long hot shower, a luxury that her mom granted for the occasion. Using a dime of lavender shampoo, she washes her hair and sings a song she heard on her mother’s old iPhone. John Mayer may be an old man from the “before times,” but Regina couldn’t get enough of his music. She turned up her favorite song, No Such Thing, singing into her hairbrush like she’d seen musicians do in old magazines.
“Regina, hurry up,” her mother yells from the bottom of the stairs. “It’s almost 9:30, we need to catch the bus!”
She turns off the water, dries her hair and puts on her favorite yellow dress with some dirtied white sneakers. A headband holds her hair in place, and she has a white belt tied in a bow around her waist. She fills her backpack with a bottle of water, some snacks, and her notepad and pencils.
Hurrying down the stairs, Regina and her mother head out the door and speed walk toward the town center. The bus station is secured by W.A.S.T.E. officers wearing face shields, body armor and carrying large assault rifles. Eight students from Regina’s class line up to enter the bus. Beth stands next to her mother, wearing a pink floral dress and heels. Her blonde hair was curled, and she wore a pink flower above her left ear.
“Regina, over here!” Beth calls out. “I saved you a spot. C’mon, we are about to board.”
“Hi Bonnie and Regina,” Beth’s mother greets them. “You look so cute, Regina. The yellow dress goes so marvelously with your hair. So long and brown. Wow, it’s beautiful, darling. Are you excited about today?”
“Thanks, Ms. Watts,” Regina nervously bites her lip. “Yeah, I guess. I’ve always wanted to see the Dome.”
“I heard it’s made out of crystal and gold,” Beth chimes in. “Eek, I can’t wait to see it!” 
An officer directs the teenagers onto the bus. “Looks like it’s time to be a grown-up.”
Regina hugs her mother and boards the bus. The parents will have to wait until tomorrow to see their children again. 
Regina sits as close as she can to Beth. Because of restrictions of being no closer than arm’s length, each kid has an aisle to themself. 
“Please secure all of your belongings and put your seat belts on. We will be leaving the station momentarily,” a woman says to the students from the front of the bus. “You all look so lovely. Wow, everyone is going to just adore you. I can’t even contain myself! It’s a short trip ahead, but please make yourself comfortable and welcome aboard the White Horse, the fastest way of travel to the most glorious place on earth.”
“Who is that woman?” Regina leans and whispers to Beth.
“I don’t know, but her face doesn’t move when she talks,” Beth replies with a giggle concealed by her hands.
The woman wears a black, backless dress. And if it wasn’t for her long, wavy blonde hair, her bottom would be exposed. Gold bands cover her wrists, and she wears multiple necklaces. 
An hour bus ride starts with them going through the town center. Men and women stand on their porches, applauding the passing bus. 
“Cure us all!” yells one of the men.
“Bring me back something,” a young boy screams.
“My name is Madam Minerva, and I will be your liaison as you enter the new world of adulthood,” the woman says, snapping them back to attention. “You have nothing to fear, my loves, and everything to be excited about. What you are doing today will change the world forever. Your parents will watch you take on the greatest oath, and I can’t even imagine how proud of you they already are. You are the future, and we all rely on you. Now relax and Happy Azzard Day to all!”
The bus driver beeps twice, and the wheels turn and accelerate out of the station in a jerking motion. Regina unbuckles her seatbelt immediately and slides to the window seat. She peeks out and sees her mother with tears in her eyes. Waving frantically, Regina mouths the words, “I love you.”
~

Regina spent the trip gazing out the windows, taking in the outskirts of her province. She draws quick sketches of what she can see. A northern red oak fills up her first page, and a tarnished brick building fills up her second. I’ve never been this far.
The bus crosses over a large bridge and starts to levitate above the road. Several girls squeal in fright.
“Welcome to the Dome, my loves,” Madam Minerva says from her seat. “Don’t worry, this bus is magnetic, too. Nothing to fear.”
Every year, the new technology the engineers of the Dome invent is on display for all the members of the provinces. Regina looks out the window in awe. It was far different than the television showed. Colors that didn’t exist in her province cover the streets. Glass buildings taller than her eyes could see fill the sky. Men and women wearing glowing shoes stand still and are carried by a weaving, moving walkway through the buildings. Everyone stares at the floating screen coming out of their hands, never looking up to see where they are going.
The bus enters a dark tunnel before emerging in a brightly lit room, blinding Regina. It comes to a halting stop, and the doors at the front of the bus open.
“Please, my loves,” Madam Minerva says, eyeing the teens. “Gather your belongings and follow me. You are now inside the Dome.”
“Whoa, we made it, Regina!” Beth says with pure joy. “I’ve waited my whole life to see this place!”
The teens, one by one, depart the bus at the front. Regina hops off the floating bus and follows the group. They exit through two tall wooden doors and enter a massive atrium. White arches over two hundred feet high lead to a mosaic of seven stars in a circle. “Take that, Michelangelo,” Beth giggles. 
“Who’s Michelangelo?” Regina asks.
Beth shrugs. “My dad has a poster of some graffiti he did.”
The kids stand in awe of the gold pillars that line the room's outer edge, leading toward a large stage with an even bigger screen behind it.
Leather-bound chairs spread out across the room. A few dozen kids, all dressed in their best clothes, are seated at the front. Regina follows Beth down a row, and they anxiously sit as teens from the other provinces enter through the wooden doors. Noises from the crowd vary from loud shrieks of eagerness to quiet whimpers of fear.
“This place is even more amazing than I ever imagined,” Beth says to Regina. “I hope we never have to leave!”
The room fills up, not a single seat is vacant. The lights go out, and a video on the screen behind the stage brightens the room. A man wearing a white lab coat and dark sunglasses walks onto the stage. A montage of the Japanese surrendering to the Americans and fighter jets flying over a headless Statue of Liberty flickers behind him.
“Hello, little ones. My name is Franz Azzard, and welcome inside the Dome.” The aging man paces across the stage with his arms behind his back and stares at each kid individually. A brimmed hat shields his eyes. “I know most of you are nervous for the day to come. It’s certainly a scary thought, adulthood. Well, fear not, for I am here to make everything better.”
~

Regina looks over to see Beth with a huge smile on her face. She sits on the edge of her seat, anticipating every word falling from his lips. Her eyes focus on the dark gray tight-fitting carbon fiber suit Azzard is sporting. It has no gloss to it and appears to be a one-piece outfit designed like a unitard with attached silk pants and sleeves. The W.A.S.T.E. acronym is printed where a typical shirt pocket would be.
“This year, everything is a little different. Our vaccine is stronger than it’s ever been. The Dome’s very own, Dr. Endeslichts, has produced a marvelous antibiotic that will prevent nearly half of you from ever having to worry another day. Not only that, but for you lucky ones, your offspring will be over seventy percent immune. You are the future. You are our future!” 
A loud gasp of shock overtakes the room. 
“This year, when you receive your Pinning, and that needle goes into your arm, you will receive a vaccine developed nowhere else but here, W.A.S.T.E Headquarters, the safest place in the world.”
“Regina, did you hear that! We are getting the vaccine! We are saved!” Beth jumps out of her seat and spins in circles.
Regina stares around the Dome and watches all the children celebrate. She has a sinking feeling in her stomach, and she leans over to conceal her brief pain.
“Now, now children, please take your seats,” he says. “This is just the beginning! You will be the first, but certainly not the last. We won’t stop until every young citizen from here to every province has received the new Pinning! Until W.A.S.T.E. cures every American!”




Chapter 4







Shelter in Place


2020
An empty cable car rolled down a desolate Market Street in San Francisco as fog blankets the city. The year is 2020. And a week ago, the governor announced the nation's first statewide “shelter in place” order to stop the spread of a highly contagious virus. Residents of the Bay Area took it upon themselves to act quickly while Southern Californians ignored the initial warnings. Grocery store shelves were stripped of their contents down to the bare aluminum. Toilet paper and hand sanitizers were sold out everywhere, even in the suburbs. You could find them online marked up by over 1000%, just days after the governor's announcement. The uncertainty of what tomorrow would bring held every discussion.
Doctors, grocery store clerks, and construction workers moved about their workdays as normal; they were considered “essential” workers. Their commute had an eerie and ominous feeling to it as they traveled down deserted streets that just last week were crammed.
Trevor Hunt, an ironworker for a local construction company and recent high school graduate, entered BART. A quick scan around the San Francisco subway system, and he found himself the only one on the entire train. Trevor leaned his tall and lean body against the train’s wall. He scratched his patchy beard that made his face look a year older on the right side and a year younger on the left. Trevor walked to a beat all his own, as if he had a song playing in his head the whole time.
A typical BART ride meant Trevor would find himself squished among the crowd. Taking advantage of the extra room, he stood sideways and spread his legs wide, balancing like a surfer riding the bumpy wave of the underground track. He glimpsed his reflection in the window when the train was in a lightless tunnel. An N95 mask, a new mandate for anyone outside their homes, was strapped around his jaw. 
I look like a football player. Hut, hut, hike. 
Trevor laughed and threw a fake touchdown pass to a pretend receiver. He pulled the mask over his mouth, leaving his nose exposed, and the train screeched to a stop.
Arriving at Embarcadero, he walked up the stairs to the street level to find a fully abandoned city. Even the homeless were nowhere to be found.
His favorite coffee shop was closed. The corner store had graffiti-decorated plywood covering the windows. He saw a person walking their dog who immediately ran to the other side of the street to avoid passing near him. He hated being outside nowadays.
Trevor approached the job site to see a handful of construction workers gossiping about the virus. None of them wore masks, and all had a lit cigarette in their hand. Deep inhales released large plumes of smoke into the chilly March sky. One man coughed into his hand before taking another big drag.
Today the general contractor of the job site took everyone’s temperature at the turnstile before they were granted entry. A woman scanned foreheads with a touchless thermometer one by one, disinfecting the sensor with an alcohol wipe with every use. Anything over one hundred degrees was deemed dangerous, and the employee was sent home immediately. Relieved that he didn’t have a fever, Trevor scurried through the rusted turnstile and tossed on his hard hat. The superintendent, Rick, held his typical morning meeting, but something was off.
“What's going on?” Trevor asked.
Rick’s face twisted with concern, and he took a deep breath before addressing the entire group.
“Thanks for joining us, Hunt,” Rick stated, as he turned back to the rest of the crowd. “I am sure you have all been following the news. There is a virus that is sweeping across the world. America appears to be one of the last countries unaffected so far. We have been deemed essential, so we will continue our work until this building is complete. Keep working hard everyone. We are almost wrapped up here.”
Rick turned away from his team and walked back to his office. Trevor caught his eye and noticed Rick was still acting weird. What does he know?
Trevor let the rest of his coworkers go about their business, and he snuck off to follow Rick. He approached the converted shipping container that acted as Rick's office and heard the radio on:
All California residents, you are required to stay at home for the next thirty days. You are only allowed to leave your homes for food, exercise, or essential needs.
Trevor opened the door to the office. “Hey, Rick, what's up? The news is pretty scary, huh?”
Rick nearly fell from his chair. “Huh? Oh, uh, yea.”
“Is there something you aren't telling us?”
With a defeated look on his face, Rick turned to Trevor and said, “I don't know much, man. From all I've seen, I know that this is serious. Take a look at my monitor.”
Newsreel of the virus filled every website and flooded all the social media outlets. Japan was in a complete lockdown. The streets of Spain were full of people rioting as the police force tried to hold them off. Copacabana Beach in Brazil was full of partiers with no restrictions, as people thought it was all a hoax.
“I'm sure we’ll be fine. This won't spread. It can't,” Trevor said half-confidently as a loud bang echoed from just outside the office.
Trevor and Rick ran toward the sound. A circle of workers had formed around a person on the ground floor.
“What's going on?” screamed Rick.
A fellow iron worker said, panicked, “He jumped!”
Trevor had never seen anything like this. Cold darkness fell over him as he tried to grasp why this man would have taken his own life. It just didn't make any sense.
Rick immediately closed the site for the day and sent everyone home. An ambulance and two fire trucks arrived to take the body away. As Trevor left, he glanced back to see the doctors in full hazmat suits.
Why are they all wearing that gear just to pick up a mangled body?
Trevor frantically walked back to the BART station to find people congregated around the entrance while police officers set up a barricade restricting access. Afraid to get too close, Trevor stood aside to watch the scene unfold.
A young boy in a Warriors jersey tugged on Trevor's shirt. “Have you seen my mommy?” he asked.
Trevor shook his head, confused, and glanced back at the gathering, looking for a frantic woman who might be the boy’s mother. Suddenly, shouting and pushing overwhelmed the officers. A gun fired into the air. The crowd backed up, and a man lay motionless on the ground. No blood, no bullet holes, but he appeared dead all the same.
“He has it,” an officer said. “Back up, everyone! Back up now!” 
The crowd erupted in chaos, aggressively pushing each other. The officers attempted to direct the crowd away from the entrance and onto the main street but were unsuccessful. Trevor slowly backed up and bumped into a wall. He quickly turned around to find Rick.
“Follow me and move quickly!” Rick said to Trevor as he handed him a crowbar from the construction site. “That man didn't jump. He was pushed.”
Not stopping to think, Trevor did as Rick instructed, and they moved off the main streets heading toward the middle of the city. While keeping pace with Rick, Trevor kept his head on a swivel. He observed families frantically running and holding hands. Others broke into drug stores, emerging from the wreckage with prescription bottles in their arms.
“Through here, come on!” Rick roared.
Trevor and Rick ran down a staircase. Rick unlocked a door, and they walked through to a dimly lit room. Rick turned the lights on. It was an old-school speakeasy.
“Where are we?” Trevor asked.
“This is my favorite bar. Most people don't know about it. It's not on any search engines, and you can only find out about it by word of mouth. I drink here so much the owner gave me a key,” Rick said with a smirk. “We should be safe here. The backroom has a freezer filled with food, and more importantly, there’s a fully stocked bar.”
Rick and Trevor spent the rest of the morning watching the news on the twenty-two-inch box TV above the bar while polishing off a bottle of Johnnie Walker Black. Protests had broken out all over San Francisco as the police force desperately tried to calm down the public. 
“You really can handle your whiskey there, Hunt,” Rick said, raising his glass. “If the world is really going to shit, let’s not let any of it go to waste.”
They clinked their glasses. And like the sound was a switch, the power went out. Only a sliver of sunlight from the street-level window shined into the bar.
“I don't want to leave here. I don't feel safe outside,” Trevor said quietly.
“We can't stay here forever, Hunt. There is a convenience store a block away. I'll go and grab us some flashlights and whatever else I can find. You stay here and hold down the fort. Do not let anyone in other than me. You understand?”
Rick ran out as Trevor bolted the door shut behind him.




Chapter 5







American Warriors


2020
“No one allowed in but Rick. No one allowed in but Rick,” Trevor repeated to himself out loud as he paced back and forth across the room.
Wait, I don’t remember, he read on the neon sign above the draft list on the wall. Trevor picked up a menu and realized the bar was actually called Wait, I Don’t Remember.
And then he got it. Wait, I don’t remember. No one would ever know what bar you were talking about if you said that. No wonder it's so well hidden. 
He laughed out loud. Hella funny.
Outside, shadows ran by. Screams echoed from the street through the small side window. The bottle of Johnnie Walker was empty, and they’d had half of the bottle of bourbon too. The bar clock told him it'd been almost four hours since Rick left for supplies. Constant internet scrolling to read horrifying news drained his phone battery to below fifty percent. Ugh, why didn’t I bring my other battery to work? 
Fighting to battle the buzz, Trevor fell asleep on the barstool with his head resting on the countertop. Suddenly, the ground shook below him. “How long have I been out?” he said to no one.
Then it all came flooding back. The glasses behind the counter rattled and shook and several bottles fell off the shelves, smashing on the ground below.
Whoa, I hope this isn't the big one. A moment later, the shaking stopped. Oh, thank God. Let's see what outside looks like.
Trevor unlocked the door and tried to push it open. The handle slipped out of his hand, and he fell face-first into the steel doorframe. What the heck? 
He pushed on it again, barely inching it ajar.
He moved a chair over to the window to look out. The brick siding of the building across the alley peeked through. It was still daylight, but clouds had blocked the direct sunlight, leaving very little luminesce to navigate the rustic bar room.
Something must be blocking the door. Wait, where is Rick? 
Trevor walked into the kitchen. “Rick?” he screamed to the otherwise vacant bar. 
Chaos still sounded in the streets, but it was calmer than before the excessive alcohol forced his eyes shut. Trevor tried to mess with the fuse box. He turned all the switches off, then pushed them all back on. Nothing happened. He pulled out his phone, but the battery was at one percent.
It’s five in the morning? I slept all day and night! How? Better make this phone call count. He frantically tried to call his father. Come on, come on! After a few rings, he answered.
“Hey Trev.”
“Pops! My phone’s about to die any second. I don’t have much time to explain. I need your help,” Trevor replied.
“Calm down, son. Where are you?”
“I’m stuck in a bar called, Wait, I Don’t Remember.”
“You need to give me more information than that,” Pops responded, confused.
“It’s near 19th and Valencia. Wait, hello? Pops, you there?” 
No, it died on me. He’s never going to find me now. Trevor threw his phone in frustration, cracking part of the screen.
No phone, no lights, and I’m stuck in this place. Just great. What if Rick doesn't come back? Maybe he went back to his home to get a flashlight and got stuck there after the tremor. Yeah, that's got to be it, Trevor assured himself.
His stomach growled, and Trevor opened the freezer to see what the bar had lying around. Finding some bread and sliced meat, he made himself a ham and prosciutto sandwich. Fully stocked must have meant something different to Rick since there wasn't much on the menu other than some simple bar food, such as frozen chicken wings, burger patties, and leftover chili. With the power still out and unable to cook anything, he was like a child at McDonald’s being told he can’t have a happy meal.
Trevor ate his meal while watching the door. Six hours later, he made a salad and watched the door some more. No one came knocking. He grew scared that no one was coming to help. He walked back to the entrance and attempted to push as hard as he could, groaning with all his effort. The door barely moved.
“Rick will come and save me. Tomorrow, yeah tomorrow,” he said to himself out loud as he laid down a couple of towels for a pillow on one booth and covered himself with a tablecloth. “He'll come back tomorrow; he has to.”
~

Trevor managed to sleep through the night and the next day was the same as the last. When the sun set, he accepted Rick was never coming back. No one is coming for me. I need to get out of here.
He stacked a chair on top of a table in front of the window. He took a final slug of Jim Beam, climbed up on his makeshift ladder, hunching over as to not hit the ceiling. He broke the hinges to allow the window to open wider and peeked out as far as his body would allow him. His broad shoulders prevented him from wiggling all the way out, but he could see a ladder had fallen and was jammed under the handle of the door. He grabbed a small plastic flower vase. And, like local baseball legend Randy Johnson, he side-armed it out of the small window, knocking the ladder loose.
He ran into the door and dropped a shoulder several times before finally pushing it fully open. Even though the sun was setting, his eyes couldn't handle the brightness. He blocked the light with his hands but failed, causing his eyes to dilate quickly, which was followed by a couple of sneezes. Trevor always sneezed when he walked outside on a sunny day.
He plodded up the stairs and to the end of the alley. The streets were as quiet as his last commute to work. He didn't live too far from the bar, so he headed directly toward his apartment. 
On the streets of San Francisco, it wasn't uncommon to find a homeless person passed out in the middle of any neighborhood. From the poor areas of the Tenderloin to the wealthy Financial District, it was the same. Trevor came around a corner to find two people face down in front of a fire hydrant. There was a wrench on the hydrant as water trickled out. Neither were moving, but he didn't have the nerve to stop. Something was very wrong. Very wrong. He was only five blocks away from home.
On his left was Mission Dolores Park, normally known for its scenic views and lively parties on any summer day. As he snuck past it, a large group of disheveled homeless people gathered. One of them stood on top of the hill, speaking toward the rest. He inched behind a nearby bush and listened, staying out of sight.
“Warriors of San Francisco, this is our city now!” the man screamed as the crowd cheered in a roar of approval. “We will not wait for the government to give us answers. We will go to City Hall and demand answers!”
Trevor realized these weren't homeless people. This wasn't a gathering. This was a mob. The mob was full of people with ripped clothes and dirty faces; its members appeared as if they had been living on the streets for months, not days.
“What happened while I was trapped?” Trevor whispered to himself.
Sneaking from bush, to tree, to abandoned car, Trevor followed the mob from a distance.
“We are the Warriors! San Francisco's ignoring us! Give us answers, silence is destroying us!” 
The mob of fifty chanted as it turned onto Van Ness Avenue and closed in on City Hall. This was the opposite direction of where Trevor lived, but he had made the decision that without answers, there was no way he could go home.
About a block behind, Trevor took a second to look around the streets and saw several motionless bodies lying on the ground. Broken glass and rubble strewn everywhere. Clouds of smoke billowed in every direction. What the hell happened while I was waiting for Rick to return?
When the Warriors arrived at City Hall, they were not the only protesters marching their way to address the government. The original fifty became one hundred, then became several hundred. The numbers were so great he could not count. This wasn't a random mob; this was all of San Francisco. Solid metal barricades had been erected around the building and armed men could be seen peering out the windows.
The mob of irate citizens screamed and threw bottles and rocks, demanding news. The mayor walked out, surrounded by armed guards. “People of San Francisco, please put down your weapons and open your hearts. As a community, we will overcome these hardships,” the mayor announced. “There is nothing to worry about. We have the situation under control. The power will be back on in a couple of days and food will be distributed. We ask that you hunker down in your homes and wait this out.”
“Wait what out?”
“What is happening to us?”
“What did Japan do to America?” Voices from the mob screamed out in fear and anger.
“Listen, please!” the mayor retorted. “The virus has made its way to American soil. It is believed that the Japanese sent asymptomatic personnel on flights originating from Tokyo to San Francisco and Los Angeles to infect our population. If proven to be true, this is an act of war! We need everyone to please return home and wait for further announcements. I want to assure you, we will be fine, we will—” The mayor was cut off as roars of demands for answers were heard throughout the crowd. “Listen! Please, everyone, I want to assure you we will be fine. Please return home and await instructions.”
Trevor's knees weakened. How can this be? Is Japan really purposely infecting their own people to spread the disease to the rest of the world? This can't be true. No one is that crazy.
Trevor gathered himself, and turned to leave. He ran through the streets, dodging small fires and overturned cars. Not looking back to see the aftermath of the crowd, he finally arrived at his small apartment in the Mission District. Sprinting up the stairs, he frantically unlocked the door and slammed it behind him.
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Fifteen Seconds of Courage


2036
“Ladies, listen up!” The microphone screeches a high pitch tone as Madam Minerva’s hand adjusts it. The crowd of eager teens continues to grumble. “Mr. Azzard is a very busy man who took time out of his day to greet you all. Show him some respect and remain quiet in your seats!”
Regina sits on the edge of her seat, slouching over, hiding her face. Madam Minerva’s beauty makes all the young girls gaze at her with jealousy and envy, but something about her tone is giving Regina the creeps.
“You will now exit the Dome row by row. Keep your distance and enter the gate matching the color of your bracelets,” Madam Minerva says to the children.
Regina looks down and finds her wrist is glowing purple. She peers over at Beth, who shakes her wrist, displaying a purple light as well.
Yes! Regina thinks to herself. 
Knowing she will be with Beth during whatever happens on the other side of that gate, Regina feels some relief. “Please wait for the drone to escort you out,” Madam Minerva directs. “Little girl, get back in your seat. It is not your turn!” she screams at a red head in the second row.
A floating robot the size of a basketball hovers over to Regina’s row, a thin LCD screen spanning its entire circumference. Two small thrusters propel blue fire from the bottom of the drone, keeping it stabilized at eye height to Regina. 
“Please follow me, ladies,” the drone says to Regina and the other kids in her row. 
Neon purple fills the screen, and Regina stands. The drone makes a counter-clockwise turn and uses its sensors to detect the gate.
I didn’t know the drones could talk.
Beth stands up and follows Regina. Regina peeks over her shoulder at Beth. Beth was giddy with excitement, so much so that Beth didn’t notice Regina was not feeling the same.
Looking at the kids behind her, Regina realizes that two more girls from her province are with her. Another four she didn’t know tagged closely behind. In a single file line, Regina leads the group of eight up to a circular gate that has a blinking purple light above it. 
A robotic arm drops out of the bottom of the drone, and a beam of light shines on the left side of the gate. As it drags the beam to the right, a massive common room slowly appears, like the opening of a curtain. It was as if the drone was drawing the room with its light beam and that the door was never actually there.
The floating machine enters the room, proving to Regina’s puzzled mind that it was in fact three dimensional. She is speechless as she looks around the room. A glass chandelier hung from the ceiling. Shimmers of sparkling diamonds twinkle at the bottom, blinding Regina. Regina gasps. A fireplace with a stuffed grizzly bear head baring its teeth mounted above it.
Beth runs up next to her. “This is more beautiful than I ever thought possible,” she says. “Imagine if this was your house, Regina? Ugh, I’d totally be happy being stuck inside for once.”
“Yeah, it’s pretty cool, I guess,” Regina replies. 
She walks toward the fireplace and stares into the bear's eyes. She has never seen a grizzly bear before but looking at the sharp teeth gives her an icy feeling down her spine.
“Okay children, please come gather around,” a familiar voice calls.
“Mr. Ace? What are you doing here?” one of Regina’s classmates says.
Regina spins around to see Mr. Ace, accompanied by a woman in a hazmat suit, standing in the room's corner.
“For those of you who don’t know me, my name is Mr. Ace. I am the headmaster of the high school in Province C, and I will be your mentor today. This here is a nurse name Amanda who will administer your vaccines.”
Regina hurries to Mr. Ace but doesn’t say a word. She is ecstatic to see him, but too nervous to speak.
“We will take you one by one into the sterilized room next door,” says Amanda. 
“Nothing to be afraid of. Just need you to be brave for fifteen seconds. Can you do that?” he asks the non-responding crowd. “Great! We will start alphabetically. The rest of you, feel free to explore the grand room.” 
He puts his palms together, then jerks them open. A holographic screen appears between his hands. Moving his right hand, the display remains, and he uses his index finger as a cursor.
“Let’s see. Suzie Cannes, please grab your belongings and follow me.”
A girl wearing a brown dress with a rip under the left sleeve rubs her eyes and slowly approaches Mr. Ace and Amanda. Two doors open and Amanda leads her through. Regina peeks in and sees another two doors, ten feet ahead of them. The doors shut and disinfectant steam sprays in their face.
“Bummer, I’m probably going to be last,” Beth says. “Watts. Why couldn’t they ignore the ‘w.’ This isn’t fair.”
Regina walks up to Mr. Ace and says, “Where are we? I heard your stories in class about W.A.S.T.E. and the Dome, but you didn’t tell us about this.”
“Well, you see, Regina, things are different every year here,” Mr. Ace says back to her. 
The teens ran around the open room, jumping on the furniture and playing the games adorning every table. “They’ve made a lot of new scientific discoveries in the past year. I’m not too sure what to expect to be honest. Now go enjoy some of the cool gadgets laid out for you.”
She turns back to the group of reckless adolescents and walks toward a girl sitting alone by a small pond. Darkened terracotta surrounds the shallow pool and koi fish make counter-clockwise laps in the water.
“Can I sit here?” she asks the zoned-out teenager.
“Sure,” she replies.
“Do you have those fish in your province?” Regina asks.
“Naw, we don’t have no fish,” she says, not looking up. 
Her accent is harsh, and she struggles to pronounce words properly.
“No fish? What do you mean?” Regina’s province was filled with a plethora of fish in the rivers near her house.
“I’ve never seen a pond before,” the girl says. 
She lifts her gaze up from the water and looks at Regina. “Do you have ponds like this?”
“Yeah, but they are usually much bigger. Where are you from?”
“Province G. That’s my friend, Suzie, they done called in.” She plays with the hem of her tattered clothes, and her black hair is knotted. Her eyes are thin, and her skin is olive tone. “You want to try to catch the fish?” she giggles, and Regina laughs back.
“I’m Regina. I’m from Province C. It’s nice to meet you.”
“I’m Caemi. Nice to meet you too.”
The doors open again, and the nurse returns without Caemi’s friend, Suzie. “Bridget Edwards, please follow me.”
A short-haired girl with glasses jumps up in excitement. She sits in the same row as Regina at school. Bridget uses both her hands to fix her perfectly brushed blonde hair. 
“Let’s do this!” she screams to the nurse.
Wait, where is Suzie?
Mr. Ace paces the room with his hands behind his back. Observing all the teenagers, he takes notes of the surroundings in a small booklet. Every so often, he looks over his shoulder to check on the door.
The nurse returns, and Mr. Ace quickly slips the paper and pencil back into his shirt pocket. Amanda calls in another student from her province. About a minute later, she returns and calls Regina’s name.
“Oh boy,” she says under her breath.
“You’ll be okay. I hear only one or two kids don’t come back after,” Caemi said, catching Regina off guard.
“Wait, what do you mean?”
Before Caemi could respond, Mr. Ace cuts her off. “Come on Regina. It’s your turn. Hurry up!”
Regina stands up, feeling light-headed. Regaining her balance, Regina takes her time walking across the room. She swings her backpack over her shoulder and turns to see Beth giving her a dirty look. Refocusing her attention on Mr. Ace, he greets her with a head nod and a wink.
“Is this going to hurt?” she asks him,
“You’ll be fine, Ms. Stone,” he says, assuring her. “I’ll see you shortly after, don’t worry.”
She enters through the first door with Amanda and the vents unleash the disinfectant spray. Regina lets out a couple of coughs into her elbow and wipes her mouth with the back of her hand.
The second set of doors open and a triangular room with a leather seat in the middle is waiting for her. Regina is too scared to move. Amanda places her arm on her back and gently pushes her forward. The room has another door, but no windows. Navy blue walls are covered by mirrors and motivational quotes.
She who conquers others is strong; She who conquers herself is mighty.
“Regina, please sit. I will be back soon to deliver your vaccine.” Amanda turns around and enters back through the doors they came through. Regina slowly sits on the chair, eyeing the table that was topped with syringes, cotton pads, and bandages. When the door closes, Regina can feel the room moving.
Whoa, I’m spinning in a circle.
Coming to a slow stop, she waits impatiently. Sweat pools on her forehead. Seconds feel like minutes. She thinks about what Caemi said to her. 
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Domicile


2036
“It’s going to be just a little prick,” the nurse tells Regina.
Her left arm is numb from the applied lidocaine. Several lights on the ceiling are all focused on her eyes, blinding her vision. The chair swivels slightly back and forth from her jittering legs. She grabs onto both armrests and takes a deep breath in, followed by a long exhale.
The nurse places a needle with a long tube in her arm. Regina’s blood enters the line, and the nurse fills several vials with it. “What’s that for?” Regina asks, her heart pounding in her ears.
“All of our young citizens give a blood sample. And while you are all special, those samples check to see how special you are,” the nurse says with a plastic smile.
“That’s it for the samples,” the nurse chirps. “Now for your pinning.”
“What’s in that?” Regina asks, eyeing the needle. 
“You are such a curious one, aren’t you,” the nurse replies, not answering her question.
The inch-long needle pierces her skin, and she feels a cool sensation run up and down her arm. Her hand cramps and forces it into a fist. Regina winces in agony, trying not to look at the needle Amanda removes from her immobile appendage.
“All done. That wasn’t too bad, was it?” Amanda asks her.
“I can’t feel anything. Why can’t I move my arm?” she says in distress.
“Not to worry, it’s just the numbing cream. Give it a few minutes, and you’ll forget this all happened.” The nurse walks toward the counter and disinfects the syringe. “We will need to monitor you overnight, so a drone will be in here momentarily to guide you to your sleeping quarters. First, let’s adjust that bracelet of yours.”
Amanda approaches Regina with a small key and inserts it on the bottom of her bracelet. The bracelet light goes out, and a latch releases. Regina grabs her wrist and rotates it in large circles, testing the freedom of her new mobility. A white, tan line spans her wrist.
The nurse takes her hand and places a loose black bracelet, with no screen, around her forearm. Amanda touches the top, and it transforms into a small rectangle on her forearm that matches her skin tone. It was nearly undetectable. 
The door opens, and a drone with two small antennas sticking out of each side hovers into the room. Regina looks back at her wrist, and the inside of her arm turns the same color purple as her previous bracelet.
“Hello, Ms. Stone, I am W.A.S.T.E. Drone 617, but you can call me Six One Seven. I will escort you to your dormitory. Please follow me.” The drone spins slowly and heads back toward the door. It has a small chip in its gray powder-coated exterior, exposing the bare aluminum beneath. She feels the room shift again as she rises from her seat.
Drones have names? How many drones are there here?
She walks closely behind the drone, and beams of light shoot out of the antennae onto the door frame. A big room with two beds is split in half by a floor-to-ceiling glass wall, each side identical to the other. It contains a small sofa facing a wall-mounted television, a bookcase full of leather-bound novels, and a desk with a paper pad and several pens laid out next to it.
“You will stay in the room on the right,” says Six One Seven. “You will be grouped with a fellow patient and monitored until ten tomorrow morning. Your mentor will be here soon to check in on you. Please enjoy your stay at the Dome.”
Did he just call me a patient?
Regina enters her side of the room and places her backpack next to the bed. She takes a few steps back and observes the bookcase. It contains history books of the war, a couple of books about the Dome, and an autobiography written by Franz Azzard. 
She pulls out the autobiography and flips the pages quickly, landing on a random chapter labeled ‘Before the Dawn’ and reads the first paragraph:
Before I cured the world, men and women did not know what they needed. Greed, hate, and envy overpowered the mind of any individual who strived to make a name for him or herself. The creation of W.A.S.T.E. alleviated the need for one to gain social status via internet success, but rather to chase glory in the name of a unified and stronger America!
The door opens, and Regina slams the book shut. Placing it back where she found it, she turns to find a friendly face. Beth follows behind Six One Seven on the other side of the glass. The girls shriek in happiness.
“You will stay in the room on the left,” says the drone to Beth. “You will be grouped with Ms. Stone and monitored until ten tomorrow morning. Your mentor will be here soon to check in on you. Please enjoy your stay at the Dome.”
The drone leaves, and both girls run to the glass.
“Oh my gosh, it’s so great to see you Beth,” Regina screams. “It’s been really scary here.”
“Scary?” Beth replies. “This place is amazing! It’s so beautiful. Look how big that television is! Ugh, we get to be here together all night.”
“Yeah... so what should we do?”
“Jump on the bed?”
“Let’s do it!” Regina says and runs over to her bed. A twin bed with one pillow and a blue comforter neatly folded at the end was in the corner of the room.
Both girls remove their shoes and leap up on top of their beds. Screaming with excitement, Regina spins before landing on her knees and coming to a rest. Beth jumps around and makes a giant spring from the bed to the ground, takes two steps, and hops onto the sofa, landing on her side.
“I hope I can live here one day!” Beth exclaims as she gazes at the ceiling. “Could you imagine what everyday life would be like?”
Regina swings her legs off the side of the bed and stares around at the room. She sees the door shimmer, and for a moment, a square foot on the left-hand side transforms from the metal frame to a window into a separate room. A young girl lies on the floor in ripped clothing. Curly dark hair covers her face. The image of the room ripples, goes to black, and the image of a steel door is restored.
What was that?
The room spins slightly, and the doors open. Mr. Ace walks in with two dozen flowers in his hand. He walks into Beth’s room and places a dozen on the desk. 
“Nice to see you, Ms. Watts.” He then walks to Regina’s side and sets the rest on her desk. “And it is nice to see you as well, Ms. Stone. How do you feel?”
“I feel great, Mr. Ace,” Beth screams through the glass. “I think I’m already immune.”
“Well, that’s great. I hope that is true.” He looks back at Regina. “And you, Regina. How are you doing?”
“I’m okay. I didn’t really feel anything,” she says, rubbing the injection site. “Why do we have to stay here all night, though? What are they watching us for?”
“They are not watching you; they are monitoring you.” Ace grabs the desk chair and sits against the glass, keeping his distance from both of the girls. “When they gave you a shot, they took blood samples as well. They will test those in the morning, and by tomorrow, we will know if your vaccine worked or not.”
“We’ll know before we go home?” Beth says in excitement. “This is so cool! What happens to the kids it didn’t work on?”
“They get sent home and will have to continue practicing their social distancing. Unfortunately, the kids who don’t get  full immunity from the vaccine cannot produce immune offspring so they may not have children.”
The girls simultaneously let out a gasp. The thought that they might not be immune spooked them, but the idea that they couldn’t grow up to be mothers left them both in shock.
Mr. Ace could sense the truth was almost more than they could handle, but it was his role to inform them of what to expect going forward.
“Please don’t worry, girls,” he says. “You both are in great health and have strong parents. I’m sure you both have nothing to worry about.” Hearing Mr. Ace say that calms the mood in the room. “I’m sorry to make this brief, but there are a couple of other children I need to check on. Lunch will be brought to you shortly. I’ll come check on you both after that. Enjoy!”
Mr. Ace pushes the chair back next to the desk and smiles at Regina. He picks up the pen and writes a note on a piece of paper, covers it with the flowers, and exits the room.
Regina stands up slowly and walks over to find what he wrote:
Someone is always listening.




Chapter 8







Heading Home


2020
Rushing into his apartment, Trevor desperately dove into his bed, and grabbed his cell phone charging cord. C’mon, c’mon! 
Scraping over the power slot a couple of times, he managed to plug it in. No luck. The power was still out. He stood up and walked across the room to try his handheld radio, still no signal. He opened the fridge, hoping to find some food. Instead, he saw a gallon of sour milk, a half dozen rotten eggs, and some left-over sushi from the week before. The freezer has a box of chicken nuggets shaped like dinosaurs, a few personal pizzas, and a half-eaten tub of ice cream. Everything has defrosted and begun to melt.
Damn, I really should have taken the lockdown more seriously when the news first reported it, he thought, rubbing the back of his head.
Everything is just the way he left it. The six-hundred square foot studio apartment, common for downtown San Francisco, was all he could afford. The building was a quaint, nineteenth-century, two-story Italianate. It wasn’t much to brag about, but he was proud of being out on his own. A couple of high school football trophies and a picture of him and his friends on a trip to Yosemite sat on top of his dresser. His closet was a mess filled with work boots, his favorite jean jacket, and clean clothes that were never folded sat in a basket.
Taking off his shirt, he finally got a whiff of himself. “Sheesh, I smell like the durian stands in Chinatown,” he said out loud, grabbing his nose and heading to the shower. Man, I hope I got some water.
Trevor turned the knobs, and only cold water came from the showerhead. It had been days since he properly cleaned himself, though, so he toughed it out. The water pierced his olive skin and chocolate brown hair, brushing the muck away and leaving behind tiny goosebumps. Surviving a few minutes in the arctic-like temperatures, he snagged a wrinkled towel off the bathroom sink and wrapped it around his shoulders. 
He entered the main room, styled in his vision of a bachelor pad. He hobbled to his closet, shaking off the chilly droplets from his curly hair. Trevor put on a dark green shirt, joggers and slid his feet into a pair of black Allbirds.
His studio had one small bay window with one broken hinge, which always took a little force to open. It faced downtown, and it always made him smile that he could see the top of the building he was working on. Trevor rested on the window's ledge, the Salesforce Tower displaying “STAY HOME, STAY SAFE!” in blinking red text.
Dad! I need to make sure he is okay. He checked his cellphone, forgetting that it was still dead. Trevor's father lived on the outskirts of the city, in a community near Baker Beach. When he was a kid, Trevor loved to watch the ships sail under the Golden Gate Bridge and dock in Sausalito. His first job was at the harbor, washing the sailboats.
He threw on his baseball cap, grabbed his jean jacket, and backpack. He filled the bag to the brim with water bottles, a tool kit, and whatever snacks he could find that were still edible. He took his dead phone and charger and placed it in the front pocket.
At the last minute, he grabbed the crowbar Rick handed him, just in case. As he opened the door, he was surprised to see that the hallway lights were on. Spinning around to sprint back into his apartment, his feet slipped around in place like Scooby Doo when he saw a ghost. Finally finding some friction, he rushed back inside to check the television. The power had kicked back on, and the television flickered.
“This is Channel 2 News, and I am Suzie Clawborn. The world has hit a turning point and the virus has hit home. San Francisco is the first city in America to be infected with what scientists are referring to as the Yurikamome Virus, we have never encountered a pandemic of this size before. New data has shown the virus to be airborne and highly contagious. Avoid all contact with each other and return to your homes. The President has just confirmed that this was a biochemical weapon originating from Kobe, Japan. All Japanese Americans found outside their homes will be taken into custody for questioning. Stay at home laws are now in full effect statewide. This is a mandatory lockdown!”
Trevor stood there in silence and complete shock. It had all just hit him. The world he knew just a week ago was gone. Not bothering to turn the TV off, he walked out the door. The neighboring streets were empty as he crept toward the bus station. When he turned the corner, Trevor saw a young Asian man riding a Lime scooter, being chased by what appeared to be another angry mob of white men. Trevor saw the man jump off the scooter, and it scratched against the concrete. He sprinted into a nearby building, with the crowd following close behind him. Not wasting any time, Trevor picked up the abandoned scooter and sped off toward his father.
The entire city was a mess. It was so silent that every corner he passed reminded him of the scenes from one of the apocalyptic movies he watched at the cinema growing up. Broken down storefronts, burned buildings, and toppled cars— fear had taken over the city. The only way the public seemed to handle the crisis was with anger and destruction.
The scooter battery died in the Richmond district, about a mile from his father's house. He turned around to see a plywood graffiti sign leaning on a nearby building. They are lying to us all! 
Sprinting down the street, trying to keep his mind focused on the task at hand, he finally reached his father's house, a two-family home overlooking Golden Gate Park.
The gate was locked, so he tossed his backpack over the small front yard fence and climbed over. He banged on the door and rang the bell. Pressing it frantically until he heard his father’s voice, “Go away! I have a shotgun, and I've always wanted to use it!”
“Dad, it's me, Trevor. Open up, please!”
The door opened slowly, and a gun barrel pointed in his direction. His dad made eye contact with him before dropping the gun to the floor in relief.
“Trevor, my boy. I was so worried about you. Hurry, come in now.” Trevor's father opened the door all the way and then peeked outside to make sure no one was around. He shut the door behind them, securing it with the deadbolt. “Where the hell have you been, kid?”
“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you. Are you okay, Pops? What the hell is going on?” 
“Trevor, I was scared something serious happened to you,” Pops said. “The virus is spreading quicker than anyone ever thought.”
“What does that mean? Pops, what’s going to happen.” Trevor was urgently hoping his father could comfort his severe anxiety.
“Son, it’s bad. People are dying in the streets. Nobody knows who is infected or who's safe. They say Japan is infecting San Franciscan residents to spread the disease. Son, a war has begun.”
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Out the Way In


2036
The door opens, shining a red light into an otherwise dark room. Regina’s eyes creep open, and a man speed walks toward her.
“Mr. Ace, is that you?” she says, rubbing some crust out of her eyes.
“Regina, please, stay quiet,” he whispers and crouches down to her eye level. “I need to get you out of here. It’s not safe.”
Regina peeks past Mr. Ace into the hallway, and a drone casts a black shadow like a wall onto Beth’s side of the room.
“What do you mean, it’s not safe? What is that drone doing here, then?”
Mr. Ace takes a deep breath and says, “Regina, this is going to sound crazy, but I’ve known you your whole life. I’ve been keeping an eye on you since you were just a little girl.” Regina sits up. “These people are dangerous, and we need to get you to safety.”
“What about Beth? If it is so unsafe, why is that drone trying to keep her asleep?” Regina asks. 
Mr. Ace looks back at the drone and then back at Regina. Regina grabs the small alarm clock on the desk. “Not even four yet? It’s so early. What the heck?”
“Regina, listen.” Ace grabs her arm lightly. “You remember your life before you and your mother moved into the provinces? Think hard; I was there.”
Regina looks away and tries to imagine what her life used to be. She moved to her small house when she was just a little girl. Flashbacks of the war and hiding in a metal bunker give her the chills. She remembers the photo of her and her mother by the river.
“Mary Bay,” she says. “You were there when I last saw my father at the refugee camp.”
“That’s right, Regina. I was.” Ace takes her hand in his. “I need you to trust me, and only me. This place is not safe, but I can get you to safety. The first thing we need to do is get that new bracelet off of you.”
She rubs her arm.” I can barely feel it,” she admits. 
The new tech is so skin-tight she only feels the ever so slightly raised edge on the sides. “And you know how to do that?” Regina asks.
“Me? No, I have no idea.” 
Regina stares in shock. 
“But I know just the guy who does. We must go to him now. Get up, grab your bag, and stay quiet. Let’s go!”
Regina hops out of bed. She is wearing the sleepwear she packed, consisting of her favorite sweatpants and a loose white shirt. Regina puts on a beanie to cover her bedhead and picks up her neatly folded dress. Snatching the backpack resting on the computer chair, she shoves the dress inside. It bumps into the desk, and a book falls to the floor. Beth perks up and makes eye contact with Mr. Ace.
“What’s going on?” she asks, squinting, still half asleep. 
“Go back to bed, Ms. Watts. Everything is okay,” he responds quickly. “I just need Ms. Stone to complete some additional tests. Nothing to worry about.”
Mr. Ace guides Regina out of the room, and Beth’s head falls back onto her pillow, unable to fight the tiredness. Passing the drone, a spark of light grabs Regina’s attention. The hallway light reflected off the chipped bare metal. Six One Seven?
Mr. Ace keeps her close, and they hug the right side of the wall as they sprint down the hallway. The gates behind her close, and she looks back. The drone zooms toward them, catching up rapidly.
They come to a dark fork in the hallway. Mr. Ace drops to one knee and leans around the corner. “Two W.A.S.T.E. soldiers,” he whispers.
“Six One Seven, you’re up,” Mr. Ace says to the drone.
“Rightio,” it replies. 
It flies down the hallway and approaches the soldiers. The soldiers seem unfazed and continue their chatter. Six One Seven releases a green gas into the air. The soldiers clutch their throats and slump to the ground, unconscious—the thud from their bodies echoes off the high ceilings. 
The drone proceeds forward to a large steel door and stays stationary, hovering about five feet above the floor. “Follow me, Regina,” Mr. Ace says and turns the corner, jogging up to the drone. Regina stays behind him. “Good work, Six One Seven. Now let’s work your magic and open this door.”
The drone casts a beam of green light across the door, revealing the room where she received the vaccine the day before. Inside, a short man with very thick-lensed glasses smiles as they enter.
“Jeepers, you have grown so much,” the man says. Regina looks at Mr. Ace for reassurance. “Good work, Ace.”
“Regina, this is my old friend, Basil. He is the smartest man I have ever met,” Mr. Ace says to Regina.
Six One Seven hovers over to Basil, and Basil rubs its side, “And you did great too, little buddy.” Basil adjusts his glasses and motions to Regina. “Please, we don’t have much time. Let’s get that little rascal of a tracker off of ya. What do ya say.”
Regina remembers what she learned in school. Removal of the ID bracelet is treason. Mr. Ace had told her that when she was young. Showing signs of hesitation, Mr. Ace crouches down to meet Regina’s eyes.
“Regina, I know you’re scared. This goes against everything you have been taught here. Your mom and dad brought you here to live among the citizens of the province because they thought it would be safest. We didn’t think your sample would...” Mr. Ace pauses and looks at Basil.
Basil taps his foot nervously. “Sample,” Regina asks. “What sample?”
Mr. Ace sighs, and stares at Regina. “The vaccine isn’t real.”
Regina’s eyes widen. 
“And even if it was it wouldn’t work for you because...well...”
Basil chimes in, “You see, Regina, the vaccine is a ruse. A trick to get children’s blood sampled. To find the immune. And your blood has what we call convalescent plasma. It’s the antibodies your body typically creates after fighting a hard battle with a dangerous virus if you become infected. This is true for all the vaccines we created in the old world. However, no one has come up with one for this plague. You, however, have always had the plasma. And a level of immunity the world has never seen. You’re Azzard’s golden ticket to world domination.”
“World domination? What does...I just,” Regina looks at Basil with a perplexed gaze. “Are you saying I already had the Yurikamome Virus?”
“Not exactly,” Basil replies. “Please, take a seat, and I’ll explain.” Regina sits down on the same chair she sat in yesterday. The same inspirational quotes cover the walls. 
“The antibodies typically fuse with the proteins of the blood for the lucky participants. Your blood already had the plasma, as if you were born immune.”
I was born immune? How can this be? she thinks to herself.
Regina sees Mr. Ace by the counter, frantically texting into a small cellphone. He is biting his lip and pacing the room. He stops in his tracks and runs his hand over his buzz-cut black hair.
“Basil, we’ve got to move quick! They are on to us!” Mr. Ace shouts.
“I can explain more later,” Basil says quickly.
Not taking a second longer, Basil grabs Regina’s arm, and the nail on Basil’s pinky finger shoots a small laser onto her forearm. The drone hovers behind Basil and shines light directly onto Regina’s arm. All the while, it casts a small shadow, blocking Regina’s ability to see what is happening to her arm.
Regina’s right arm went numb, losing all feeling below her elbow. 
“Just one more second... got it!” Basil exclaimed. 
He lifts the bracelet up to his glasses and inspects it closely. “Jeepers, what fanciful technology they have.” 
He holds it up to the drone, which scans it with its sensors, displaying a small holographic screen.
“The identification bracelet is now offline,” Six One Seven says. A tiny compartment releases from the bottom of the drone, and Basil places it inside. The compartment door closes, and the drone hovers toward Mr. Ace.
“Great work Basil and Six One Seven. Get me through this door and stick with me. I’ll need you just once more,” Mr. Ace says and puts his phone back in his pants pocket. 
He motions for Regina to stand up, and Regina responds slowly, still unsure what is happening. “We are almost out of here, Regina. You’ll be safe soon.”
“Where are we going now?” Regina asks. “W.A.S.T.E. is everywhere.”
Six One Seven hovers to the only other door in the room and scans it, unveiling the large domed room. All the lights were flashing red, and sirens were blaring. Regina covers her ears. “What’s happening?”
“We need to get you to the bus station. That is the only way out of the Dome.” Mr. Ace runs out into the main room of the Dome, and Regina frantically follows. “Six One Seven, go ahead and start working on the next door!”
The drone picks up speed and hovers across the middle of the room. It hovers near the door Regina entered when first arriving at the Dome. She looks up at the mosaic on the ceiling. Even in the chaos, she is amazed by the interior architecture of what W.A.S.T.E. has built. The red lights of the sirens reflect off the mosaic, giving off an orange glow, a color she has only seen from a summer sunset.
How can such evil men create something so beautiful? She was still unsure of trusting Mr. Ace, but Regina knew she had gone too far. There was no going back now.
They run along the side of the Dome’s concave white walls. Regina can see W.A.S.T.E. soldiers on the mezzanine above.
“We are almost there, keep up, Regina!” his scream was drowned out by the blaring sirens.
Regina’s tears blur her vision, but she tries to stay strong and not show her fear to Mr. Ace.
“Stop right there!” a W.A.S.T.E. soldier yells at them. “What are you doing out of your chambers? Show me your bracelets, now!”
Mr. Ace holds up his wrist. His indigo luminescent band declares that he is an honored guest. Raising his other arm, he slowly approaches the soldier displaying his palms. On his belt, his badge reads ‘Province C Mentor.’
“That’s far enough,” the soldier says to him.
“I found this one roaming the hallways, but with all the sirens going off, we got stuck. Can you help us back to her room?” He pushes Regina behind him and whispers, “I will take care of him. Get to the bus station. A familiar face will be waiting for you.”
The soldier lowers his gun and looks at Regina. Mr. Ace continues walking forward to the guard. Mr. Ace lowers his arm and turns his wrist over. Out of his ID bracelet shoots a small dart into the neck of the guard, stunning him. Mr. Ace charges him and tackles him to the floor.
“Go now!” he screams to Regina.
Regina cries out and runs by the two men tussling. Six One Seven is still working on the door. It is just partially opened.
“This is as far as my intelligence will allow me to open this portal,” the drone alerts Regina. “You must fit through.”
She sizes up the small opening, but her anxiety keeps her from moving.
“That’s her! She’s trying to escape!” another soldier yells.
It’s now or never, she tells herself, and she turns sideways and shimmies her slim frame through the tight exit. 
The door slams behind her, and the sounds of sirens from inside are silenced. A rusted dark blue Tesla Model S is waiting in the middle of the road. She hesitates to proceed any further.
“You made it!” a young boy says, climbing out of the driver’s seat. 
He wears a bucket hat with a cartoon scientist and a kid in a yellow shirt on the logo.
“Kenji, is that you?” Regina responds.
Regina eyes her classmate. Only yesterday, he was the weird conspiracy-theory kid, with a banished mother. The same kid she had pretended she didn’t know, who was also the boy she had been best friends with for years. And now, Kenji is busting her from the Dome.
“Hey Regina, it’s good to see you,” Kenji says. 
“Kenji,” Regina gasps. “What is going on?”
He runs to Regina’s side of the car and opens the door for her. She didn’t remember what the inside of a car looked like. “Mr. Ace told me to do whatever it takes to keep you safe. Hold on to something. We aren’t quite there yet.”
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Gotta Jet, Son


2036
Kenji slams the pedal to the floor and whips the car from the bus station to the main street. Weaving through two-way traffic, he accelerates the electric automobile. Below them was a silver street. All cars in the Dome were hovercrafts. Roads are more for décor and a symbol of status. Modified tires coated with silver flakes increase the car's coefficient of kinetic friction, allowing Kenji to control his ancient means of travel on the revolutionary magnetic highway.
“You feeling okay, Regina?” he asks her.
Regina was sobbing and holding on to her door handle for dear life. “I’ve been better,” she says, wiping a tear from her eye. “How do you know what you’re doing?”
“Mr. Ace taught me. It’s really fun,” he grins. “Watch this.” 
Kenji presses the touchscreen with his index finger and shuffles through the apps. He clicks on a square icon with a diagonal-beamed eighth music note in the middle of it.
Message in a Bottle by the Police blares from the speaker.
Lights flash in the car’s mirrors, and Regina spins in her seat. “Kenji, there are W.A.S.T.E. soldiers behind us! Drones too!” Regina screamed.
Two W.A.S.T.E patrol cruisers and a few high-speed drones are several car lengths behind them and closing in quickly. The cruisers were coated in blackened stainless steel with a blinding sheen. The windows were tinted, making the interior appear invisible. White stickers reading W.A.S.T.E in bold lettering are on both doors of the coupe.
“Oh, crap!” he yells and takes a hard right down a side road. 
Neon lights cover the tall stone buildings. Dozens of the Dome’s nightclubs boom with energy. Celebrations of the Pinning electrified the city.
Regina stares at the second-floor windows. Two young girls in very short dresses and masks over their eyes dance wildly. She gazes at the level of jubilance on their faces. She had never felt, let alone seen, this level of emotion.
Kenji's hands shake as he tries to control the drifting vehicle. Three drones speed around the corner in a triangular formation. All three of them were made of the same finish as the cruisers, but had dark red lights spanning across the front of them. The streets are crowded with drunk bystanders, but the drones weave through stumbling pedestrians with ease.
“What is going on! I just want to go home. This is crazy!” Regina screams at her mysterious classmate. “I barely even know you anymore. How do I know you’re not all tricking me?”
“Regina, look around. Look at these people. Do they look like us?” he shouts back. “No one believed me in school, but they’ve been lying to us for a decade now. I’m just as scared as you are.”
Regina can see the fear in his eyes. She remembers when they were young. The two of them and Beth used to go down to the province's center together to get ice cream after school. Kenji always got Rocky Road.
“Okay, okay, I believe you, but that doesn’t do us any good right now. They are so fast!” Regina shouts.
A drone accelerates to Regina’s window, and a robotic arm latches onto her door. She stares into the menacing red light. The drone's arm rips the door clean off the car, exposing Regina. She screams in terror as the arm reaches out for her. Kenji slams on the brakes, smashing into another drone and sending it somersaulting into a building. It explodes on impact.
Kenji’s car spins in a figure eight. He turns the wheel left, then right, and realigns the loud machine. He pins the pedal to the floor, and they both fly back in their seats. The end of the street leads to a fork in the road. A cruiser blocks off the road on the right, and two W.A.S.T.E. soldiers stand behind their car with their guns drawn. He turns left onto a two-lane road heading toward the outskirts of the Dome’s city center.
Regina looks back. The two remaining drones fall back into formation. They speed up and nip at the bumper with their robotic appendages. One reaches out and peels off the province-issued plate, flinging it into the sky. The other rushes Regina’s side of the car to make another effort of dislodging her from the getaway mobile. The arm reaches out and grabs her by the shirt with its steel three-finger claw. It lifts her from her seat, forcing her seat belt to snap in two. With all of her strength, Regina kicks the drone. She falls back into her seat and cries out as the remains of a severed robotic arm fall to the floorboard. On a sleek motorcycle, a man wearing a leather biker suit drives up behind them, wearing a dark blue helmet with a tinted visor. He pulls a gun from his waistband, and fires at the nearby drone. The drone spirals out of control and smashes into a parked car then explodes.
The mysterious biker pulls the throttle and pops a wheelie. He approaches Kenji’s window and signals for him to lower it. Kenji nervously cooperates as he continues to drive at high speed.
“Uh, yes sir?” he asks.
“Kenji, Regina, take the next right and go toward Old City,” the man replied. “Ditch the car and find a place to lie low until morning. When it’s safe, head southwest.” More cruisers creep into view. “I’ll handle these guys. Get out of here, now!”
The biker hits the brakes hard and turns the bike around swiftly. He puts his head down and rushes into the oncoming traffic. “What is he going to do?” Regina asks.
“I’m not sticking around to find out,” Kenji says, and puts up his window.
He takes a sharp turn and speeds off away from the danger. Regina watches as the man disappears into the dark night. The pair jump as several explosions echo in the distance.
“I’m sure glad that guy showed up,” Kenji says, wiping his eyes dry.
“Do you know him?” Regina asks, looking for answers.
“To be honest, I have no clue what’s going on anymore.”
“But he knew our names. This is all so strange. It didn’t sound like Mr. Ace, but his voice sounded familiar to me.” Regina is more confused than scared at the moment. “Look, up ahead. There’s a sign that says Old City. Let’s head that way!”
The cold air of the fall night gave Regina the chills. Not having a seat belt anymore left her so vulnerable. She looks down to see the mechanical arm twitch. She kicks it out of the moving car, releasing a shriek.
Kenji turns onto the street leading toward Old City and Regina slides out of her seat. He reaches out and grabs her by the hand, pulling her back into place. He holds onto it, and they stare at each other. 
After a moment, they both peel away. “Sorry about that. We need to fix that door of yours,” he says, and Regina nervously laughs.
Kenji turns off the street and onto a wide-open sidewalk that surrounds a giant pool of water. It was big enough to be a small pond. Weeds grow out of the cracks of the concrete. Algae spans the entire pool. A family of ducks quack and swim past. Giant shrubs line the entire path, leading to a crumbled building outlined with columns of various heights. Kenji turns the car and parks it between two tall bushes. 
Regina climbs out of the car and walks up to the ancient-looking artifact. “Lincoln... I wonder who that was,” Regina says as she sits down on the steps rising ahead of them.
Kenji looks around. There is nothing but darkness. He composes himself as he formulates a plan. “Okay, Regina, let's go ahead and find someplace we can rest then. So, first thing we’ve got to do is find a place to stay. We can regroup and look for some extra supplies. Next, we need to get a general idea of where we are going next and what we are going to do. These guys will be back, and I can’t count on biker dude to come to our rescue again.”
They move down the empty streets of what used to be an upbeat city. Regina can’t believe her eyes. People really lived like this? What is all this stuff? I've seen the same big yellow M in front of restaurants on this street six times! 
“Kenji, how about there?”
An old run-down building with green moss coating its exterior rose in the distance. 
“Looks like an old hotel,” he says. 
“Let's stop there. This looks like a good place for us to hole up.” Regina says. Finally, I can rest my feet! As they walked toward the old, run-down hotel, Kenji catches her looking up at a neon sign that once lit up the entire city block: Hilton, what a weird name.
“Alright, this should be fine, then. Let’s camp out in here for the night,” Kenji responds.
They push open the doors to the front of the abandoned hotel and enter the lobby. Looking around, Kenji says, “Okay, Regina, looks like nobody is here. What do you say we just get in one of the rooms down the hallway and settle in for the night?”
“Room 103!” Regina exclaims, holding up a key from behind the front desk.
“Nice find! That should work perfectly.”
They walked down the hall, pushing old service carts out of the way before coming across room 103. Kenji opens the door to the room and enters the bathroom. Regina walks into the bedroom area and shuffles through all the old drawers and mini fridge to look for anything they could use or eat. Two queen-size beds with the sheets still on take up most of the room. Dust a quarter of an inch-thick lies on the pillows.
“Alright, Regina, I'm going to try and get into some of the other rooms. Stay here, and I'll be right back, okay? Don't make too much noise, and see if you can get some dinner set up for us. I've got a couple of things in my bag if you want to use them.”
Regina reaches into Kenji’s bag and pulls out some crackers and some canned foods. “Soup,” she whispered, rolling the can in her hands. “We’ll start there.” 
Finding a pocketknife in the front pocket of Kenji’s bag, she cuts open the chicken noodle soup. In the bathroom, she finds two glass cups wrapped in plastic. She removes the plastic to find they were still fairly clean. The small opening in the can allowed for an easy pour as she fills up the two drinking glasses with the soup.
“So, what do we have there?” Kenji asks, reentering the room. “Soup? I wish we had a way to warm it up, but I’m starving, so let’s eat!” 
Kenji places several books he carried in on the table. “Most of the doors are locked, but room 112 had a library’s worth of these things.”
“Kenji, what’s that? Why is it so dark?” Regina asks, pointing toward the bottle in his hand.
“Well, Regina, this here is a Coke, I guess.” Kenji answers with a big grin on his face. “I found a few in the closet down the hall.” Kenji hands it to her, and she takes a sip. Regina smiles. The two take turns drinking the room temperature soup and washing it down with the flat soda. 
Finishing her meal, Regina grabs her drawing pad and hops onto one of the beds. Kenji leans over the pile of books. The dim light half illuminates his face. He looks so much older than Regina remembers. Without thought, her pencil hit the pad, and lines appear. The arc of his back to his neck, the sparse shadow of a teenager’s beard on his cheeks, and the dark circles under his eyes. They all made Kenji who he is now. Soon, she has a penciled image of the boy who saved her. Regina had been so cruel to him before the pinning. She bit her lip and sniffed back a tear. “What’s wrong?” he asks, noting the change in her.
“Nothing,” she says with a fake smile.
“What are you drawing?” he asks, craning his neck for a better look.
“Nothing,” she says with a bit more force and crams the drawing pad back into her bag. “What do you have there?”
Regina sits on Kenji’s bed. He hands Regina one novel he found. And she reads the cover. “Huckleberry Finn. You ever hear of a Huckleberry Finn?”
“Regina, I have never seen anything other than the two books they always give us. I wonder what it is.”
Regina laughs. “Oh yes. Obviously.”
They speed read through the unfamiliar literature, and millions of questions flutter through Regina’s mind.
“Kenji, this book is really cool. All we ever got to read were books about “The Great Wars” and other useless stuff about safety. This kid got to go on all kinds of adventures! Do you think this kind of stuff has happened before? Down a river and all that crazy stuff? I'm going to save the rest to read later!” Regina places the book into her backpack and zips it back up.
After their late-night snack, the two get into separate beds to try and rest for the night. Kenji swipes the dust off his pillow, creating a cloud in the hotel room. He coughs and waves his hand to disperse the haze.
Regina’s mind buzzes a million thoughts a minute. Fear of never living her previous life is the only thing she can think about. Struggling to keep her eyes open, she drifts off to sleep.
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Bye Bye Bay


2020
Trevor was seated at the kitchen table with his head resting in his hands. His father was in the living room with the window curtains pulled back, staring out. He walked into the kitchen and opened the fridge.
Trevor lifted his head up and said, “Pops, what are we going to do? It's terrifying outside.”
Pops walked over to Trevor and handed him a glass of orange juice. “I am sorry you have to grow up in a world like this,” he sighed as he sat down next to Trevor. “The worst thing that happened to me when I was your age was The Beatles broke up.”
Trevor laughed and leaned back in his chair, “They didn't break up. John Lennon died.”
“Yeah, well, that's why they never had a reunion, I guess,” Pops said with a smile. “We will beat this virus. Hunts don't get hunted, remember?” Pops playfully hit Trevor on the arm.
Sirens blared and shook the house. Trevor ran to the window. Pops joined him, pushing him to the side.
“What is it?” Trevor asked, crouching beside the couch.
“Four SWAT cars are outside setting up barricades. It looks like there’s a mob of protestors walking toward them. Trevor, grab my revolver in the nightstand! Now!” Pops shouted at Trevor.
Trevor ran into his father's room and shuffled through the drawers. He picked up the revolver and tried to load it. His hands shook uncontrollably as the fear took over him, and he dropped the bullets. Two rolled under the bed. He loaded the other four and ran back into the living room to find his father turning the table on its end and barricading the windows.
They blocked the door with the couch and ran upstairs to get a better view. They entered Trevor's childhood bedroom. Nothing in the room had changed since Trevor moved out a few months ago. They kneeled beside the window and watched a man with a megaphone lead the crowd toward the police barricade.
He raised the megaphone. “San Francisco's Finest, you have failed us. You promise us safety, and our neighbors die. You promise us answers but just lock us in our homes in silence.” 
Uproars from the crowd behind him pushed him to continue. “We can't work, we can't visit family, we can't live. We are not free. Our ancestors did not die for this. We will not sit around while our economy crashes and lives are lost. We want to know why this is happening!”
The police, dressed in riot gear and wearing gas masks, drew their weapons. “The virus is highly contagious and spreads fiercely in crowds. If you would all please return home, we will contain this virus, and we can all get back to normalcy,” responded the police via the PA system.
“Pops, what's going to happen?” Trevor shook, looking at his father.
“We can't let anyone near us. We must assume everyone we meet is infected,” he said, repositioning himself. 
He set the shotgun on the windowsill.
“Wait a minute. I know that guy leading the protest. It's Rick, the superintendent at my job site!” Trevor fell back and landed on his butt, bracing himself with his hands. 
He's alive. 
“Why didn't he come back for me?”
Pops turned to Trevor. “I know you are sworn to help the Union, Trevor, but we cannot help him. We can't trust anyone. It's you and me, son.”
Tear gas shot into the crowd, and a riot erupted. People charged the police while others dispersed and terrorized the neighborhood. A group of men flipped a truck and cheered their successful destruction. Men ran out of a garage across the street carrying toilet paper and food cans.
Three men ran toward Pops' front door and were stopped by his warning shot. “You better turn around, or the next ones will be in your heads!” 
The men ran away and gave him the finger before rejoining the pack for more destruction elsewhere.
“They weren't so tough, Pops,” Trevor said with relief.
“Most people are just sheep in wolf's clothing. They've never been in a life-or-death situation, and fear takes over.” 
Pops reloaded the shotgun just as a Molotov cocktail crashed through the living room window, igniting the curtains in a blaze of flames.
“They are going to burn the city to the ground! We’ve got to move— now!” Pops screamed and led the way down the stairs. 
Trevor grabbed his backpack as the flames swept through the entire first floor. Pops put on his jacket and cocked the shotgun. “You ready?” 
Trevor nodded and Pops burst through the front door and swung the barrel of the shotgun across a rioter's head, knocking him unconscious. “We are only about four blocks away from the beach. We can walk along the shoreline to the Golden Gate Bridge. We need to get out of the city, Trevor,” Pops said.
Holding his dad's revolver in his right hand, he looked back. Smoke poured from his childhood bedroom window. How the hell did we get here?
~

After an hour of walking, the pair made it to the beach and up the ramp to the bridge. Traffic was in complete gridlock to get into the city. Trevor stopped and looked back at his city. Smoke rose from dozens of places across the skyline. My home is gone. 
The two crossed the nearly two-mile-long bridge and hustled down the hill into Sausalito.
“Pops, the harbor! We’ll be safe there. The security guy loves me. He's a stoner. He probably doesn't even know there's a pandemic going on,” Trevor said as they sped through the quaint town that sat on the northern tip of the bay. The town was relatively quiet, and not too many people were on the street. Anyone they saw rushed past with their heads down. Everyone headed in different directions.
They walked into the harbor parking lot, and Trevor ran up to the guard stand. Pops waited behind, concealing his shotgun under his coat.
“Bleecher, it's me, Trevor. Remember, I used to wash the boats here every summer,” Trevor said to the long-haired hippy who was slouching in his seat.
“Oh, hey, dude, I haven't seen you in hella long,” Bleecher responded as he sat up in his chair. “Last time you were here, you were working in the harbor and the bar. Super ambitious, bruh.”
“Just trying to save up some money to buy one of these boats myself.”
“Totally.” 
Bleecher was a shaggy surfer whose mind was more focused on catching waves than keeping watch over the harbor. “How can I help?” he grinned.
“I'm here to check on one of my client's sailboats. It's in the west wing,” Trevor said as a cruise ship docked down the way. 
Bleecher gave him a head nod and motioned him through. Trevor waved to Pops, and they crossed through the security gate.
Pops laughed and looked at Trevor. “Nice work, son! Let's find a houseboat to wait out the night on.” 
The two entered the west wing and saw the cruise ship dropping a ramp to unload its passengers.
“Welcome home, passengers of the Sapphire Prince Party Cruise. We hope you join us again in the future.” A speaker sounded from the cruise ship.
From the lower deck, a man collapsed and fell overboard. People screamed and rushed to the edge of the cruise ship on the top deck to get a better look. A second splash was heard, and then a third.
“This is what I saw at the grocery store. The guy started coughing, and it's like he couldn't breathe and just passed out. This cruise ship must be filled with the virus!” Pops said, stopping in his tracks. “We aren't safe here!” 
People started running down the ramp and onto the west wing dock. Pushing each other, scrambling to get off the virus-ridden, floating petri dish, panic overwhelmed the vacationers.
“Pops, where is safe?”
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Escape to Alcatraz


2020
“Pops, they're coming right at us!” Trevor said as the herd of plagued cruise ship passengers charged them. 
At least a dozen had fallen off the boat. And a bottleneck of scared travelers tried to squeeze down the ramp and onto the dock.
Trevor and his father turned and ran out of the west wing portion of the harbor and past the guard station. The sun was setting, and the color of the Golden Gate Bridge reflecting off the water was the only resemblance of a normal evening in the bay.
“They have smaller sailboats in the east wing. Let's head there,” Trevor said as his father followed close behind him through the harbor. 
The two entered the east wing and hustled to the end of the dock. “Let's take this one!” Pops said as he pointed at a boat named Some Ol' Dirty Oar. 
Trevor hopped onboard, untied the rigging, and prepared to push off. Pops handed him the shotgun, and Trevor tucked it down safely along the keel.
Pops turned to look back. A group of passengers had followed them into the east wing. They headed straight for Pops and Trevor’s newfound method of escape. A small, one sail sailboat constructed entirely out of oakwood.
“Help us! Help us!” the passengers screamed as they ran from the entrance of the dock.
“We need to get out of here now, Pops! If we wait any longer, people will overrun this boat!” Trevor screamed. “Hop in!” 
The jib flapped uselessly, and Trevor's fear overtook him. Shit, that can't be good. How does this work again? Oh man, they are getting close!
Pops whipped the last line off the last cleat and headed to the stern of the boat just as three cruise ship passengers got within striking distance. “You need to get us out of here. Please!” said one passenger.
“Stay back! Do not come any closer, please!” Pops said in return. “We can't help you. I'm sorry.” 
He put his hands up and ambled backwards.
“We need to get on that boat. Please, we are not sick,” another cruise ship passenger said. “I need to keep my family safe!”
“There are plenty of other boats. Try one of those,” Pops turned and jumped onto the sailboat, causing it to drift away from the dock. One passenger leaped and landed on the side of the boat, latching onto Pops' arm and pulling him back. Trevor ran to the rescue and kicked the passenger in the head, knocking him into the bay water.
“Are you okay, Pops? I tried to get us out of there as fast as I could,” Trevor said, making sure his father was safely back on the deck.
“Yeah, I'm fine, bud, just a scratch.” Pops dusted himself off.
“I haven't tried to sail since last summer. The jib isn't in great condition, and the mainsail has a small rip in it. But we should be okay,” Trevor said, looking worriedly at his father.
The water was calm in the harbor, but the waves grew higher as the sun set lower. White crests of the waves in the distance looked like tiny sailboats cruising in unison sailing underneath the bridge.
“The waves look strong over there, Pops. We are going to need to head inland. Let's head toward Fisherman's Wharf and follow close to the shore.” Trevor said, hoping to convince his father he knew what he was doing. But he was very rusty in a trade he was never taught. His father sat in the stern, catching his breath.
“I like the way you think. Once we get close to the city, we will find a safe place to dock for the night.” Pops said, sitting up.
Silently, they took in the views of the San Francisco skyline.
The two relaxed for a moment and let the sailboat drift off into the middle of the bay. Behind them, the dock faded into the distance. On top of the Golden Gate Bridge, traffic was still in gridlock. Drivers simply left their cars and ran in and out of the city.
~

The bay had gotten much choppier since the sun had completely set. The moon cast its light onto an island in the middle of the bay. Alcatraz.
The waves pushed the sailboat back and forth. Trevor got to his feet and squinted against the low light. “Oh shit! Hold on to something!” Trevor ordered his father. 
A giant wave crashed into the boat, ripping the sail in half. Trevor ducked down, and the entire mast fell into the bay, turning the sailboat into a rowboat.
“Grab an oar and try to steer!” Pops yelled back. 
The two frantically paddled with the current to stabilize the rocking ship. “We are off course!”
Another wave struck the boat, knocking Pops onto his back. His oar went overboard. Trevor grabbed the boom of the sailboat and tried to steer the ship back toward the city. The current brought them closer to Alcatraz.
“I can't fight this. The current is too strong!” Trevor grunted against the oar, fearing the worse. “We are going to crash! Hold on, Pops!”
The boat collided with the abandoned island that once was the highest security prison in all of America. Trevor and Pops braced themselves at the stern. Once the boat settled on the rocks, they checked themselves. 
“Are you okay, Pops?” Trevor asked his father.
“I'll be okay. Fine. Just a few scratches and bruises,” he said, coughing up some bay water.
“I doubt anyone is here. With the lockdown, no one has been allowed to visit any tourist location. I've never actually been to Alcatraz.” Trevor said.
In a daze, Trevor grabbed his backpack, and Pops picked up his shotgun. And they walked up the steps to the base of the prison.
The place was deserted. A loose chain held the front gate closed. Trevor pulled the gate back, and he and Pops could squeeze through.
“They call this high security?” Pops said with a grin.
The two walked through the first floor of the prison in awe. A few cells were left open that were clearly meant for tourists to snap photos. It seemed insane that just a few weeks ago people were visiting here to see the typical life of a prisoner. “Now we’re all locked away,” Trevor mumbled.
“What’s that, son?” 
“Never mind,” Trevor sighed.
Trevor and Pops set their belongings down in neighboring cells. Raiding the souvenir shop and the small cafe, they scrounged a dinner together of chips, bread, and water—a very fitting meal for their first night in Al Capone's previous dining hall.
After their gourmet meal, they wandered back outside and stared at the city. “It is so peaceful from out here,” Trevor said to his father. “I can't even hear anything happening in the city.” 
Clouds of smoke could be seen in the distance.
“We should be safe here. No one is coming to this island,” Pops reassured Trevor. “When the earthquake hit the city in 1906, only one brick of this prison fell out of place. We might have stumbled upon the safest place in the Bay Area to ride out the virus.”
Pops looked tired and sat down on a bench. He coughed twice into his elbow and wiped his mouth.
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Trapped


2036
The sun creeps through the window and wakes up Regina. She rolls over and sees Kenji is no longer in bed. She stands up and smells smoke coming from the hallway. She opens the door and sees Kenji has made a small, controlled fire using pages from a few books. He was roasting some canned chicken apple sausages.
“Good morning,” she greets him. “That smells lovely.”
“Was hoping you would wake up to the smell of breakfast,” he grinned. “Here, try a piece.”
Regina reaches out and takes a small bite. “Wow, for canned sausages being cooked on...” she looks down, “Harry Potter paper, it’s actually fantastic!”“Thanks, I have some background in survival tactics. As you know, I’ve been reading up on the end of the world for quite a long time.” 
They both laugh, and Regina sits cross-legged next to Kenji. “So while you were asleep, I scoped out the area a little bit. From what I can tell, we are basically in the middle of the city. We need to get on the highway and start moving southwest. I want to try and remain hidden along the way as much as possible. We may have to go into some scary areas. I know I can count on you. We got this.”
Regina looks up at Kenji and smiles. She is trusting Kenji more by the minute. “We got this! I'll follow you, just lead the way,” she says. 
The feeling of adventure sparked something in Regina. She finally escaped her boring life. She enters the hotel room and grabs her backpack. A mirror hung above the hotel desk. She peeks at herself and thinks; I look awful. I can’t believe he’s seeing me like this.
She pulls her beanie over her head and tries to straighten her hair with her brush.
“Regina, I got something else to show you,” Kenji says, reaching into his bag. 
He pulls out a ripped and tattered piece of yellowish paper. “Mr. Ace gave me this map. It’s pretty hard to read, to be honest, but take a look.”
He rolls it out on the desk, and the two gaze at it. It is a map of the former United States with solid and dotted lines going all different ways.
Kenji puts his finger on the page. “Looks like we are right here,” he says, pointing at Washington D.C. “If we go southwest like the biker said, and follow these lines here, looks like we’ll get all the way to Roanoke.”
“Roanoke?” Regina says back. “You think we can walk there from here? How far is that?”
Kenji looks perplexed. “Uh, Mr. Ace didn’t really say anything about that. He just told me to get you out of the city. Looks like the first line goes toward Charlotte. You ready to get out of here?”
Regina looks around. They can’t stay here. Regina takes a deep breath and looks deep into Kenji’s eyes. He is scared too. Her heart goes out to him. He was right all along. And here he was, trying to save her. “Yes, boss!” Regina says, drawing her courage from within. “I'm ready to rock-and-roll!”
Kenji smiles. 
They gather up their backpacks, and Kenji peeks out the window to make sure it is safe. “I don't see anybody. We're looking clear. Let’s get going.” Kenji says, opening the door.
And they head down the hall toward the lobby. “Look, we don't really know what's going on out there, Regina. We have to stay close and never leave each other's sight, okay? I will lead the way. Just follow behind me.”
Regina does just that. She stops thinking about what Kenji is doing and follows his lead. He has a presence about him that makes her feel safe. They exit the hotel and walk down the streets of the old, run-down capital. Regina is amazed by the beautiful buildings, yet utterly confused by how such an amazing city deteriorated into this.
“Kenji, what do you think this building was for?”
They stare up at the big white building. Kenji points to a sign on the surrounding fence. “The White House. Huh, kind of anticlimactic, don't you think?” Kenji laughs. “The White House, hey Regina, let’s go to the green house or the red house next!”
Regina laughs along with him as they pass by the decaying building. This history was something they had never learned about. All that was taught came from books based around the war and preventing the virus. In modern times, if anyone found any other form of writing, it had to be turned in to the government immediately. They “sterilized” everything older than twenty years.
Everything they told us was a lie. We were told that the streets were overrun by bad people and that we would never survive a night alone. Looks like they're wrong. I can do this! 
“Hey Kenji, this is awesome!” she says, smiling at him.
Regina skips through the streets, and Kenji smiles back. “What's that up ahead? Regina, do you see that?” 
A group of people are walking down the street. “Oh no! Regina, we need to hide now!” He grabs her arm and tugs her off the street.
“Wait, what? Where?” Regina says while rubbing her arm.
“We need to get inside immediately. I saw some people walking down the street. They didn't look like officers. We can’t be seen. We need to outrun them. Let's hide in this building and see if they pass.” 
They run inside an abandoned building and move up the stairs to the second floor. “Let's look out this window and see what's going on,” Regina suggests.
Kenji and Regina sit still for an hour, huddled on the filthy floors of the uninhabited structure. Finally, a group of five walks by. “Kenji, do you think that we will be okay? They look scary,” Regina asks.
Kenji looks back out the window and down onto the street. The group of oddly dressed people is standing in a semi-circle teasing one of the smaller members of the group.
“I've never seen people dressed like this before. Regina, we need to be quiet, okay? You got to trust me. These people don't look friendly, and I don't want them finding us.”
They crouch low to the ground and stay as still as possible. Regina holds onto her backpack tightly like a teddy bear. The minutes tick by. Regina grows impatient and sneaks a peek out of the window. She is greeted by a deafening eruption from outside. The force shoves her back down and into a fetal position. The pair peer into the street. The gang of five has doubled in size, and members yell at each other.
“Look for food, too!” one man hollers. “We got to bring something back, or they won't let us back in!”
Regina turns to Kenji. “Who are these people? I was always told nobody could live outside the province safely!”
“Shh, quiet down, Regina. Are you trying to get us caught?” Kenji places his hand across Regina’s mouth. “Look, we are hidden here. This building serves no value to them. Let's look around and see if we can find a better place to hide, and please be quiet. You don't want them to hear us.”
Regina nods and follows behind Kenji. The ground is covered with shattered glass and remains of old furniture. Every step she takes is calculated. She walks on her toes, tracing the same path as Kenji. Kenji spins around and pulls Regina into a small closet, leaving the door cracked open.
“Shh,” he whispers, with his index finger covering his lips. 
They hear a creak on the steps. Ominous sounds continue as they hear someone or something gradually inching closer to them. Kenji reaches into his waistband and pulls out a Bowie knife. Remaining as still as he can, his eyes widen.
The sound stops. Kenji looks at Regina. She is frozen in place, barely breathing. He raises the knife and grips it tighter.
A gray cat sprints down the hall and lets out a loud meow. Kenji drops his arm and lets out a giant sigh of relief. “It’s just a cat. It’s nothing to worry about. Regina, we need to stay put for a little while. I don't think they will find us. Heck, I don’t even think they are looking for us. Let’s get out of this closet.” Kenji pushes the door open and walks out into the main room.
The front door swings open and crashes into the wall downstairs. Fear filling her veins, Regina grabs a piece of broken glass from the ground and moves closer to the staircase.
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Truth


2036
“Regina, what are you doing? Don’t make a sound, please just be quiet,” Kenji says in shock to see her take an aggressive stance. “We need to leave; these people are no joke. Be silent and move with me.” 
Regina peeks down the stairs and sees the shadow of a man. She looks back at Kenji and slowly puts the piece of glass down on the hallway table and follows behind him. They travel through the abandoned building, trying to find a way off the second floor.
“Kenji, over here. There’s a fire escape outside of this window!”
“Good find,” he says.
Making their way out the window, they climb down the fire escape and sneak alongside the adjacent building and hurry down a nearby alley. Regina looks back. The alley is empty, but she can feel the presence of the men. She ducks behind a dumpster and signals for Kenji to join her.
“Kenji, can we stop for a second?” Regina sighs. “I'm sorry about that. I just wanted to protect us. You’ve been so tough since you got me out of the Dome. I wanted to be tough too.”
“Regina, you don’t need to prove anything to me. We escaped from the Dome together. You’re the toughest person I know. Now c’mon, let’s get out of here.”
Regina feels better hearing Kenji’s encouraging words. Unfortunately, that feeling of joy only lasts a moment. 
“Oh, no!” she says. “I left my backpack in the closet!”
“Don’t stress, Regina. I've got my bag and we have some stuff. We will find more, just stay behind me.” Kenji turns around and runs down the small alleyway.
Regina reaches out to grab his arm. “Kenji, I need my bag,” Regina chokes. The image of her father at the bottom of the lost bag swirls in her mind. “It's got everything I have left. I need to go back. I'll get it by myself! Don’t worry!” Regina stays put. “I’m not leaving without that bag!” she says, arms crossed taking a stand. “Everything I own is in that backpack.”
Kenji stops, stunned. “I can't believe this is happening right now,” he says quietly. “So, let me get this straight. You are going to go back for your backpack? Do you think you can do that on your own? What about those men? Like, what are you thinking?”
“I am thinking that I need my stuff!” Regina yells back. “I’ve left everything I’ve ever known behind, and now you want me to leave the last bit of my home locked in a dusty closet in an abandoned building. You do the math!”
Kenji looks around to see if anyone heard them. “Regina, you need to quiet down right now!” he says sternly. “I know you’re upset, but there is nothing we can do now. There is a group of men who want to harm us, maybe even kill us. We need to get the hell out of here!”
Kenji grabs Regina and tries to pull her away from the dumpster. Regina shoves his arm away and walks back from where they came. She feels like she is being treated like a child now. “Maybe I shouldn’t have left that stupid Dome,” she mumbles, thinking of her mom and the world she left behind.
“Please,” Kenji begs. “We can’t go back.”
Regina sniffs and nods. “Fine,” she mumbles and follows his lead.
They crouch low and jog down the alleyway. When they reach the end, Kenji leans around the corner. The group of men hover in front of the building, holding her backpack.
“Regina, they are all right there. Please don’t make a sound.” Kenji looks again and they enter the building. “Now’s our chance. We’ve got to run. Follow me!”
Kenji sprints across the street. Regina hesitates for a moment and then runs to catch up. The two of them move toward a roundabout that has a statue of a man riding a horse in the center. Eight different paths all leading to other parts of the city radiate from the statue.
“Which way now?” Regina asks.
“I don’t know,” Kenji replies. 
“I thought you knew where we were going?” Regina whispers harshly.
Kenji blinks. Regina sighs and points down the street, “Look, there’s water that way!” She runs ahead without waiting for Kenji’s response.
Kenji quickly looks back and forth, shrugs, and chases after her. She leads him to an abandoned mall. Stunned by the massive size of the former shopping center, Regina freezes in the middle of the street and gazes at the rundown stores.
Out of breath, Kenji drops his hands to his knees and gasps for air. “Regina, please don’t do that again.”
Regina walks over the water’s edge and sits down on a bench. The girl he knew in school is drastically changing by the minute. He remembered her as someone who could always find the beauty in anything, yet now she seemed miserable.
“Regina, you mind if I sit?” he asks. 
Regina nods, and Kenji sits down beside her. He reaches into his backpack and pulls out a book. The book is leather-bound and has a small lock on the front. The pages are yellowed, and the leather is tarnished. A faded cover is illegible. Kenji wipes the dust off the book and pulls out a small key.
“Regina, they have been lying to us for so long,” Kenji says, placing his elbow on the backrest of the bench. “I know this is all so strange and scary. I am pretty spooked too, but the truth is W.A.S.T.E. is evil. This is the doctor’s journal.”
“Oh, that’s for damn sure,” Regina answers back firmly. “They are the worst! You see what kind of life those people live? They are dancing at four in the morning, and I can’t even be outside after dark.”
She pulls her beanie down over her eyes and lets out a grunt. Her frustration supersedes her sadness. Kenji reaches over and flips her hat up, exposing her left eye.
“I hate this place too, Regina. Why do you think I’ve been so distant for so long? I’m sorry we haven’t been friends recently, but I’ve known the truth about W.A.S.T.E. for a little longer than you have.”
Kenji bites the left side of his lip and closes his eyes momentarily. He raises both his hands to his lips and breathes into them.
“I just don’t understand. Why me? What does everyone want with me?” Regina says, now serious. “Tell me what you know, Kenji. I want to know everything. What’s in that book?”
Kenji adjusts his bucket hat and scratches his forehead. “Well, I don’t know as much as Mr. Ace does. And everything I do know, I learned from him.” He looks deep into Regina's eyes and then looks away. “W.A.S.T.E. has been using you girls in experiments for years.”
Regina stands up and walks closer to the water. Large, rusted iron chain links curve from concrete post to post. She lifts a leg and gently kicks one link, causing the fence to swing slightly.
Kenji extends his hand, but when it starts shaking he drops it quickly. He takes a deep inhale, stares at the water, and exhales. He walks to Regina.
“Mr. Ace got you out of there before anything really bad happened. This book is one of the doctor’s journals.” Kenji places the key into the book and turns it. The lock springs open. He flips through the pages until he lands on some with writing on the right side and a diagram on the left. “You see here?” He hands her the book.
The diagram shows a naked woman’s body with an arrow pointing at her left arm. Dotted lines lead to a path of the virus leading to the heart. She reads one of the journal entries:
Friday, September 5th, 2036
We have successfully isolated the proteins of the virus. Type A and B Positive patients react in encouraging manners when injected with Shot 312A. Type B Negative patients are subject to high risk of infertility when injected with the same serum. Full immunity goal still unsuccessful.
“Where did you get this?” Regina says, looking up from the book.
“Mr. Ace stole it and told me to get it away from the Dome. That’s when I found out the real reason they are after us. You are immune.”
Regina sighs. “So, they want me for my antibodies. I feel like I’m some prized cow. And everyone is hungry for some steak.”
Kenji nods sadly. 
“This is bad,” Regina breathes. “Or is it good? Heck, Kenji. I’m so confused.” 
Kenji looks out at the water. “I wish there was somewhere isolated we could escape to. I want to keep us both safe.”
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Hard Time


2020
Each morning, the sun would hit Alcatraz. And a beam of light shined through the windows, waking Pops and Trevor. They slept in B-Block. A large sign that read “Quarantine” hung above the black doors. Prisoners had spent their first ninety days in “quarantine status” in B-Block. The prisoners could not have visitors for the first three months of their stay. Our stay has been  by choice, sort of at least, Trevor thought grimly.
Trevor spent most of their first three days on Alcatraz by familiarizing himself with the history behind the penitentiary. Unfortunately, the televisions only displayed old footage of what happened in 1962, when Frank Morris and his fellow prisoners made their legendary escape. Although he could never connect to cable or the internet to watch the news, Trevor was motivated by Morris to achieve the impossible— escape a sure death sentence.
Trevor entered the dining area and found Pops reading an old paper about George “Machine Gun Kelly” Barnes. “Good morning Pops. How you feeling today?” Trevor asked.
“I'm okay,” Pops responded, and put down the newspaper. “I had some trouble breathing last night, so I didn't get much sleep. I walked around outside. Spent most of the night in the fresh air watching the city.”
“I've been telling you to give up smoking for years now,” Trevor said, shaking his head. “You see anything last night?”
From the island, Trevor and his father had a view of the entire bay. They could see for miles. Pops found an old handheld telescope in the Warden's House and a radio in the guard tower. The electricity still worked on Alcatraz, but no one ever responded to their radio calls.
“Cars haven't moved on the bridge in the last two days,” Pops said to Trevor. “Last night I saw a fire in one window of the Transamerica Pyramid, but the city has been getting quieter each night.” Pops coughed uncontrollably, and Trevor ran to get him some water. Each day, his cough had gotten worse. It was a dry cough that would lead to a headache. They had found some medicine and cough drops in the souvenir shop, but that barely helped. Trevor had developed a slightly sore throat, but it didn't bother him.
With his father taking it easy, Trevor spent the morning using a handmade fishing rod, trying to catch whatever lived in the bay. He gazed out to the sea and saw a cruise liner gliding past the bridge and heading south.
“There's someone on the radio!” Pops yelled down. He coughed, and a wave followed to show he was alright.
Trevor ran up to join his father in their makeshift control room and grabbed the microphone. “Mayday! Mayday! Mayday! This is The Rock! Come in, anyone!” Trevor looked at his father with a sheepish grin. “I've kind of always wanted to say that, but now that I have, I really wish I never needed to.”
A faint sound came from the radio, but it was inaudible. “Pops, try another channel!” Trevor said. 
His father twisted the knobs steadily until a clearer signal came through. This is the U.S.S. Berkeley. The radio sounded. We are sending out a distress signal on all channels. Please stay indoors. Under no circumstances will travel be tolerated.
“What does this mean?” Trevor asked in shock.
The radio continued and a familiar voice was heard saying, The Yurikamome Virus has spread from Japan and has infiltrated our country. All are in danger. A study has shown that the older generation and people born with an immunodeficiency are at higher risk of contracting the virus. They are also more susceptible to severe symptoms, including death. The war with Japan has already caused many casualties, but not as many as the virus has in our homeland. Effective February 26th, 2020, a conscription will begin. 
Trevor's jaw dropped, and Pops placed his hand on his shoulder. 
Anyone between the ages of eighteen and thirty-five will need to report to their City Hall to register for the draft. Masks must be worn, and all people are required to stay ten feet apart. We will fight Japan on their land and the virus on ours. America will be victorious! God bless and stay safe! We will make America safe again!
“Pops, that was the president! What has the world become?” Trevor said. “I can’t believe this is now a pandemic of this magnitude. I thought it would just be like one of the outbreaks I’ve read about in school. Like SARS or Ebola in Africa. Something I’d hear on the news that makes for good conversation over my morning coffee break with the other ironworkers.” He was not used to seeing America so oppressed.
“We will stay here where it is safe. You're not going to Japan during this!” Pops said to his son. “The virus is our true enemy now. We will fight that before we fight our government’s war! I refuse to send you over there. Hunts hunt together.”
Trevor understood what this meant. He was choosing family over his nation's direct orders. The world was not the same, and neither were the rules.
Pops coughed a few times and walked with his son around the outskirts of the island. A sailboat sailed from the Oakland Port, past Treasure Island and in line with Alcatraz. The two stood still. Trevor pulled out the telescope to get a better look.
“It's a kid! Looks about my age,” Trevor said. “He's a pretty good sailor, too. Look at him carve the current!”
The boat approached the island and eased up to the dock. The sailboat came inches from the wooden dock before stopping completely. A dark-skinned teenager, wearing a captain's hat and sunglasses, stepped off the boat smoothly. He skillfully tied the boat up and walked up the steps to the prison.
Pops bumped Trevor with his elbow, letting him know to speak up. “Who goes there!” Trevor yelled.
The sailor stopped in his tracks and looked up. “My name is Russel, but you can call me Ace. Who are you?”
“My name is Trevor. You can call me Hunt. And this is my father, Pops,” Trevor responded, pointing at his father. “We have been on Alcatraz for a few days now. We just can't let anyone else on. Are you sick, Ace?” Trevor glared down at him.
“No, I am not sick. Do I look sick to you?” Ace said while doing a spin and sticking the landing. “The world is dangerous, but I'm not.”
Trevor looked at his father. “He's young, alone, and he has a sailboat,” Pops whispered to him. “When it's safe, we will need a way off of the island. Especially if the Coast Guard comes looking for some spare soldiers.” Trevor listened closely and nodded with approval.
“You can share this island with us but under a few conditions,” Trevor said, and Ace agreed in return. “You will stay in A-Block until we know you are healthy. You will stay fifteen feet from us, not just ten. And when this is over, you bring us back to the city on your sailboat.”
Ace nodded to the terms and finished walking up the stairs to greet his new neighbors.
“Where are you coming from, Ace?” Pops asked.
“I kind of borrowed this boat in Oakland,” he said. “I'm from D.C. originally. I was visiting my friend here, and then the virus struck, and I couldn't get home.”
“What happened to your friend?” Trevor asked.
“I lost him in Alameda. There was a riot near the Bay Bridge that got out of control. Hundreds of thousands of people have lost their jobs in East Bay. People are scared that if the virus doesn't kill them, eventually being broke will.”
Trevor and Pops had been so cut off from the news that it took a moment for them to grasp the extent of Ace's comments.
“I sailed to Alcatraz 'cause it's the only landmark I know out here,” Ace continued. “Nothing is safe anywhere. Cell service is so spotty. I haven't heard from anyone since yesterday morning. I think it is the government preventing us from spreading information to each other. I've always thought the government was watching us. Someone is always listening.”
“What do you mean, spreading information? What are we missing?” Trevor asked frantically.
“Don't you think it is strange that America was so relaxed when all this started?” Ace asked in return. “The virus had spread in Japan for months, and we acted like it would never make it here. Like we were immune from this. I don't know much, but I'm more scared of what's happening in America than I am about the war in Japan right now.”
“So are we. For now, let’s get something to eat,” Trevor said carefully. “We don't know what the future will bring, but we need to be prepared for the worst. C'mon, I'll show you where you will be quarantining.”
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Pops


2020
Pops watched Trevor and Ace play a game of war with a deck of Alcatraz souvenir cards in the library. Sitting across the room from each other, they would throw the cards to the middle to see who would win. Ace had been on the island for four days now. Ace spent most of his time writing in his journal and Trevor busied himself with exercising in the archaic gym on the first floor. But they found a common bond in being trapped on an island with the end of the world just outside their windows. And as the relationship between the teenagers grew stronger, so did their boredom. Pops had enjoyed seeing the boys bond. 
“Hey guys, I'm going to go lie down for a bit. I'm feeling a little tired.” To Trevor, Pops said, “I’m glad to see you have a friend.”
Pops coughed and smiled at his son. He wore a prisoner’s Halloween costume he came across in the souvenir shop, while his own clothing got a well-needed airing out.
“Alright, Pops!” Ace yelled back. Trevor looked over and waved, but he could tell something was off about his father.
They two played another hand, but Trevor had a weird feeling in his stomach. “Hey Ace, I'll be right back. I want to check on Pops.”
“Not a problem. I'm tired of losing, anyway. I'll grab some lunch for us.”
Pops was lying in his cell and tried to close his eyes. As he struggled to fall asleep, a cold sweat created a pool on the thin mattress. Suddenly, his throat felt tight, as if his esophagus was shrinking upon itself. “I... I can't breathe,” Pops tried to say out loud, but barely a whisper escaped his vocal cords. 
He rolled out of bed and dropped to the floor. Grabbing the bed frame, he pulled himself up and staggered to the faucet in the cell. He splashed water on his face. He tried to get a drink but was interrupted by a painful cough that echoed through the halls of B-block.
Trevor followed the hacking sound and rushed to B-block. Pops was lying on the floor, crouched in a fetal position, gasping for air.
“What's happening to me?” Pops gasped. “This isn't from the menthols.”
Trevor helped him to his feet and put his arm around Pops’ shoulders to him back to the bed. “Stay here for one minute. I will be right back!” Trevor assured his scared father. 
He rushed from the cell, sprinting toward the dining hall.
Pops tried to take a deep breath, but his airway felt blocked. He tried to stand, losing his balance and catching himself on the cell’s steel door. Pops clutched his chest. 
~

“Ace!” Trevor screamed. “I need help!”
Ace’s eyes went wide, and he launched from his chair. 
Trevor and Ace sprinted back to Pops’ cell with a bucket of ice, a towel, and water. They poured water into a metal souvenir prisoner’s cup. “Pops, please sit down!” Trevor pleaded. 
Pops slid his back against the cell wall, dropping slowly, until he slumped onto the concrete floor. Trevor handed him a cup of water and wrapped ice cubes in a towel. “Pops, put this towel around your neck. It will cool you down,” Trevor said, softly. 
Pops was covered in sweat and had a fever.
“We need to get you to the shower to cool you down! You're burning up,” Trevor said. 
Pops nodded while sipping a bit of water. While his son dabbed the ice filled towel on his neck, Ace watched the scene in utter disbelief.
“He's got the virus. Shit, he's got the virus! How could you not tell me he was sick, man?” Ace screamed at Trevor and backed away.
“I'm fine,” Pops mumbled. 
Trevor stared at Ace with anger in his heart and tears in his eyes.
“I've seen this happen before in Oakland,” Ace continued. “They say it spreads in the air. If you were close to anyone who had it, it takes over your lungs and suffocates you slowly.”
“Shut up and help! Please man, it's my dad.” Trevor screamed back. “We need to get him to the showers now!”
“No way, man. I'm going back to A-block. This was not part of the deal,” Ace said, backing away. 
But he stopped. The look on Trevor's face was of pure malice.
“I said we need to get him to the showers. Now!” 
Trevor had a glare in his eye that caused a chill in Ace's bones. Ace’s eyes flitted to the gun in Trevor’s waistband. With some hesitation, Ace grabbed one of Pops' arms, and Trevor grabbed the other. The towel filled with ice was tied around Pops' neck. A little ice fell out of the towel and onto the floor with every step, leaving a wet trail from Cell 133 to the old, rusty bathroom.
Pops wheezed. “When did it all go so wrong?” Pops gasped. “I can’t fathom how I was healthy just a few days ago, and now I can barely walk.”
Trevor and Ace gently put Pops on the shower floor. Cold water hit his face, and air shot into his lungs. A loud gasp followed. “Oh lord, I feel like I was drowning and just broke the surface of the water,” Pops said with bloodshot eyes and a hand on his heart.
“Pops, oh my God! I thought you were a goner,” his son said, hugging him. “What came over you? You were fine yesterday.”
They held each other; the shower soaking them through. Pops took a moment to take some deep breaths before answering. “Son, I don't know what that was, but it will likely happen again. If this is the Yurikamome Virus, you both need to stay away from me. I can't take you with me, and I can't go with you.” 
Pops’ tears mixed with the shower water.
“Don't talk like that!” Trevor cried. “I'm not leaving you anywhere. What have you always told me? Hunts hunt together.” Trevor turned the shower off, and Ace handed them towels.
“Trevor, the world has changed. You need to adapt quickly. You and Ace need to stick together if you are going to get through this.” 
Pops had been an alpha male his whole life, but, in this moment, his emotions were those of a scared boy. The idea of never seeing his only son again was eating him up inside. “Ace, you need to get my son out of here!”
Ace blinked. He had just met these two men, but the strong connection they shared proved how genuine they were. He had been a Navy brat and had moved around with his father. He never got to spend a lot of time with him since his father was always working. Seeing Trevor and Pops not wanting to say goodbye made him remember all the times his own father had to leave him for tours of duty.
“I will,” Ace said confidently. “My father was a Sargent for the Navy, so I spent a lot of time sailing in Annapolis. No one is catching us.” Ace turned to Trevor, who was still holding the revolver. “We need to call the Coast Guard. They might be able to help him.”
Pops coughed again.
“No, we can save him. He's going to be—” Trevor began, but Pops placed a hand on his arm.
“Son, it's okay. The government can help me, but you need to leave before they come. If they find you, you'll be in a soldier's uniform come Monday.” 
Trevor was overwhelmed with pain as his father said, “Go, call the U.S.S. Berkeley and tell them I am here. Then go north toward Sacramento. Your cousin Jimmy lives there. Maybe he can help you.”
“Stay here with my father. I'll go call them,” Trevor said to Ace and walked out of the showers to the Warden's House.
“Ace, please watch over my son,” Pops begged, and didn't waste a second to address the obvious. “How old are you? Honestly?”
“I'm only seventeen, but I turn eighteen in April,” Ace said truthfully.
“Then you know Trevor is in a lot more danger than you, right? If you two get caught, he will pay the price with a one-way ticket to the frontline.” Pops reached into his pocket and pulled out a St. Anthony's medallion. “Take this and let it guide you on the waters.”
“What does this mean?” Ace asked, grabbing the medallion from Pops.
“It will help you find what you are looking for. You seem like a good kid. I hope you find your friend and whoever else you have lost. Just please help my son get to somewhere safe first,” Pops said, coughing. “Now help me up. We need to get your sailboat ready.”
Ace picked up Pops, and they headed into B-block. Trevor returned from the Warden's House out of breath.
“You sound like me,” Pops grinned, keeping his humor through it all.
Although he wanted to smile, all Trevor could do was shake his head. “They responded. They are sending out a speed boat now. We have to move quickly.”
Stumbling into his cell, Pops coughed again and again and fell to one knee, bracing himself. “I'm fine. Let's get you going. Here Trevor, take my shotgun.”
Trevor grabbed the shotgun and handed the two-thirds full revolver to Ace. They packed the sailboat with a jug of water from the dining hall. Each had a backpack filled with extra clothes used as props in the displays for tourists and as many snacks and candies they could carry from the souvenir shop. Trevor had kept an Alcatraz 2020 calendar, too, with an X marked for each day until the current date, February 28th. The sailboat had a few fishing poles and a first aid kit stored in one of the cabinets.
“I'm never going to forget you, Pops. You taught me everything I know. I will never forget how you showed me how to drive your shitty car or all your corny jokes. I'm going to miss you, Dad,” Trevor cried and hugged his father. “What am I going to do without you? Hunts hunt together.”
“You will be okay. Don't forget, Hunts don't get hunted either.” Pops let go of his son and untied the sailboat, letting it drift away from the dock.
He will survive this. He has to.
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Red Sky at Morning


2020
Trevor and Ace caught wind and headed north toward Suisun Bay. It would take them all the way to Sacramento. Trevor hadn't said a word since the two stepped foot on the boat.
I'll never see him again. He will die on a Navy war ship surrounded by people he doesn't know. I don't know who is responsible for this, but they will pay the same price they made Pops pay.
The water was quiet so far away from the mainland. The boys felt like they were still secluded on Alcatraz. Ace took this time to try to bring Trevor back to the present moment.
“Hunt, I am sorry about Pops,” Ace said, breaking the silence. “I only knew him for a few days, but he was a cool guy. He loved you very much. That was easy to tell. If there is anything I can do for you, man, let me know. I am here for you. But we need to focus on the task ahead. Hunt, are you with me?” 
Ace turned to Trevor, who sat hunched at the bow of the boat.
“I left him. So, what does that say about me?” Trevor mumbled. “I can’t accept the reality of what this all means. I left him on an island to suffocate alone. For what? What am I even doing?”
“Hey man, don't beat yourself up. You got to live for Pops’ memory. To carry his name and prove that not even the Yurikamome Virus can hunt a Hunt,” Ace said with a smirk.
“No, nothing can hunt a Hunt,” Trevor responded.
“Good, I got your back, bro. I don't know if I'll see my father again either. It's you and me.” Ace reached out his hand, and they high-fived each other. “Just work with me. I promise we will get through this together.”
“You bet I got yours too, man,” Trevor said, wiping his eyes. “This world really went to shit quick, didn't it? This year was supposed to be the best year.” 
Trevor pulled out the calendar and flipped through the months. “Look, Cinco de Mayo is on a Taco Tuesday, even Fourth of July is on a Saturday.”
Ace flipped a couple pages, “Well, I got Halloween on a Saturday.”
“Christmas is on a Friday!” 
Trevor kept the game going.
“And 4/20 is basically a whole month!” Ace said with a laugh and shoved Trevor's arm.
“We are missing the perfect holiday year. If we make it out of this, I am never taking a holiday for granted again. Hindsight is 20/20, you know. God, that is so weird saying that now.” Trevor said and put the calendar back in his backpack.
“I see what you did there.” Ace couldn't hold back his laughter. The water was calm, and the wind had died down. It was still morning, and across the sky was a red streak of sun painting the clouds. Ace repeated the old saying. “Red sky at morning, sailors take warning...”
Ace pulled out the handheld telescope Trevor gave him. “Suisun Bay Reserve Fleet,” Ace read out loud. “Trevor, did the Coast Guard say where exactly the speed boat was coming from? I’ve got a bad feeling about this.”
Trevor panicked for a moment, realizing where they were. “He didn't specify, but either way, we are heading straight toward the military! We need to get off the water, like right now!” 
Trevor grabbed the telescope from Ace and surveyed the area. “Look, that way!” Trevor pointed across the bay of the Reserve Fleet. “Port Chicago. Pops took me there when I was little. Head that way!”
Port Chicago was a memorial for a deadly disaster back in the 1940s. A munitions explosion happened while cargo was being loaded onto a vessel heading to the Pacific Ocean during World War II. A month later, hundreds of men refused to load munitions because of unsafe conditions, fifty of those sailors were convicted of mutiny. Nowadays, it was an abandoned military base with a memorial surrounded by seven hundred and sixty acres of marshland and rivers.
“I'll follow your lead! You know this place a lot better than I do,” Ace said.
Ace changed course and followed Trevor's directions, trusting the California local, hoping for the best. Behind them, in the distance, they saw a small boat leaving the harbor. It crept out slowly but seemed to pick up speed by the second.
“Ace, they see us! And they are coming our way! Can we go any faster?” Trevor said, scrambling to the middle of the boat. Ace was at the stern, controlling the rudder.
“I'm going to need your help here, Hunt! You need to swing the boom, quickly!”
The boom? The boom, oh yeah, I remember! 
Trevor released the boom and remembered to duck as it swung across into position. The mast flexed with the breeze, and the boat sped up. The shoreline was close, but the speedboat was narrowing the gap.
“I got this Hunt, don't worry!” Ace said while tacking toward the shore.
We aren't going to make it. I am going to let Pops down, Hunt thought as he looked down into his hands.
Like a gift from the heavens, a gust of wind hits the sails, and Trevor fell onto the deck. The sailboat jerked to the left, and Ace steered the rudder into the wind.
“The boom! Hunt, swing the boom!” Ace yelled.
Trevor pushed the boom with all his might, knocking it back into its previous position. The force of the wind lifted the bow, and it broke away from the trailing boat.
“We are flying now! Let's get it, Ace!”
Ace approached the memorial, pointed into the wind, the sails luffed, and the boat nudged against the dock, knocking the telescope into the water.
“Crap, the telescope!”
“Forget it, man! Grab everything you can carry, and let's go!” Trevor directed.
They grabbed their backpacks and hurried off the boat. Ace held the revolver, and Trevor led the way with Pops' shotgun. Staying low, they ran past the memorial and into the old naval base. Chain-linked fencing ran along the perimeter of the landscape with signs labeled: Keep Out!
“Follow me through here! I’ve got an idea.” Trevor said and ran to the old railway station next to the port. “I remember this place. This is where all the ammunition used to be delivered. The tracks still work! Trust me. I can lead us out of this place.”
The speedboat had ‘NAVY’ written on its side. As soon as it stopped next to the sailboat, soldiers boarded to examine it. 
“Oh, dammit, Hunt, it's them! Trevor, it’s the Navy!” Ace yelled. “We got to move fast, man!”
Beyond the train tracks was Point Edith Wildlife Area. It was only accessible by boat, and Trevor knew that there would be safe places to hide out in there before returning to the train station.
“We need to lose them, then we can follow the tracks and get out of here,” Trevor said. 
They passed the train tracks and ran into the wet marsh toward a connecting river. Not able to get much traction on land, Trevor jumped into the water and directed Ace to do the same.
After taking a tree branch and wiping away their tracks, Ace jumped in behind him. “Damn, this is cold!”
They waded as far as they could, holding their packs and guns above the water until they heard men approaching. In a panic, Ace opened his pack, tugged the built-in plastic straws out of two of their water bottles, and he threw one to Trevor.
“Get underwater and use this to breathe!” Ace shouted.
They took a deep breath and ducked under the water just as the men arrived at the riverbank.
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Bridge the Gap
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Soldiers' voices echoed around the river as Trevor and Ace huddled close to each other, trying not to attract attention. Trevor sipped carefully through the narrow straw, trying to relax his mind to accept the very little oxygen he could inhale.
Ace saw Trevor's face turning blue and knew it was only a matter of moments before he would have to surface for air. Trying to keep his friend calm, Ace tapped Trevor on the arm and lifted his right index finger, signaling him to wait just another few seconds.
The voices faded into the distance, and Trevor couldn't handle the lack of oxygen any longer. Letting go of the straw, he lifted his head above the water and sucked in as much fresh air as his lungs could hold. This must have been how Pops felt. I hope he's still alive.
Luckily for him, no one was around to see or hear his gasp for air. Ace splashed out of the water, and Trevor grabbed him. They moved swiftly through the river, only exposing themselves from the neck up.
“Where to now, Hunt?” Ace asked. 
If his face wasn't already dripping wet from the river, he would have been dripping in sweat from nerves.
“We need to get back to the station and sneak onto one of the trains! C'mon, follow me!” Trevor said in return, leading them back the way they came.
Footprints surrounded the riverbank as they exited, leading deeper into the marsh. Trevor and Ace circled back on the footsteps, attempting not to create new ones. They reached the end of the swamp and crept down behind a pair of tall bushes.
“Look, over there!” Trevor pointed at a train readying to leave the station. In front of the train stood two young men in naval uniforms holding pistols and chatting. “If we can get past those two without being noticed, we could ride that train as far as it will take us. The train tracks here only lead two ways, to Sacramento or back to San Francisco. Let's hope for our sake this one is going away from S.F.”
“How are we going to get past them? The area is wide open. We have nowhere else to hide, and on top of that, it looks like they have nothing better to do than wait for us. We are never going to get out of here.” Ace dropped his dripping head, shaking it in disbelief at the impossible situation at hand.
“Stay focused. We've got this man!” Trevor said to him.
Ace picked his head up. “Wait, judging by their uniforms, both of them are freshies. You see what the insignia says on their shoulders?”
“N.R.O.T.C? What does that mean?” Trevor asked.
“Navy Reserve Officer Trainer Corps. They are soldiers in training, ha!” Ace snickered. “Judging by the way they keep playing with their guns, they probably just got drafted.” 
Ace's confidence grew that they could easily overpower the opposition.
“Okay, here's the plan!” Trevor said, crouching down and drew in the dirt with his finger. “See the building to the left of them?” 
Ace nodded. 
“I need you to sneak through the trees and then sprint past them, creating a diversion. I will run around the other side of the building. When they come, I will be waiting for them with the shotgun.”
“Are you crazy? We can't get into a gunfight with the U.S. Navy!”
“Don't worry, Ace. Like you said, they aren't really in the Navy. If they really did just get drafted, they won't know what to do when a gun is pointed at them.” 
Trevor raised the waterlogged shotgun. “Go now before the others return from the marsh!”
“You're insane, dude, but alright. I won't be the one wearing that uniform if we get caught.” Ace hid the revolver in the back of his waistband and slithered through the trees until he found an opening. He gave the nod to Trevor and darted to the near side of the building.
Trevor observed the two soldiers. “Hey! Hey, you! Stop!” one soldier screamed as Ace emerged from the brush. 
The two soldiers chased after Ace, allowing Trevor to move into position. He placed his shoulder up against the brick wall of the building and peeked around the corner. A moment later, Ace came around with the two soldiers pursuing close behind.
Right when they passed him, Trevor stepped out and cocked the shotgun, and yelled, “Now, if you two don't want to be shot, I suggest you drop those pistols.”
The soldiers stopped in their tracks and raised their hands, dropping the pistols to the ground.
“They aren't loaded. We have only one bullet each,” the shorter soldier replied, and they dropped their weapons. “Our lieutenant gave them to us to hold. Please don't shoot.”
“Who are you, Barney Fife?” Ace asked with a laugh. 
He approached them and picked up their guns, confirming they were telling the truth. Trevor shuffled around in front, holding the shotgun steadily on his targets.
“Well, this puppy is fully loaded,” Trevor said, lifting it and staring down the barrel. “Now, take off your uniforms and do it fast!”
“What are you doing, Hunt?”
“The Navy will be looking for us, plus we are soaking wet. These will come in handy.” Trevor refocused on the soldiers. “What are you waiting for? I said now!”
The soldiers stripped down to their underwear and raised their hands back up to the sky. Trevor could sense the fear in them. They couldn't have been any older than he was. The taller one was holding back tears, and the shorter one hung his head in shame.
Ace grabbed their uniforms and backed up behind Trevor. He placed their pistols in his wet backpack and waited for further instructions.
“Go walk into the marsh until you are out of my sight and count to one thousand. Trust me. You don't want to see us again.”
Behind them, a train was slowly rolling out of the station. Its horn blared twice, and a small cloud of smoke dispersed into the sky.
“Quick, c'mon, we need to get on that train!” Trevor said to Ace, and the two ran as fast as they could. Ace, holding the uniforms in his hands, struggled to keep pace.
Trevor was the first to reach the accelerating train and threw his backpack into one of the open cars that were closer to the caboose. The shotgun followed, and then he swung his leg up and rolled into the moving car.
“Ace, hurry!” Trevor screamed out to his trailing companion. In the distance, he could see the two nearly naked soldiers running out of the marsh, now accompanied by the others.
Ace threw the uniforms into the car and then his backpack next. Leaping towards the moving train, he stumbled and fell to the ground.
“Ace, get up. Let's go!” Trevor said in a panic. “They are going to see you!”
Ace stood up as quickly as he could and chased back after the train. Finally catching up to the open car that Trevor was in, he pulled the revolver out of his waistband and tossed it to Trevor. Trevor caught it with one hand and dropped it onto the scattered uniforms.
“You're so close, c'mon man!” Trevor looked in the direction the train was traveling in and saw it was heading for a bridge.
“I'm not going to make it, Hunt.”
“Yes, you will!” Trevor urged.
The bridge grew closer, and the soldiers, now at the train station, looked in their direction.
Ace reached his arm out, and Trevor grabbed his hand and pulled him close enough so he could jump into the speeding train. With his legs still dangling out of the moving carriage, the train crossed onto the bridge, leaving the soldiers behind.
“We are heading north, thank God,” Trevor said to Ace. 
They rested on the floor of the car to compose themselves. “This should lead us straight to Sacramento. You ready to enlist in the Navy?” Trevor smiled and picked up one of the jackets to show Ace.
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The Space Between Us


2036
A ripped American flag floats down the Potomac River. Kenji and Regina sit in silence as it slowly passes them by. The United States had fallen many years ago. And all the flags were either burned or buried. So seeing one, even in this condition, was a rarity.
Regina places the doctor’s journal on the bench, trying to grasp her new reality. The government has treated her and her peers as lab mice to find the vaccine without their permission. 
Behind them is a former small bakery. Empty steel racks, where freshly baked bread would cool, collect dust next to the dismantled countertops. Regina stands up and walks toward the shop. She pushes the glass door open, and it hits an overhanging bell that would have rung if it was still fully intact.
Kenji follows behind, carrying the book. He pulls the door open and says, “Hey, I know this is a lot. I’m sorry you had to find out this way.”
“What other way is there to find out?” she asks. “My whole life has been a lie, and what was supposed to be the most exciting night of my childhood is the biggest lie of them all. Honestly, I just need some space to process this.”
Kenji didn’t want to press her, so he walks toward the door. “I totally get that. This is harder than finding out the truth about Santa. I’m going to scope out the area. I won’t be gone long.”
He waves her goodbye and exits the bakery. The outdoor mall had all sorts of fancy restaurants. He reads the faded lettering of an old bar and grill. Across the pathway is a craft store.
“Huh, maybe I can find something for Regina in here,” he says to himself.
Mumbling to himself, he wedges himself between a pair of broken doors. The store is covered in old merchandise and tipped over shelves. He is in awe of all the hobbies the youth of before must have had. Broken remote control helicopters, stained teddy bears, and fidget spinners occupy the only standing shelf in the store. He grabs a fidget spinner that has a smiley face sticker on all three of its legs and places it in his backpack.
Kenji slowly moves down the aisles. The place is a wonder, and he can’t help but touch everything. But his childhood-like joy is interrupted by the buzz of a radio.
“Sergeant, I'm going to check the hobby store. See if the kids are in there,” a voice rasps through the unseen speaker. “If I don’t radio back in by 13:30, send backup my way. Going silent, over.” Kenji hides. The man bumps into the debris. “Ugh, so many broken shelves. So annoying,” he mumbled. “Regina, are you in here, honey? I have your bag. If you come out, you can have it and be on your way.” 
Kenji stays low. He knows even in the darkness he can't move without being heard with all the junk on the floor. The small amount of training from Mr. Ace reminds him to wait for his enemy to come to him and never to expose oneself when they know you’re hiding. Little by little, Kenji hears the man take steps across the littered floor.
“Hey, Regina! Are you in here?” he yells this time. “Look, we aren’t going to hurt you, okay? We just want to keep you safe. If you're in here, I promise you everything will be fine. Just come on out, and I will make sure you get back to your mom before it gets dark. I found your bag; it’s got a lot of cool stuff in it. You've got some nice drawings. I know you think you are trusting the right people, but that kid Kenji is lying. We are the good guys, I promise.”
How does he know my name? 
Kenji remained still. He remembers what Mr. Ace told him, “Remain aware, remain alert, and always keep your focus.” 
He repeats the phrase to himself as the man edges closer. The footsteps grow closer and louder, yet Kenji stays put. His fist clenches, and he crouches into a striking position. His throat tightens, and his hands shake. The man’s legs come into view. The heel of his left foot strikes the ground. And before his toes can follow, Kenji leaps out, attacking the officer, and knocking him to the ground. The officer falls back and trips over a chair, crashing to the floor and slamming his head on the sharp corner of a shelf, rendering him unconscious.
Blood drips down the back of the man’s head and onto the ground. Kenji grabs his stomach and covers his mouth simultaneously. After a few dry heaves, he snatches Regina’s backpack out of the tight grasp of the fallen soldier. He pulls the radio off his waistband and shoves it in his pocket.
He panics and grabs a nearby bolt of fabric, quickly unwraps about four yards and uses it to cover the body. Flipping the soldier’s backpack open, he grabs a 9mm pistol and a spare magazine on the top. Grabbing it gently, the heaviness of the metal sends adrenaline up his forearm.
Taking several steps and leaping over the fallen shelves, he rushes out of the store and back toward the bakery.
He jogs down the middle of the mall’s corridor with his eyes locked straight ahead. Sweat drips from his hand and down the barrel of the gun, leaving a small trail on the floor.
With Regina’s backpack swung over his shoulder, he felt relief. This joy of knowing he will be her hero made Kenji smile. He couldn’t contain his giddiness. His joy, however, quickly evaporated. Three men were circling the bakery, and he almost dropped the pistol.
A crushing bang rings from inside the shop, and the three men storm inside. Kenji cocks the handgun and sprints in their direction. He stops in his tracks outside the front door. Machine-gun fire erupts from inside, and Kenji throws his body into the wall, and silence follows.
Kenji's eyes squint shut, and he takes a long deep breath. He flips the safety off and kicks the front door, smashing off one of the hinges. 
~

Mr. Ace stands before him, a half-smile on his face.
“Mr. Ace! You made it! Man, am I glad to see you!” Kenji greets Mr. Ace with a hug. 
Mr. Ace takes the pistol out of Kenji’s hand. He places the safety back on and releases the magazine, letting it fall into his pants pocket. Three soldiers lay motionless spread out across the bakery.
“No need to look at that, Kenji. It’s good to see you too.” Mr. Ace says, turning away. Walking behind the counter, he opens a cupboard beneath the sink, where he finds Regina hugging her knees, tears streaming down her face.
She screams and kicks at Mr. Ace. “Regina, it’s safe now. You can come out,” he says, kneeling beside her.
Regina shimmies out of the tight quarters and jumps into Mr. Ace’s arms. “I was so scared! I can’t do this anymore, Mr. Ace. It’s all too much.”
Mr. Ace places a hand on her back and then rubs her shoulder. Kenji rests against one of the tables and looks away from them. It is hard for him to see Regina so distraught. He wanted to be the hero but seeing the heavily armed men lying lifeless on the ground makes him realize he could never have done what Mr. Ace seemed to have accomplished so effortlessly.
“How did you escape the Dome?” Kenji interrupts Mr. Ace and Regina’s moment.
“Don’t worry about that, Kenji,” he answers. “We are safe now, but only for a moment. Soon there will be plenty more men just like these guys. I can tell you stories another time.”
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Heavily Guarded


2036
Franz Azzard, a decorated soldier, and a woman in a white lab coat walk down the hallways of the Dome.
“Are you sure she’s the one, Doctor?” Azzard asks the woman.
“I’ve been studying this virus for over a decade. I am sure,” she says, adjusting her lab coat and dark circular glasses. “Her blood work came back off the charts. It’s like she was born with anti-bodies never detected before in humans.”
The three approach Regina’s room.
“She’s just like the last subject,” Azzard notes. “You don’t think she is related. This must be a random incident.” 
“Franz,” the doctor says, lowering her voice. “This is the one we’ve been waiting for. With her blood, we can save the planet.”
Beth had fallen back to sleep and is cuddling one of the two provided pillows. 
Azzard eyes the girls’ sleeping quarters. “And with that cure,” he says with an evil grin. “I will control the planet. The entire fucking planet, Dr. Endeslichts.”
The doctor licks her lips and grins. They both turn to the sleeping children. “How much blood will we need from the subject?” Azzard asks.
“All of it,” the doctor purrs.
Azzard’s grin widens. 
The door opens, and the soldier walks over to Regina’s bed and peels the blanket back to see her bed is empty. The soldier lets out a loud grunt and rushes to Beth’s side of the room.
“Ms. Watts, we need you to wake up,” he demands, frightening her. “We need you to answer some questions.”
Beth shuffles into the corner of her bed, distancing herself from the three unfamiliar faces. She pulls the covers to her chin and ducks her face into the blankets, trying to hide.
“We aren’t here to hurt you, Ms. Watts,” the soldier says. “My name is General Grubbs. This is Dr. Endeslichts, and you know Mr. Azzard. We need to ask if you know anything about your roommate and her whereabouts.”
Beth lifts her head and looks over to Regina’s side of the room. Beth gasps. “Um, I don’t know. She was there when I went to sleep.” 
Several drones travel down the large vestibule. Beth rubs her eyes. “Mr. Ace was talking to her in the middle of the night, but I could have dreamed that.”
“Grubbs, sound the alarm, now!” Azzard yells.
Grubbs runs out of the room, and Azzard slowly walks out behind him with Dr. Endeslichts closely behind. He looks back at Beth and says, “Thank you, lil missy. Lie down and go back to sleep. You have a pleasant night and enjoy the Dome.”
Beth does as she is told. Pulling the blankets over her head, Beth clutches her pillow tight, shaken up from being awakened suddenly for the second time. Peeking out from beneath her blankets, she watches Azzard unlatch the holster of his pistol. He smiles and his lips spread wide, exposing a metal bracket where half of his lower gum used to be. Beth gasps.
An alarm sounds with an earsplitting siren in all the rooms of the Dome. Red lights blink and the doors to her room slam shut. A robotic voice buzzes through the speakers in her room.
This is a full lockdown. Everyone must stay in their room until further notice. This is a lockdown. All stay in your room until further notice.
~

“General, he’s in the Dome!” a Private screams down the hall. 
Grubbs sprints like a mad man through the military fortress, rage spewing from him. His chest heaves with exertion, his heartbeats simultaneous.
A drone finishes scanning the gate, which opens up to the floor of the Dome’s ballroom. The general walks into the enormous room, standing at least six and a half feet tall with a freakishly wide stature. Two of his men lie motionless in the center of the giant chamber—the general growls. The wall has a sizeable section missing. Melted stainless steel lies in ruin from exposure to intense heat. Grubbs struts over to the opening. Each step drives the floorboards into the ground. Unable to fit through the opening, he grabs the two molten sides of the steel frame, bends them outwards effortlessly to accommodate his shoulder width, and walks through.
“Ace, I knew I shouldn’t have trusted you. After I catch you, I’m building that wall higher and shooting everyone who is within five hundred feet of it,” he screams into the abyss. “Starting with that little girl!”
He takes a step forward and is greeted with the side of an anodized aluminum pipe across the chest, knocking him back into the Dome’s main area. “No need to catch me. I’m not hiding!” Ace says, emerging from the darkness.
Grubbs lifts his body off the ground with one hand and uses the other to stop the blood pouring from the new small wound above his left eye. Dr. Endeslichts watches in terror from the circular room. Nurse Amanda runs through the opening in the wall. The general stands and looks back at the doctor. “Don’t call for help. I want him all to myself.” 
She smirks and nods at him, anticipating a rewarding show.
Ace steps toward Grubbs and scratches his cheek. Ace opens his palm and slaps it with the aluminum pipe a few times. His expression is filled with pure hate for the massive man. “I’ve waited a long time to return the pain you have caused me,” Ace roars.
“I’ve been waiting far too long to be able to hit you again. I’m not waiting any longer.” 
Ace swings the pipe at Grubbs’ head, but he parries it away. Ace swings again for his opponent’s hip, and Grubbs easily shifts backward and out of harm’s way.
Grubbs steps back with his right foot and cocks his fist, stretching it behind his ear, and throws a haymaker to Ace’s chest, launching him back up against the steel wall. Ace winces in pain, then smiles, his teeth red with blood. 
Ace takes several quick steps, accelerating at Grubbs, and slides through his spread legs, reaching out to grab both of his shoelaces. The momentum pulls Grubbs off balance, forcing him to fall on his face. The wound split further, blood splattering across the ground. Ace runs toward the woman in the lab coat. She shrieks in terror as Ace charges. He stops in his tracks when a dark shadow appears. 
Franz Azzard enters with a sawed-off shotgun in his hands.
“You really think I’m going to let you just prance on out of here,” Azzard says. “I could turn you into dust in the wind in a matter of seconds.”
He shows Ace he’s serious when he aims at one of the empty chairs that held the test subjects. He pulls the trigger and puts a hole the size of a man’s head in the center cushion.
“You see, Ace. Maybe you could have stopped me a decade ago, but I have grown too strong for you.” 
He raises the gun and aims it toward Ace’s sternum. He pulls the trigger. Ace covers his face as an explosion sends him backward. I’m dead, he reasons and opens his eyes.
“No! Six One Seven! You saved me!” Ace screams at the remains of the drone. 
He looks up. Basil stands in the distance on the other side of the door, waving at him to run his way. He rushes Azzard, who is frantically attempting to reload once again. The carbon fiber suit allows him to move at the speed of a man twenty years his junior. Fumbling with the ammunition, Ace greets him with a mean left hook, bashing the gun and ammo out of his wrinkled hands.
Dr. Endeslichts cowards in fear and runs from the room. “You piece of filth,” Grubbs roars.
Ace looks back to find Grubbs sprinting at him. He dashes away toward the door the doctor just disappeared through. Grubbs is gaining on him, quickly spewing saliva out of his grinding teeth. Racing through the open doorway, it shuts fast behind him, trapping the general. Whack!
The outlines of Grubbs’ fist dent the titanium door. Ace braces for the door to split in two. “Ye of little faith,” Basil grins.
The brilliant man had placed two magnets the size of a man’s foot, one on the door and the other on the floor.
“These are holmium magnets, the most magnetic metal you can find in the world,” Basil says to his sweaty friend. “A man, even one the size of that giant, would have a better chance opening the mouth of an alligator than that door. Come on. I know a way out. Follow me!”
Basil leads them to a janitor’s closet. Inside the small storage room is a shelf filled with bathroom cleaning supplies and a few plungers. Basil grabs the handle of a plunger and pulls it, revealing a trapdoor in the concrete ground.
“I’ve been working on an escape plan since I snuck into this place last month. Not my finest work per se, but it’ll do the trick,” he grins.
Basil leaps down through the opening and lands on a small cart inside a carved-out tunnel. “I only had time to make this route fit a fella like me. You’ll have to squeeze a tad bit.”
Ace laughs at Basil sitting in the tiny contraption. He slides down into the four-wheeled cart behind him. It’s far too small for Ace’s large legs, so his knees are touching his chin. Two thrusters on both carts release exhaust. The track is lit by tiny LED lights that blink every couple of seconds, making it very difficult for Ace to see.
The carts warm up for their launch when suddenly the trap door is peeled open. “Not so fast there!” Grubbs screams down. 
He reaches out at Ace, who ducks away from his arm. The carts accelerate down the muddy terrain, and Ace looks back to see half of Grubb’s arm extending as far as possible. “I will get you, Ace!”
They travel the bumpy terrain for a half mile before coming to a small exit covered by a plastic sign reading, Maintenance Work. “Basil, you always hide your tricks in plain sight,” Ace chuckles.
“It’s always smarter not to outthink the opponent, but rather to dumb down his plan of attack,” Basil says. “It always benefits me.” 
Basil pushes the sign to the side and crawls out covered in mud, Ace following behind.
A woman in a sundress and smoking a cigarette leans against a souped-up Mercedes G-Class with tinted windows. “Took y’all long enough,” she says.
Ace stands, and the breeze hits him, “We’re close to the river.” 
Basil walks up to the woman and gives her a big hug, “Great to see you again, sis.” 
He steps back and dusts himself off, realizing he has just covered her with a chest full of dirt and debris. Ace follows behind and hugs her tight. “I see Regina gave you that note, huh, Bonnie?”
“That she did. I followed every step listed and found this beautiful ride waiting for me. I always wanted one of these when I was a kid,” she laughs. 
 “You have some funky gadgets in there. The center console removed my tracker thing in less than a minute.” Her bare forearm, where the identification bracelet was, is a much lighter shade than her natural olive skin.
“You can say it, sister. I’m the smartest person you know,” Basil grins. “We can’t stay here for long. Let’s get a move on.” 
He opens the trunk, grabs a bag, and tosses it to Ace. “Everything you’ll need is in there. Good luck.”
Basil gets in the passenger seat. Bonnie smiles at Ace and walks around to the driver’s side door. Getting in the car, she starts the engine and speeds off down the street.
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Together Apart


2036
“Nice job getting her out of there, Kenji. Told you all that practice would pay off,” Mr. Ace says, making a fist, and reaching it out towards Kenji who softly bumps it with his own fist. “I knew if you had followed the route I mapped out for you, then you should have been here or possibly just a few blocks ahead. I'm happy I guessed right. Regina, are you okay? They didn't hurt you, did they?”
Regina's expression turns fierce. She glares at him. “Am I okay?” she yells back at him. “I was shaken awake in the middle of the night by someone who I thought was my teacher. It turns out he’s known me my whole life. I see that anyone born on this side of the bridge not only stays out past our curfew, but it also looks like they can do whatever the hell they want. Kenji has good taste in music. Oh, and did we forget about the fact that there are dead bodies all over this place! I am not okay!” 
Kenji rushes toward her but is stopped by Mr. Ace’s arm across his chest. “I got this,” he says.
Mr. Ace approaches Regina slowly and spreads his arms out wide. Regina crosses her arms tightly. “Regina, please,” Mr. Ace says, pulling her into a hug.
Regina falls into him, and her eyes fill with tears. She lifts her head off his chest and looks up at him. “My mother, what happened to her? If they want me, they will go directly to her. I need to go back and get her!” Regina weeps, and pushes Mr. Ace away. 
She wipes her tears with the back of her hand.
“Your mom is safe, Regina. I made sure I got her out of there. Basil, the man who removed that terrible tracker off of you, went to get her. You can trust she’s safe.” 
Relief passes over Regina’s innocent face. “Regina, nothing from the life you knew is going to be the same. Just know that Kenji and I are here to keep you safe.” Ace turns to Kenji. “Mr. Li, when we get to the safe house, you're going to have to explain to me why you left her alone in in the bakery. Right now, I need you to get the rest of the essential gear from these men. We need to get moving, now!”
Kenji moves quickly, grabbing everything of value from the dead officers. The confidence and joy he had felt behind the wheel is gone. Kenji finds two flashlights, additional pistol rounds, and a red Swiss army knife with the initials KRRM engraved on one side.
“Alright, Mr. Ace, I got everything we could use,” he says, and stumbles to his feet, dropping the Swiss army knife. 
Regina leans over and picks it up. “Can I keep this?” she asks. 
The eight-piece gadget is still in great shape. It includes a small blade still sharp enough to cut a small rope, a pair of scissors, a nail file, and a bottle opener.
“Of...of course,” he stammers. “I found your backpack, too. One of the soldiers had it.”
“My backpack! Oh, I never thought I’d see this again. Thank you!” 
She grabs it from him and hugs it tightly.
“I’m glad to see you’re not hurt. I think we are good to go. Mr. Ace, let’s get her to safety.” Kenji turns to walk out the door, but Regina grabs his arm.
“Where is safety, exactly? Huh?” Regina snaps, her tone changing drastically. “You think because I have a little knife and a few of my possessions inside this backpack, now everything is forgiven? You left me. I was stuck in the cabinet, scared for my life, and you were out doing some last-minute back-to-school shopping. To think you knew Mr. Ace was some kind of soldier instead of a high school teacher and you had a map the entire time, yet you didn’t care to mention it.”
“Ms. Stone,” Mr. Ace interrupts her verbal attack. “You need to understand that I told Kenji exactly what to do. You are alive because he has acted bravely. I will not have you go at him like that. He has risked his life for you, and I am the one to blame for your lack of information. So, if you want to be mad at someone, then it should be me. If you didn’t know already, Kenji has stayed with me the last few years since his parents were removed from the province. He’s well trained, and he can protect you. We need to trust each other until we can get to a safer location. Can I count on you to act like an adult?” 
Regina sighs and nods her head. “I feel like I’m back in class,” she mumbled.
“What’s that?” Mr. Ace snaps back.
“Nothing, sir.”
“Good, gather your things, and let's get going.”
The three of them grab their gear and head out, Mr. Ace leading the way. He surveys the street and sees no movement. “Alright, let’s go.” 
The sun is lowering in the sky, and the clouds moving in from the east bring the day to an end. “Regina, stay close. We are going to move a few blocks away. It will not be safe for us out here at night.”
“Okay Mr. Ace,” Regina laughs. “Still spreading that old wives’ tale? Kenji and I have been walking around at night, and that isn't true!”
“Regina, listen to him,” Kenji pleads. “You have to understand. We have not moved far enough away from the province yet. The W.A.S.T.E. soldiers we’ve seen aren’t the only bad guys outside the comfort of those walls. Mr. Ace has shown me so much stuff. This isn't a joke. Just trust him.”
Regina doesn’t want to accept her new reality, but knows there’s nothing she can do at this point. She is stuck with them whether or not she likes it. Regina puts on a brave face, but she’s terrified to be on the road again. She shivers, not sure if it’s from the sweat dripping down her body or fear. 
She grips the Swiss army knife tightly and pulls out the small blade. Although she’s well aware, it provides very little protection; it gives her a slight sense of comfort that she is now armed.
Mr. Ace lifts his hand, signaling for Regina and Kenji to stay put. He jogs down the dark street a few blocks ahead of them. “Coast is clear,” he says, waving them to join him. 
They rush over and crouch down next to him. “Okay, you guys,” Mr. Ace says. “We're coming up on the safe house. We need to be very careful when we travel down this next road. Stay behind me and do not make a sound.”
They form a single-file line with Kenji trailing in the back. Mr. Ace sets the pace of a brisk jog. They hide behind any objects that can provide cover, but only for a brief second before continuing up the deserted street.
Ducking behind a string of well-preserved mailboxes, Mr. Ace stops the trio to talk strategy. “You two are doing great. Unfortunately, this is the hardest part. The safe house is a few blocks away. The thing is that the area is well-guarded by W.A.S.T.E. soldiers. We always choose to hide in the last place they would look, right in front of them.” 
Mr. Ace holds up his three fingers to signal them to get ready to move, and one by one, drops them down into his clenched fist. He jumps up and sprints down the street. The two teenagers leap up and frantically follow behind.
They catch up to Mr. Ace standing in the front yard of a boarded-up bungalow-style home from the seventies. Dim light can be seen briefly shining through one of the plywood boards.
“Someone is in there,” Mr. Ace hushes them. “Kenji, I need you to go around back and see if anyone runs out. If they see you, stop them by any means necessary. Regina, you stay here. I'm going to enter through the front, and you wait until I say it's okay.” 
Before Ace can start his approach, the door opens.
“Hey sailor, come in. I got this place locked down,” a strange voice says smugly from the doorway. “You've always run a little late, Ace.”
Ace laughs, letting out a sigh of relief. “Of course you do. Don’t get too full of yourself. I'm getting quicker every day, old man. Plus, you had a motorcycle. I had to walk.”
Regina and Kenji recognize the dark biker jacket the man is sporting and quickly put two and two together. “You’re the man who saved us in that car chase,” Regina says.
The man eyes her and gives her a slight nod. His helmet removed; Regina can see his scruffy, greying beard. He has a small scar above his left eye, and the crow’s feet spreading around his eyes seem to be from stress, not age. He couldn’t be much older than Mr. Ace.
“You okay, Regina?” Kenji asks her.
“Relatively speaking, sure. It’s just he looks so familiar.”
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The Meeting


2036
Regina and Kenji look at each other and then back toward Mr. Ace in pure confusion, still too stunned to approach the door. The biker sporting a beat-up San Francisco Giants baseball cap stands in the doorway. This is so strange. Why does he look so familiar? Regina thinks.
“Come on, kids. This is my good friend Trevor Hunt. If he says this place is safe, you can bet your life on it being safe,” Mr. Ace says, slapping Kenji on the shoulder.
One by one, they enter the house, and Hunt shuts the door, locking it behind them. Regina turns to the door to see a deadbolt lock, a knob lock, and a euro profile cylinder lock. There was no way anyone was opening that door now.
Ace leads Regina and Kenji to the back of a wide-open living room. They sit down at a circular wooden table. Stuffed moose, deer, and even a grizzly bear decorate the dark paneled walls. “Okay guys, this is where we are going to camp for a few days. My friend here will keep us safe and well fed. He and I go way back.”
“Yeah, me and your mentor here have come a long way. Ace and I have traveled across the entire United States, when it was still united, that is. Starting at possibly the furthest point in the western civilization, way back at a place called Alcatraz.”
Regina turns and tilts her head, looking like a confused puppy. “Alcatraz? What the heck is an Alcatraz? Is that the western province or something?”
“Yeah, is it like a camp or something?” Kenji jumps in. 
Regina and Kenji hadn’t been taught anything outside of their school curriculum, so hearing an unfamiliar term is beyond intriguing to them.
Both Ace and Hunt couldn’t hold in their laughter. “Oh Ace, that, that right there almost took me out of my seat,” Hunt says, slapping his knee.
Ace’s laugh fades, and his smile turns into a slight frown. “As funny as it is, Hunt, the kids never learned anything about the old days. They have made me teach nothing but propaganda and only things that occurred after 2020. Geography was definitely not on the syllabus. Everything is really going to be a mystery to them. Wait till we get on the road to Nashville.”
“Ace, we should talk about all that later. We may need to go north first. For now, I want to learn about you two a little more. Kenji, I've heard a lot about you from Russ here.” Hunt turns his chair slightly in the direction of Kenji and rests his elbows on the wooden table.
Kenji and Regina both look at each other, and then back toward Trevor. “Russ?” they both ask with a giggle.
Trevor laughs. “Yes, you might know him as Mr. Ace, but his first name is actually Russ. When we first met, he told me to call him Ace, so we’ve kept that as his code name for the last decade and a half. Ace, you really did keep a low profile. Just like we always practiced, good job man.”
The man, Hunt, smiles at Regina. There is something in his eyes that feels familiar. 
“Well kids, my name is Russ, but don't think you will get away with calling me that. It's still Mr. Ace, or Ace to you two. Hunt here thinks he's a funny guy.” Ace glares at a grinning Hunt. “Why don't you guys go ahead and tell him a little about yourselves.”
~

The group spends an hour talking back and forth, asking questions about life before The Great Lockdown. Regina and Kenji have so many questions they barely take a second to talk about themselves.
“Okay, one more,” Regina says to Hunt. 
Ace peeks out the window to check if anyone or anything is outside. They all wait. “All clear,” Mr. Ace says.
As he returns to his seat, she sighs with relief, knowing there is still time for fun and games. But a new question pops into her mind. One she is almost afraid to ask.
“Why me?” Regina asks with a stern look, and the laughter stops. “Why am I immune? Why was I the only one you rescued when there were plenty of other kids in the Dome, like my friend Beth? Why didn't you save her?”
Hunt and Ace looked at each other uncomfortably. Ace nods to Hunt. “Regina, hun, you are special,” Ace says.
“Wasn't Beth special?”
Ace turns to Kenji with an uneasy look, then refocuses on Regina. “Beth was never immune. There is no vaccine. The vaccine is a ruse to test all children for immunity, remember? According to their notes, you have a different gene in your DNA that makes you immune to the disease. Your blood is more powerful than any vaccine the top scientist in the world has come up with. They planned to take you, put you in a lab and use you as a test subject. I have watched you grow up from a young age. Your mother, Hunt, and I go back a long way.”
Trevor stands up from his seat. “Russ, let me please, it's okay I can tell her.”
Ace looks back at his friend and bites the side of his lip, rubbing his face roughly. “Alright, old-man. This one's your story to tell, anyway.” 
Ace grabs his drink, taking a big swig.
“Regina dear, I uh, well, I don't know how to put this so, um,” Trevor says, trying to find the correct words to use.
“What is it, old-man?” Regina barks back, imitating her mentor.
“Oh no, she did not just say that!” Ace spits out his drink from laughing so hard. “Just tell her old-man, she’ll be fine.”
Trevor lets out a deep sigh and looks back at Regina. “Okay, Regina, your mother and I met about sixteen years ago. I've known you since the day you were born. Your mother took you to D.C. when you were around five years old to keep you safe while you grew up.” 
Regina feels suddenly cold. Why didn’t her mother ever tell her this story? She gets restless in her seat. “Okay? Is that it–”
“Regina, I am your dad.”
Regina’s vision swirls. What?
“You're my... dad? You're my dad!” 
Anger, confusion, and every other emotion in between flashes across Regina’s face. “So where have you been this whole time, huh? Why didn't you come with us? Why weren’t you there to protect me from W.A.S.T.E. or watch me grow up!”
Trevor turns toward Kenji. “How much did you explain to her?”
“I uh, I had to tell her a little. I didn't know what to do. I'm sorry, sir,” Kenji says nervously, looking down at his feet.
“Answer my question! Why did you leave me if you are really my dad?” Regina shouts, shoving her chair back as she stands and starts pacing the room. “You had these other people watch me, and from what I'm being told, they were doing tests on me, and you just left us!” A tear falls down Regina’s cheek, and she does not wipe it away.
“Hunt didn't know, Regina. Please try to understand.” Ace says, trying to calm her.
“Ace, I got this one,” Hunt says, clearing his throat. And he turns back to Regina. “Hun, I didn't know they were testing on children. W.A.S.TE. stands for World Association of Scientific Trials for Evolution. We believed they were developing vaccines for teenagers that were much more advanced than what we could come up with. I wanted you to live a normal life and not have to worry about this terrible virus that’s plagued the world. I wanted to visit you, but I'm not really welcome around the provinces. When I was younger, I did some things, and I'm a part of a group they don't like very much. Please believe me that the moment you went through the pinning ceremony, we wanted to get you out of there. To think you have been immune and the vaccine was a hoax this whole time breaks my heart, knowing how much time together we’ve lost.”
Regina looks up at him with disbelief. “So, I really am your daughter? Why are you not welcome in the provinces? I have so many questions!”
Hunt smiles and moves toward her. “I am, kiddo. I've missed you so—” Before Trevor can finish his sentence, Regina cries out.
“Don’t say that,” she cuts him off. “If you missed me enough, you would have found a way to see me. Or at least let me know you were alive. I spent countless nights crying to my mom about you not being around, and she just lied to me and said you were watching over us as if you were an angel in the sky.”
“No, sweetie, you are my angel. I will never let anything else happen to you. You’re safe now.” Hunt holds out his hand. Regina stares at it and turns away. Hunt runs his hand through his hair. He backs away and asks, “Would it make you feel better if I tell you how your mother and I met?”
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Redwood


2020
“I can't believe we made it out of there. When I fell, I thought it was over for me,” Ace said, looking through the slats of the train car door. “Where are we anyway?”
Hunt stood up and walked to the door. “Well, let's see. Judging by the green hills and the cows, we are in the middle of nowhere, California,” he said with a laugh. “We should be getting close to Sacramento.”
Trevor and Ace had changed into the soldiers’ uniforms and spent most of their train ride talking about what they thought would become of the world. The conversations usually ended in painful silences as they both remembered the people they’d lost and the lives they’d left behind. The thought of living another healthy day while not under the government's control was the only motive Trevor had left. Ace just wanted to make it back east to see his family again.
“So, what is the plan when this train stops? What if it doesn't actually go all the way to Sacramento?” Ace said, running a hand through his hair.
“If we make it to Sacramento, we will try to find my cousin, Jimmy,” Hunt replied.
“And if we don't?” Ace said with an edge to his voice.
“We will put these uniforms to good use,” Hunt sighed.
The train came to a screeching halt, knocking them to the floor of the boxcar. Scrambling to his feet, Ace ran back to open the door. “Why’d we stop?”
He peeked around the corner. “Hunt, you're not going to believe this. There are tents everywhere. It's an entire community!”
Hunt stood and joined Ace as they gazed at hundreds of tents in a grid system. All around the tents were the tallest trees Ace had ever seen.
“Hunt, this isn't Sacramento, is it?” Ace asked, shocked.
“No, Ace, this is not,” Hunt mumbled. “How far north did we actually go? Are we in Yosemite? Ace, you see that? That's the military. The Army, the Marines, and look over there, the Navy. This looks like a refugee camp!”
Ace and Trevor looked at each other and then down at the Navy R.O.T.C. uniforms they were wearing. “Quick,” Ace said as the other cargo doors opened. “Hide!”
The pair found refuge behind a pile of burlap sacks. One by one, soldiers approached the train and removed boxes from the cars. Forming a line, they systematically passed each box to the next soldier. They piled them in stacks of threes near the biggest tent.
“This must be a supply train,” Ace whispered. “The Navy is probably looking for us. What the hell are we going to do now?” 
Ace panicked. “Ace,” Hunt whispered. “Look!” 
Trevor pointed to a few Navy soldiers who were also wearing R.O.T.C. uniforms. They appeared to be on break and were kicking a soccer ball around near the tree line.
“We need to befriend them, find out what is going on here, and then get the hell out,” Hunt said. “I'll take the lead. When that last soldier picks up a box and turns, we need to move quickly and run to the tents without being seen.” 
Ace nodded, gathering his courage. A soldier grabbed a box from the neighboring boxcar. “Ready? One, two, three, go!”
The two jumped off the train and sprinted toward the tents. The preoccupied R.O.T.C. soldiers didn't notice them. 
Ducking behind the first row of tents, they took a moment to catch their breath.
“Man, that was close, Ace, but we are not out of hot water yet. You any good at soccer? We are going to need to impress these guys first before we start asking questions. We don't want to sound too suspicious.”
“C'mon, old-man, I'm a born athlete. You know that!” Ace grinned. 
With newfound confidence in his stride, he followed Trevor as they maneuvered through the tents. Trevor peered into a half-zipped tent as he passed by and saw a family of three huddled together wearing N-95 face masks. Dirty, ripped clothes and messy hair were clear signs they had not showered or changed clothes in many days.
They approached the soldiers, and Ace intercepted one of the passes.
“Care if we join?” Ace asked the group while juggling the soccer ball from foot to knee, to his forehead, and then back to resting on his foot.
“Okay, we got ourselves a ringer!” one soldier called out. “Where did you come from?”
Ace volleyed the ball to the soldier and replied, “Supply truck. My buddy and I just got transferred in from Oakland. Can you juggle?” Ace quickly tried to change the subject.
“Not really. Watch this!” The soldier tried to kick the ball up to himself but slipped and fell over, landing on his back. The rest of the soldiers busted out in laughter. Trevor reached his hand out and helped the short and chubby soldier up to his feet. “You okay, buddy?” 
The soldier grinned, grabbing Trevor's arm to pull himself up. “What's your name?”
“The name is Danvers. Basil Danvers,” Basil said with a lisp.
The man couldn't be any taller than five foot five. “I’m awful at this game,” Basil laughed. 
“No worse than me,” Trevor said. “I’m out.”
Ace continued to play with the other soldiers as Trevor and Basil walked off to the tree line to watch from afar. They sat below a redwood and hid under the branches to get out of the sun. The further Trevor and Ace traveled from the city, the hotter it got.
“What kind of name is Basil anyhow?” Trevor asked.
With a laugh, Basil replied, “My mother called me that because I was always in the garden. Growing up, I used to chase after the rabbits who would eat our crops. Guess the name stuck. I never got your name.”
 “My name is Salvatore. Sal for short.” 
“Nice to meet you, Sal,” Basil said, reaching out his elbow. 
Hunt raised a brow. Unsure of what this meant, he followed suit and touched elbows with Basil. Hmm, this must be a new form of greeting.
“How'd you end up in the Navy, Basil?” Trevor pried, not wanting to waste time. 
He needed answers and quick before the other soldiers caught on. “Well, I'm twenty now, so I didn't have much choice. It was either the Army or the Navy. When the Navy promised to transport all family members here to Grizzly Creek during the pandemic, it was the obvious option.”
Grizzly Creek? Oh man, we are in Redwoods State Park. We are nowhere near Sacramento, Hunt thought grimly.
“Yeah, seems like a no-brainer,” Trevor said with a laugh, keeping up the charade. “So, you have family here?”
“Just my sister, Bonnie. She turns eighteen in a couple of months, so I don't know what that will mean for her, but she is safe over there in the tents for now. Seems like the government has other plans for the kids. Not exactly sure what.”
The soccer ball rolled over to Trevor's feet, and he picked it up and threw it back to Ace. They locked eyes long enough for Ace to know that Trevor was making progress and to hold out for just a little longer.
“That's great you get to keep an eye on her, especially during the pandemic like you said.” 
The less I speak, the better. Just keep letting Basil spill the beans, and we can sneak out of here. 
“You hear of any other camps like this,” Trevor pressed, picking at the grass.
“Naw, I don't think so. When the president declared this virus a nationwide pandemic, everything went wrong, but you already know that.” Basil continued to ramble on. “It was wild that day, remember? Everyone forced to stay inside. Millions of people losing their jobs every week, thousands dying. On top of that, we are blaming Japan for all of it. I know we aren't supposed to talk about this, but it seems crazy this all happened during an election year, don't you think?”
Before Trevor could respond, an alarm sounded. Trevor blocked the noise by putting his index fingers into his eardrums.
“I forgot, you're new here,” Basil said to him. “That just means it's dinner time. Come on, you and the soccer star can eat with my sister and me.”
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Dine & Dash
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“Meatballs and spaghetti again,” Basil whined in frustration. “They don't even season the sauce. It’s just warmed tomatoes. Who forgets the basil, garlic, and oregano? I'd rather never know.”
Basil picked up his lunch tray and directed Ace and Trevor to a group of picnic tables. They were set up in between cut-down redwoods, shielded by the canopies of the neighboring trees. Up ahead, a young olive-skinned girl with long brown hair sat at one table, her legs barely touching the ground. She was wearing a Grateful Dead t-shirt and jeans with holes in the knees. They all sat down and joined her at the table. The sweat on Ace's back had dried up, and he let out a deep sigh of exhaustion.
“Sal, this is my sister Bonnie,” Basil said, introducing the two. “She's a little shy, but once you get to know her, she will talk your ear off, won't you, babagadoosh?”
“Why do you always call me that? You're so annoying,” she said in return, tucking her hair behind her left ear.
“Hello, Bonnie.” Trevor reached out to shake her hand, a gesture he had not done in quite some time. 
Basil’s eyes went wide. Trevor cleared his throat and pulled his hand back. She was so breathtakingly beautiful; he had forgotten himself. Elbows only. 
Taking a seat, he wished he could tell her his real name. “I am Private Sal Terra, and this is my buddy, Private Clutch Nicholson. So, how has forest life been treating you?” 
Forest life? He couldn’t believe what was coming out of his mouth. Real smooth ladies' man.
“It's okay, I guess,” Bonnie mumbled and continued to eat her spaghetti, keeping her head down.
Basil sat down next to Bonnie and started to arrange his spaghetti in a strange pattern. Whispering to himself, he moved three meatballs to the top left of the plate and placed a piece of bread on the right side.
“What's going on with him?” Ace quietly asked.
“He does this every night,” Bonnie answered him. “He talks to himself constantly, and if he's not doing that, he's studying something. I haven't seen him talk to anyone as much as he has with you since we got here.” Bonnie had a silver necklace with a dinosaur charm around her neck.
“Studying? He's guarding a refugee camp. What could he be studying?” Trevor asked blankly.
“Robotics, neurobiology, cosmology, and other ology's I can't even pronounce. He's weird but brilliant, but definitely weird first.” Bonnie was clearly frustrated with her situation. “Babaga-douche over there graduated from Stanford summa cum laude when he was fourteen.”
“Fourteen?!” Ace and Trevor both shouted out simultaneously. Some neighboring soldiers heard the shout and looked their way before returning to their dinner.
“Yeah, he has always been a mega genius. Could do anything in the world except hold a conversation.” Bonnie said and rolled her eyes.
“And what have you always been? A Deadhead?” Trevor joked.
“You know what Grateful Dead fans are called?” Bonnie said in surprise.
“A friend of the devil is a friend of mine,” Trevor said and winked at Bonnie. 
Bonnie smiled back and then looked away, her cheeks turning red.
Basil continued to play with his food. He cut up two of the meatballs into fourths, picked up two spaghetti noodles, and wrapped them around each other.
“Hey bud, what you doing over there?” Ace said, leaning over Basil’s shoulder.
“Eureka!” Basil screamed, throwing his hands in the air. “Imagine if the saucy meatball is guanine and the other one is cytosine and that the spaghetti forms DNA. If you disrupt the normal nitrogenous base pair by forcing in a thymine, or in this instance the garlic bread, the guanine and cytosine will react with the sugar phosphate backbone dismantling the structure of the virus. Why didn't I think of this earlier? It's so simple!”
“Gua-nine?” Ace pronounced slowly. “What are you talking about, dude?
“Timber!” A voice called out, cutting them off. 
A giant redwood came crashing down in the middle of the picnic area, shaking the tables. A group of Marines could be seen bent over and laughing hysterically. “Nice one, Grubbs,” a younger recruit said, slapping a particularly large man on the back.
Grubbs looked at their table and gave them an evil grin.
“Well, that scared the piss out of me. I'm going to go find the bathroom,” Trevor said, stood up, and signaled Ace to follow. “What the hell were these guys thinking? They could have killed someone.”
“I think the men's room is behind that tree over there,” Ace pointed and laughed. “I need to go too.” 
The two strolled into the forest.
“Ace, we can't stay here long. They are going to catch on to us soon. If we are going to get out of here, we are going to need Basil's help. I wouldn't mind Bonnie coming along, too.”
“I know, man, but where are we going to go?”
Ace put his head in his hands and groaned. “I’m so tired, man. I need rest. We’ve been running for so long.”
Trevor grabbed his shoulder. “I saw some of the soldiers cutting up the trees into small logs. It looks like they are loading the train. See, look over there!” Trevor said, pointing.
Ace turned to see an assembly line of Naval cadets passing the logs toward the front boxcar. The soldiers stacked the logs onto the train for shipment elsewhere. “When that train leaves, we have to be on it. We need to get as far away from this camp as possible.”
“What if it goes back to the city?” Ace groaned.
“We can jump off before it gets there,” Trevor shrugged. “Let's go talk to Basil. He seems like a guy that is full of information and just wants to share it with someone.”
“Yeah, like you're even going to understand what he is saying. At least we know he likes talking to you, according to his sister, anyway,” Ace said.
They walked back toward the lunch table. Bonnie had finished her meal but was still sitting there. She locked eyes with Trevor before glancing away.
“What was that about, old-man?” Ace crowed smugly.
“Nothing, dude. Stick to the plan,” Trevor said, brushing it off.
They sat down, and Trevor quickly changed his approach. “So Bonnie, you ever think about what life after this will be like? You know, after we win the war against Japan?”
“All the time. I can't wait to go out with my friends again. If you told me I’d spend my last high school quarter freezing my butt off in some crappy tent next to this weirdo,” she grinned, pointing to Basil, “I would have laughed in your face.”
“I can't imagine spending even a second like that either, but here I am,” Basil said, tossing a noodle at her.
“You ever wonder if there are any other camps like this?” Trevor asked Bonnie.
“I heard they take all that wood and ship it to Salt Lake City. No clue what they have there, though. I try not to ask questions around here. The war is not something I agree with. Let’s leave it at that,” Bonnie whispered, looking over her shoulder. She wrung her hands and bit her lip. 
“Wow, Utah,” Trevor said. “I've always wanted to go. Clutch and I are just passing through, actually. They haven't assigned us to a camp yet and have kind of kept us in the dark. If we get transferred to Salt Lake City, you and Basil should tag along.” 
Trevor knew they couldn't just come with them, but he needed Basil and wanted Bonnie.
Before Bonnie could respond, a soldier stood up on one of the picnic tables.
“Atten hut!” the soldier shouted. 
All the other soldiers and sailors dropped their forks and gazed in his direction. “For those who don't know me, I am Major Lenovo. I have been informed that two Navy R.O.T.C. cadets in Port Chicago were mugged for their uniforms by two unknown armed males. We are not aware of where the men in question ended up, but are told they were last seen heading north. If you see anyone suspicious, please report to me or Lieutenant Grubbs in the Officers’ tent. That is all.” The Captain stepped off the picnic table and marched back to his tent.
Basil and Bonnie turned to the imposters. “Wait a minute...” Bonnie said.
“It's not what you think,” Ace whispered. 
Bonnie was looking at them strangely. Basil dropped his fork into his spaghetti and stared at Ace and Trevor in awe. “We were being chased. They wanted to kill us. We had no choice,” Trevor chimed in.
Basil shook his head, saying, “So, you really are the two armed males that the Captain was—” Ace held a finger to his lips. 
“Please, just help us. We mean you no harm,” Trevor whispered nervously. “We just want to escape from here and get to somewhere safe. Please, we are begging you, don't turn us in.”
Basil looked at Bonnie, then back to Trevor, and said, “Okay, you can count on us.”
“What? Wait, really?” Ace asked in shock.
“Oh, for sure,” Bonnie said with a sly grin. “I hate these assholes.”
“Yes, I believe that we are being lied to as well,” Basil replied. “The scientific facts don't add up. A respiratory virus such as this one should not spread this viciously without help. This virus is not natural. I hypothesize that regardless of who made this virus—Japan or America— America wanted the virus to spread. Why? I have no idea, but I would like to find out.”
“I agree with my brother. Hundreds of American soldiers have already died in Japan fighting in a war we shouldn’t be in. Good women and men are dying,” Bonnie said, staring at Trevor. “You two need to get to the forest before nightfall and head east. There is a creek no more than a mile from here. It is where I go to get away from these clowns.”
She thumbed over her shoulder at the table of marines, still laughing hysterically about the tree. She placed a hand on Trevor’s and said, “When it's lights out, we will meet you there.”
“Oh man, we can't thank you enough. The only problem is that we left our bags in the back of that train.” Trevor said. “We need to get them before they are found.”
“Leave that to me,” said Basil. “Go! Go now!”
Trevor and Ace stood up and slowly crept to the tree line, trying not to attract any attention. Once they were under cover of the redwood canopies, they ran deeper into the forest.
“You think we can trust them?” Ace asked.
“We really have no choice now, so I hope so. C'mon, let's get the hell out of here,” Trevor responded.
His hand was still warm from Bonnie’s touch.
~

Ace and Hunt waited in the forest for hours. “Something’s wrong,” Ace said, leaning his head on the trunk of a tree.
Hunt rubbed his temples. Ace was right. “Should we leave?” Ace whispered. 
“No,” Hunt said sharply.
“Well,” Ace said, standing up. “I have to take a leak. I’ll be right back.”
Hunt nodded and strained his eyes, praying to see two forms climbing the hill to meet them. They were not leaving Bonnie and Basil behind. Did he have feelings for the woman? Sure. But it wasn’t right to leave them to rot in a military camp. And rot was the best-case scenario. People were dying by the thousands in minor battles all over the country. The thought of Bonnie lying dead in a trench made his chest ache. We should head back to the camp, Hunt said to himself. 
A clicking of a safety rang in Hunt’s ears. “Yes,” a voice growled. “You should come back to the camp.”
The cold barrel of a handgun pressed into Hunt’s temple. Rough hands spun him around and he found himself face to face with the Marine named Grubbs. “I knew you pieces-of-shit weren’t soldiers,” Grubbs grinned. “Now let’s head back. We’re going to have a little chat.”
~

The days melted together. Hunt had been chained to a chair the entire time, sitting in his own filth, with blood, old and new, crusted on his face. Another punch hit him in the jaw. “Where is your friend?”
Grubbs had taken a liking to these sessions. He interrogated Hunt for hours a day, giving him only enough food and water to keep him alive. Hunt spat out a tooth. “Don’t know who you’re talking about.”
Grubbs growled and cocked back his fist. Hunt closed his eyes, bracing for another blow. “Tsk tsk,” a woman’s voice purred. “Forgetting protocol already.”
 Grubbs dropped his hand and stood at attention. A woman in civilian clothes and a lab coat stood before him. “I was only trying to–”
“Kill him, by the looks of it,” she frowned. “Imagine my disappointment when I came to collect samples only to find a prisoner had been overlooked.”
“He is a fugitive, Dr. Endeslichts,” Grubbs explained.
“I don’t care if he’s the heir to the throne of England,” she snapped, pulling out a Hep-Lock and a few vials. “I still need a blood sample.”
She eyed Hunt with disgust. “That is assuming there is any left.”
Reaching down, Dr. Endeslichts roughly inserted a needle into Hunt’s vein. The doctor filled the vials with deft hands. She placed the filled vials in a bio-hazard bag and walked from the tent. “Don’t kill him until the morning,” she said curtly as the tent flap closed behind her.
Grubbs leered at Trevor, the veins in his neck bulging. “I guess it’s your lucky day, maggot,” he growled. “You get a few more hours on this earth.”
Trevor gave him a lopsided smile and winked. “I like my coffee with cream and one sugar.”
“You’re very funny,” Grubbs said, lifting the flap. “We’ll see how humorous you are when I’m taking a hammer to your toes. Night night.”
Grubbs turned off the lights, and with that, he was gone. Trevor let out the breath he was holding. Shit.
~
In complete darkness, hours passed, and Trevor’s wrists were raw from struggling against their bonds. The bastard was a monster, but the marine knew how to tie a knot. Hunt let his head fall back, and he saw stars. He was certain he had a concussion. Trevor prayed to whatever god was listening that Ace had gotten away with Basil and Bonnie. They were probably waiting for him to escape. Joke was on them, and Trevor hissed as his sweat dripped into the wounds on his wrist. Movement in the tent's corner snapped Trevor’s head to attention. A dark figure rose from the darkness. Trevor’s pulse quickened. Grubbs must have had a change of heart. “You are a spineless bastard,” Trevor growled. “Release me and fight me like a man.”
“I thought you’d be happy to see me.”
“Ace!”
Ace chuckled as he cut through the rope. Hunt rubbed his wrists as Ace cut his ankles free. “You look like hell, bud,” Ace said, frowning. “Sorry it took me so long to get here. This place is on high alert.”
“Are Bonnie and Basil with you?” Hunt whispered.
Ace shook his head. “They are hiding by the river waiting for us.”
“But dude, you look really bad,” Ace whispered. “Can you even see through those shiners?”
Trevor waved his hand. “Chicks dig scars, right?”
Ace raised a brow. “Maybe. But I don’t know what they think about cranial fractures.”
“I’m fine,” Trevor said quickly. “How did you get in here if it’s crawling with guards.”
“After you were taken, Basil and Bonnie knew better than to leave,” Ace said. “Basil came up with the best plan.”
Trevor stood from the chair on shaky legs.
“Basil drugged their booze with antihistamines,” Ace grinned. “And he secured a boat with a motor. No more sailboats for us, pal.”
“Remind me to thank him,” Trevor whispered, and lifted the back of the tent wall.
Sure enough, two guards were sleeping near the fire. Stifling a painful grunt, Trevor rolled out the back with Ace close behind. 
The two men ran to the forest’s edge. As they took one step into the brush and alarms rang out behind them. “Shit,” Ace groaned.
Voices erupted. But none louder than the psychotic Grubbs. “Get that son-of-a-bitch!”
The men ran through the forest, looking for a place to hide. Flashes of light shined in the distance, way too close for comfort. They leaned into a rock’s crevice. “We can’t lead them to Basil and Bonnie,” Trevor said, gasping for air.
The rush of the nearby river echoed through the woods. “Agreed,” Ace said, wiping the sweat from his brow. “Any ideas?”
“We run through the river to meet them and wait until the coast is clear. Then we all leave.”
“Great plan, man. Except they are at the bottom of the river,” Ace whispered.
The flashes of light closed in. “What the hell does that mean?”
“Bottom of the river, man. Like at the bottom of Burney Falls.”
Trevor swallowed. Burney Falls stood over a hundred feet over Pit River. “Shit.”
“Damn right, shit,” Ace said, leaning his head on the cool rock.
“Then we make a run for it,” Trevor said.
“Quiet,” Ace said, as voices neared.
“Find them,” Grubbs ordered. “That piece of shit’s blood is gold.”
“What the hell does that mean,” chuckled another solider.
“It means he’s immune,” Grubbs growled. “We need him alive.”
The forest seemed to hold its breath. Ace and Hunt froze. “Did he just say–”
“Yup,” Ace breathed.
“I’m...”
“Yup.”
“Shit.”
“Yup.”
Trevor allowed one eye to peer around the rock. Grubbs and ten others searched the woods, guns drawn. “We go now, or not at all,” Trevor said.
Ace stared at him. “Dude, you’re immune.”
“We can discuss the ethics of me throwing myself off a cliff later,” Trevor whispered. “But we go now!”
Ace nodded. “Follow me. We run to the edge of the falls, and we jump.”
“Are there rocks?” Trevor said, readying himself to run.
“Yup.”
Trevor groaned. 
“Ready? One, two, three!”
Ace darted from their hiding place, with Trevor close behind. 
“There they are! Get them!” Grubbs ordered.
Trevor’s injured body felt like lead, but he pushed himself forward. The roar of the river grew louder as they approach the apex of the falls. Trevor measured his steps to keep pace with Ace. The outline of his best friend was barely visible in the darkness. The half-moon gave them just enough light to see. A gunshot whizzed past Trevor’s ear. “Don’t shoot them, you dumbasses!”
Grubbs and his team grew closer.
The dirt of the forest floor changed to rock under his feet. The echoes of the soldiers were blotted out by the rage of Burney Falls. Trevor watched in horror as Ace raced to the edge. Ace looked over his shoulder and disappeared off the rock. “Ace,” Trevor called out.
“Stop right there!”
Grubbs and his men circled Trevor. Grubbs’ evil grin shined in the moonlight. “I may not get to gut you, maggot. But I’ll enjoy watching you attached to hoses and dissected for the rest of your life.”
The wind blew across Trevor’s face. He thought of his father.
“Hard pass,” Trevor said, and he jumped backwards off the edge of the falls.
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“Wait, so the man who removed my tracker is my uncle? My mom always said she was an only child. And you really are my dad? You’re immune just like me?” Regina questions. “My brain can’t handle this much new information at once.”
She buries her face in her hands. Ace stands up from his seat, sets down his glass, and walks over. “Regina, I have known you your entire life. I would not lie to you. He is your dad, but believe it or not, that is not the only reason we're here. Yours and your father’s blood is more valuable than any resource in the world now.”
Regina stands in silence as she tries to absorb everything she just heard. Physically exhausted from the constant running, the mental gymnastics in her mind takes a more considerable toll.
“Regina, please understand why I couldn't tell you the truth before.” Ace says in a softened tone. “We had no intentions of putting you, or Kenji, in this situation. It just spiraled out of control, and we were forced to move quickly.”
“Alright, let me get this straight. You basically tricked my mom into leaving her camp on a hunch the government was lying to you and took her on some ludicrous journey across the country after knowing her for half a spaghetti dinner,” Regina says, scowling at Ace and Hunt. “I thought you two were supposed to be the good guys. It’s not sounding that way to me right now.” 
“Hun, I promise—” Hunt explains.
“Don't you ‘hun’ me! I don't even know you. You expect me to just be like, ‘oh yeah, you're my dad!’ You left us alone all this time! Mom has cried about losing you, and you have been here all this time!” 
She turns to Mr. Ace and shoves a finger in his chest. All respect has evaporated. “And you! How dare you! You knew everything and kept it from me! What about you, Kenji? How much did you know?” 
Regina raises her arms in the air like she is about to start hitting everyone. Tears run down her face.
“Regina, I didn't know any of this. I promise I wouldn't have kept any of this from you. Mr. Ace told me I needed to keep you safe, that's all. He never said anything about your dad or anything else like this, really.” Kenji says, trying to calm Regina down.
“Where is my mom? Why isn't she here with us? Mr. Ace, you said Basil, or should I say, Uncle Basil,” Regina snaps in a rage. “He took her to safety. Why isn’t she here right now!”
“Look, Regina. It is not what you think. Our plan is like a puzzle with many small pieces,” Hunt says, deescalating the attack. “Basil is leading her to a safe haven we call the Nest. To be honest, it’s pretty far from here, and it’s a lot safer if we don’t move in a big pack. W.A.S.T.E soldiers are not far behind us, and they care about us a lot more than your mother. We need to get a good night’s rest and then get on the road tomorrow.”
“I still don’t get why I couldn’t have known any of this earlier,” Regina says, defeated. 
Walking away, she pauses before entering her bedroom door. She turns and glares back at them. “I can't believe you guys didn't trust me. It’s like all men think they rule the world.” 
She slams the door, leaving the three of them behind.
~

The bedroom has two twin beds with quilts covered with different colored racecars. A lamp rests on a nightstand next to each bed. Regina turns on one lamp, which gives off enough light to illuminate a third of the room. A dresser, covered with a thick layer of dust, divides the room. On top, she sees a picture of a man and a young boy holding a huge fish with big smiles on their faces. She pulls the dust-covered quilt from the foot of the bed. I can't believe what the heck I just heard. I thought finding out I was immune would be the wildest news this week. Why is this happening all at once? I bet I could sneak away. No, that wouldn't work. I just... 
The door slowly creaks open. “I don't want any company! Just leave me alone, please,” she says as she crawls under the covers.
“It's just me, Kenji. I uh, I umm, need to get some sleep, too. Do you care if I go to bed now? Or do you want me to come back later?” He stands in the doorway, shifting uncomfortably.
“I don't care what you do, just don’t talk to me. I don't want to talk to anybody.” Regina grabs the pillow and pulls it over her head, turning her back to Kenji.
Kenji sits down on the other bed, and a cloud of dust puffs around him. He coughs. “Look Regina, I understand, or at least I am trying to.”
Regina growls and launches from her bed. “Get up,” she says, and Kenji obeys.
She pulls his quilt off and flips over his pillow. “You can’t sleep in filth,” she snaps and crawls back into bed.
Kenji rubs his arm and gives her a small smile. “Uh, thanks. But listen–” 
“Kenji, please, I honestly can't take anymore. Today has been the weirdest, most dysfunctional day I have ever had in my life. I find out I'm immune, have a dad, my mom has been lying to me, and friggin’ Mr. Ace is like my damn uncle. Well, not really, because I have an uncle already named after seasoning! I mean, what the heck is going on? Did you honestly not know any of this? I need you to tell me the truth.”
“I didn't know, I swear. Mr. Ace told me to keep you safe. He gave me a map and said, follow the path, and we would make it out of there. Did I know a bit more than you? Yes, but I didn’t want to hurt you, Regina. Or make you any more scared than you already were. And that was wrong. I apologize, Regina, but I didn't do this to hurt you,” Kenji says, exhaling. 
“Look, those guys that we came across that Mr. Ace...took out? They were not good people. They have been trying to destroy America from the inside for years. They have made us believe that all of this crap they have been teaching us in school is true. This isn't the same country our parents grew up in. My mother always told me I would have to be prepared to learn the truth. I never understood her. Now I do. Mr. Ace has taught me a lot these past few years after he took me in. I swear we are on the right side of all this craziness, Regina.”
Regina snorts, picking at the frayed threads of the racecar sheets.
“Regina?” 
Kenji pauses before hitting Regina with a final question. “Let me ask you a question, and I want you to answer honestly, okay?”
Regina releases the breath she was holding. “Fine, whatever.” Like I really care what he has to say anymore.
“Would you have ever spoken to me if it wasn’t for me helping you escape? We used to be so close when we were little. After my mom was removed from the province, it’s like you forgot I even existed.”
Regina turns over and blinks. “That’s not fair. Don't try and spin it like that.” 
Regina felt immediately ashamed she wasn’t there for Kenji during that tough time. She sits up and puts her feet on the cold, dirty floor. “I’m sorry we lost touch, and I am so sorry about what happened to your mother. What they did to her was not right. But you should have filled me in...warned me at least.”
“That's okay, we were little, and it’s in the past. I don't want to fight with you. I really like you a lot. Honestly, I still see you as my best friend. I just need you to understand that we are the good guys, and we're not here to hurt you. I am trying to make it out of this, just like you are. And let's be honest, it's pretty cool that you have your dad back. I haven't even thought about mine, ever. I never got to meet him, probably never will. If you feel you can’t trust Mr. Ace, I understand. I hope you can forgive him. But I promise you can trust me. We aren't the bad people.”
Best friend? 
Regina stares at him. “Well Kenji,” Regina says with pain in her eyes. “Finding out that my father is alive is not what I expected when I got in that weird car with you. It's just a lot to take in all at once. I know you keep telling me to trust you guys, but I uh... I need to process all of this.” 
It’s selfish to make this all about her. She knows Kenji has been going through a lot these last few years, and he’s been doing it on his own, yet she feels like it’s her turn to be vulnerable. 
“I understand. Look, let's get some sleep, and let's talk more in the morning. You and I can just hang, forget those old farts. 'Night, Regina.”
Regina gives him a half-grin, turns over, and looks at the wall. Ha, old farts. “Goodnight, Kenji and thanks for talking to me.”
“Anytime friend, anytime.”
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Regina opens her eyes to see Kenji and Mr. Ace standing by her bed. What the heck is going on? “Wow, so no privacy for a young lady in the morning, I see. Very gentlemen like.”
“Regina, they’re here. We need to get moving right now. Hunt is holding them off, but they found us. We need to run— and fast.”
“No,” she whispers.
Regina jumps to her feet and frantically looks for her shoes. She hops around on one foot, trying to slide her right shoe on before falling back onto the bed. In a panic, she gets fully dressed and throws her hair into a matted bun.
“Regina, I need you to hustle. Hunt is going to meet us at the next checkpoint. We need to hurry. We cannot let them find you,” Ace demands, fear coating his normally stern face.
“I am moving as fast as I can! Where is my bag? I need my bag.” 
Looking around the room, she spots it by the door. “Okay, I got it. Let's go!” 
She throws the well-packed backpack over her shoulder and focuses her attention on Mr. Ace.
Ace leads them back into the living room and flips over the couch, revealing a steel trap door. “What is this? A bank vault,” Regina whispers to Kenji.
As Ace turns the dial left, then right, then left again, the door unlatches, and opens to a basement tunnel. “Just follow me. I promise I won't let these guys get you.” 
One by one, they hop into the tunnel. It’s much bigger than the one Ace had used to escape the Dome. Hunt had much more time to preplan the safe house security structure. 
Walking nearly upright, the three travel down the well-lit pathway. It leads to a ladder. They climb up, and the back door of a windowless van on its sidecovers the exit. Ace opens the rear door and enters the van. Stepping on the interior shell of the wheel, he can reach up and grab the handle of the door, which instantly slides down and crashes into the ground. Ace hops out and reaches back to help Kenji and Regina. They exit the van, landing on the cold pavement of a weed-ridden parking lot, and hear yelling and echoes in the distance.
 “That sounds like a loudspeaker. Get down behind this dumpster. I need to check on something. Remember, just remain aware, remain alert, and always keep your focus. I will be right back, I promise,” Ace says and moves toward the sound.
“Come on out here, Ace! We know you’re hiding with the kids in there! This is your old pal General Grubbs of the W.A.S.T.E special forces retrieval group. You have betrayed your country. You better come out this instant!”
“Oh crap,” Regina whispers to Kenji. “Did you hear what they said? They're here for us!”
“Don't worry, Mr. Ace will keep us safe. He always has a plan. He's the smartest guy I know.”
“We can't just sit here; we’ve got to try to help him. Maybe if we make a diversion, we can—”
“Regina, don't even think about it. Mr. Ace told us to stay put, and I'm not letting you sneak away again. Last time, I had to stop you from hurting yourself and someone else. You are not that kind of person, and I can't let you become one.”
“You need to listen to me. This isn't a—” before Kenji can finish, he is interrupted by a loud bang. “Stay down!”
“Ace, we won't ask you again! We will open this door, and you will be taken down.” The voice blasts from the speaker. “There is nowhere for you to hide. We have five highly trained officers out here who are still angry about what you did to their friends. Open up. You are putting those children in danger.”
Kenji and Regina hide, holding onto each other, listening closely. Every time Grubbs speaks, the kids wince. Neither one of them has heard such deep aggression before.
“Regina, change of plan. We can't stay here. They are going to figure out real soon that we are not in the safe house anymore. See those bushes over there? If we can make it there unseen, maybe we can get away from this mess.”
“What about Mr. Ace? What if he gets hurt? We don't even know where Hunt went. If we lose both of them, no one is keeping us safe from W.A.S.TE.!”
“We are making a run for it, Regina. We have to,” Kenji says, taking her hand and Regina nods. “Ok. One, two–”
Another voice yells out, “Hey Grubby boy! Don't you be picking on my man Ace, or I'll have to come on down and embarrass you again.” 
The general drops the megaphone to his side. 
“Listen Grubbs. I'll make this clear. This is Trevor Hunt. You remember me, the scariest man you have ever known! If your memory serves you right, you and your buddies better get running!”
“Trevor Hunt is dead,” Grubbs screams back.
“Nope, never was and never will be Grubby, boy. I'm still here to haunt you!” Hunt's voice echoes among the buildings.
“Shut it. Hunt is dead. Who are you?”
“Oh Grubby, don't be so embarrassed. I’m sure Azzard will forgive you.”
“Ace, don't be a traitor to your country. We accepted you and that friend of yours into the provinces. We provided a safe shelter for both of you. Then you find out his daughter is the key to our survival, and you take her to Hunt! You know he is wanted by the government for treason. He betrayed all of us by trying to expose a false truth about our country!” Grubbs screams into the megaphone. “Come out now, and we will forgive your injustice! You have one minute to get out here!”
“Oh Grubbs, it's funny that you think he was ever part of your world. For ten years, he has infiltrated your organization and learned your ways. Now, I will make sure that good ol' Ace and his friends are safe!”
“You have stolen something precious from us, Hunt. We know you're in one of these houses, and we will find you!”
“You better think twice, Grubbs!” Ace yells out. “We have been at this game for some time, and you need to face it. We are the most dangerous duo you have ever battled. If you think you can take us, you are mistaken!”
Kenji nudges Regina. “I told you! They will never let them get us. We just need to wait this out a bit.” 
“You’re the one who wanted to run,” Regina snaps back, jabbing him in the ribs. “Now sit back down.”
Kenji grabs a couple of black trash bags, hiding behind them for better camouflage.
 “Yuck, it smells like something died in there ten years ago,” Regina says, plugging her nostrils together with her thumb and index finger.
“It probably did,” Kenji whispers and Regina giggles.
Nearby, someone steps on an aluminum can. “Regina, Kenji, where are you? It's Hunt. Quickly come out here and follow me.”
Before she can move, Kenji holds up his hand, signaling her to stop. She sees Kenji shaking his head and mouthing, “That's not him.”
“Kids, where are you? I promise I—” They hear a loud thud and it’s followed by sounds of two men fighting. 
“I got him! Help, hel—” They hear muffled voices but can't make out who it is.
Kenji slowly lifts his head and peers through a small hole in the dumpster. “It's Hunt! He needs us!” Kenji jumps out to help. Hunt sits on top of a man, his arm around his neck.
“Quiet Kenji! I've got him. Get Regina. We need to move now!”
Grubbs’ voice echoes in the loudspeaker. “Regina, don't be a fool. These are bad people you are with. Come out here to us. We will take you back home safe to your mother.”
“Grubbs!” Ace yells in the distance. “You are wasting your time. She is far away from here. Already safe and sound. If you’re going to bargain with the little girl, you better know your facts. Damn, you're disappointing. I expected more of a challenge.”
“Ace, I'm warning you! We will find you! Hunt, you're mine. Do you all understand? This game is far from over!”
Releasing the unconscious man, Hunt gets up and runs, gesturing toward the kids to follow. “Kenji and Regina, Grubbs has plenty more men out here searching for us. Let's get out of here, now!” Hunt says while ushering them across the road.
“Hunt, I will find you. You will hear from me soon. You and your outlaw crew will never be able to hide from W.A.S.TE.!” Grubbs kicks the door of the house in and is livid to see no one inside.
“Goodbye, Grubbs!” Hunt exclaimed as he and the two kids ran away from the parking lot behind the safe house. “I'm sure I'll see you W.A.S.T.E rejects soon enough! It's been a pleasure doing business with you, as always!”
They scramble to a line of hedges and catch their breath. Hunt reaches for Regina to pull her into his open arms.
Regina shoves him away. “No time for this. I'm safe, Hunt, don't worry about me. I'm a big girl.”
Hunt swallows and puts his hands in his pockets. “Of course. My apologies. Okay, let's move. Ace will hang back for a little bit and meet us at the next checkpoint. He's going to make sure that we aren't being followed. You guys don't have electronics on you, right?”
“Nope,” they both say.
“Good, okay then, let's move. Roanoke, here we come!”
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“Hey Hunt,” Kenji says. “We have been walking for hours. When are we going to stop and get some food?” 
Kenji’s stomach growls as if it is asking as well. Regina chimes in. “Is Mr. Ace going to meet up with us soon? I’m ready for a nap.”
“Just a few more miles, and we will be at a safe place for us to take a break. We will be there before the sun is up.” Hunt responds. 
The kids drag their feet with exhaustion. Hunt’s back aches but he knows he can’t let them know. “I'll be able to get us set up and communicate with Ace while you two get some rest. Right now, we just need to put as much distance between us and those guys as possible. They outnumber us by plenty, and we can’t rely on wit to win all the time. Next time, we might not be as lucky.”
“Is this really all because of my blood?” Regina whines. “The way that Grubby guy was speaking, it sounded personal.”
Hunt takes a deep breath but doesn’t stop walking. “You know how all the officers in the provinces have the W.A.S.T.E. symbol tatted all over them? They control a lot of what is going on here in the United States. Well, what used to be the United States. Ace and I have been bumping heads with them for years. That guy there was a senior agent named Grubbs. He is an enforcer for W.A.S.T.E. He has been tracking me since 2020.”
The pace of the trio slows. Regina and Kenji are so intrigued by the story that they never take their eyes off of Hunt. Birds they’ve never seen before fly by, and they are too focused even to notice. 
“Grubbs thought he got me, too, but now he knows that isn't true,” Hunt continues. “Your mother and I decided it wasn't safe, what with you being only four. At the time, they only looked at me as a threat. We just had to get you two away before they found out about you. I knew you would be targeted to get to me. We thought putting you in the province would be best. Hiding in plain sight. They never expected you and your mom to be in their own backyard. Ace went along too. Just to make sure. With him being born nearby, he was able to earn the trust of W.A.S.T.E. by posing as a soldier returning home from the war with Japan.”
A breeze blew across Regina’s transfixed face. Hunt smiled at her. “What?” Regina asks. 
“It’s nothing,” Hunt says.
Regina bites her lip. So much love shines in the stranger’s eyes.
“When I was a kid, I would go down to the Golden Gate Bridge and listen to the wind. It would pierce through the beams of the bridge and make a whistling noise so loud you could hear it for miles. One day, on a day like this, we will walk across it. There’s nothing like the start of summer in June in San Francisco.” 
He removes his ball cap and hands it to her. Regina lights up. It’s the first time he has seen her smile in over a decade. She puts it on and adjusts the size to fit her much smaller head. The sun hits Hunt’s eyes directly, and it causes him to sneeze.
“Bless you,” Regina giggles. “Summer starts in June, silly. How do I look?”
“Just like your mother,” he responds. “San Francisco is a unique place. I’ll show you one day.”
Regina grins and hides her face under the Giant's hat. “I have one more question. Why do this Grubbs guy and W.A.S.T.E. hate you so much?” Kenji asks.
“Well, it's kind of complicated. You see, Ace and I fled California during the draft. W.A.S.T.E. slowly took control over most of the military and took vengeance on anyone who didn’t accept the new government. Originally, the U.S. government contracted them to enforce the off-the-book laws, but their sole purpose was to control the population through the spread of the virus. They used the virus to gain control. We found out about this, and soon we were on the wrong end of politics. I'll be honest, hun. We have been waging an uphill battle for about fifteen years. Your mother, Uncle Basil, Ace, and I have made major strides during these times, but now, you change everything. Remember the place in Roanoke that we call the Nest, right? I need to get you there. Your mother is with some people I want you to meet.”
“I mean, I guess that makes sense.” Regina looks at Kenji. His eyes are wide with disbelief. He definitely did not know this information either. “Is it the rest of my family?”
Hunt and Kenji exchange glances. “Sweetheart,” Hunt says slowly. “You, your mom, Uncle Basil, and I are all that’s left.”
“Where are your parents?” Regina sniffs, her eyes fill with tears.
Hunt rubs his face roughly. “Oh kiddo,” he mumbles. “My mother died before the Great Lockdown. And my Pops...”
The words lodge in Hunt’s throat. “You don’t have to tell us if you don’t want to,” Regina says and takes his hand.
The gesture warms his heart and he smiles. “Pops died a few days after I met Ace,” Hunt says with a sad smile. “He sacrificed himself so we could escape from an island off the coast.”
Regina’s brows rise and Kenji wipes his nose on his sleeve. They all had lost so much. “I’m sorry,” Regina says quietly.
“Don’t be,” Hunt whispers. “He would be so proud of you.”
The group grows quiet. 
“But that doesn’t explain why Grubbs has a personal vendetta for you,” Regina changes the subject.
Hunt pats her hand. “Well, as for Grubbs, it’s due to his inability to catch me a few years back. We started a rebellion that has been going on for years now. The riots they refer to outside of the province walls were actually us making our way into the W.A.S.T.E land. We developed a safe haven in a national park out west. Grubbs was based out of California at the time. He was a lieutenant back then with lots of ambition, but we defended ourselves from him, and he’s been trying to get his revenge since. We had to rebuild after that, and we were fortunate enough to do that in Roanoke.”
Is my dad like a superhero? “Okay, so you took Roanoke? Why didn't my mom and I just stay there with you?”
“Well, we didn't take Roanoke. We liberated it. This manufactured virus infected the entire world, and nobody could find a cure...until now. I sent you away because Roanoke at the time still wasn’t safe. We did not know how to create a vaccine, and W.A.S.T.E. was already well on its way to developing one, or so we thought. I would have never sent you away all those years ago if I knew you didn’t need the vaccine, and I’m so sorry. If what Azzard’s tests are showing are true, we know now that you are the one person on earth who can save us all from this apocalypse. I will share more with you, but that’s enough for now. You see that house over there? That’s our checkpoint.”
~

The three of them walk up to an old, run-down house. Hunt leads the way in. Old worn-down furniture, shelves filled with sports trophies, and family pictures adorn across the walls.
“This is the place! Home for the night,” Hunt says with a smile. “Russ, I mean, Mr. Ace, should be joining us here shortly. Don't go messing with anything. I promise he will notice.”
“How would he know?” Kenji asks, looking back at the photos. “Wait, was this his house? Is this him in the pictures with his dad?” 
Kenji grabs an old photo off the wall of a young man with his father wearing his navy uniform. “This is Mr. Ace! Wow, he looks so young,” he says, pointing at the photo.
Hunt’s smile widens as he answers, “Yup, welcome to the childhood home of the one and only Russel Ace! He wanted to show you guys where he came from, and honestly, I wanted you guys to see it as well. There is a lot about the past you guys don't know. I want to make sure we can teach you as much as possible.”
Regina and Kenji immediately forget that they were tired and started running around the house. “Where do you think his room was?” Kenji shouts, running up the stairs.
“Wait for me! It's just a kitchen and an old room filled with weird stuff down here,” Regina giggles, hurrying up the stairs behind him.
Hunt drops his gear and looks around. “Home sweet home, kiddos,” he says to himself as he walks through the rooms. He leans around a corner and into the room filled with what Regina called weird stuff. It was crammed with an old pool table, board games, and all the trophies and plaques one could imagine. “Jesus, Ace, you were a stud. Your dad, too. I'm surprised you never said anything,” Hunt mutters under his breath with a grin. 
Ace wasn’t exactly coy about his achievements. Old photos of Ace playing football, soccer, basketball, and one of him in a boxing ring holding a belt above his head cover every flat surface.
“Checking out my sweet digs, Hunt?” Ace says, coming around the corner. “I could have done a lot more if things didn't happen the way they did. Man, I could have been a contender.”
“Damn, kid, you weren’t joking about your skills all those years ago. You got the trophies to back it up. How did you beat us here?”
“Are you kidding me? These were my stomping grounds. I know every shortcut for miles. As for my skills, old man, you have no idea,” Ace says with a big smile, picking up an old photo. 
“Let's get those kids down here to get some food in them. Then let them get some sleep. I made sure Grubbs went home. I followed them for a couple of miles until I was certain. We probably have two to three days before they find us. Remember, they have vehicles back at their headquarters, and we are on foot. We are safe here for a little bit, but once we leave, we will have to move fast, old man. Sound good?”
“Yeah, Russ, I’ll follow your lead this time.” 
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Ace and Hunt gather around the table, listening to the two kids running around upstairs. It gave them joy to hear their laughter. For once, Hunt feels like his life was going exactly where he had dreamed it would be. “Let's see how quickly they break something in your house. I give it five, maybe ten minutes.”
“Ah, come on, they are old enough that they won't—” Ace is interrupted by the sound of Kenji rolling down the stairs and glass shattering. 
“Ah crap, I called under five, right?” The two of them laughed as Kenji moans.
“Oh my gosh. Smooth sailing doofus,” Regina yells from the top of the stairs. 
Kenji groans.
“Mr. Ace, Kenji broke your railing!” She calls out with a laugh.
“Just get in here, you two. Kenji, you better not have broken anything else.” Ace looks at Hunt and shakes his head. “At least they are finally acting like kids,” he says to him.
~

The two of them appear in the doorway with Kenji holding the back of his head. There is a slight bump but luckily no blood. Regina has the broken railing piece and is waving it in the air, teasing him. The mood between them is changing, and at this moment, she feels like the two of them are back in middle school.
“Sorry, Mr. Ace, I slipped. I promise I'll be more careful. You've got a really cool place. We were looking around in your room. It looks like you traveled a lot.”
“I'll tell you all about it. First, I need you guys to eat something. I should have some leftover pizza in the fridge,” Ace says with a smirk.
“You call that leftovers? That’s got to be twenty years old. Gross!” Regina says. “You know, I may be young, but I don't think we should eat anything that's older than me.”
“You are probably right,” Ace chuckles. “Okay, I've got some stew we can cook up. We do need to get some food in your stomachs, then some sleep. We can hang out here for the day, but we need to get back on the road first thing tomorrow. Those W.A.S.T.E guys will be back out looking for us shortly. We can't give them too much time to catch up.”
“Sounds good, boss!” Kenji says, saluting him.
“Don't get him started, kid,” Hunt grins. “Ol’ Russ here doesn't need anyone else thinking he's the boss.”
“Hey now, I do my part. If I remember correctly, I've saved you a time or two myself, old-man.”
Ace goes into the pantry and brings out a few bags of rice and some spam. He cracks open a well-sealed gallon of Poland Spring water and pours it into a pot. The stove connects to a propane tank, and Ace turns on the stovetop and starts to boil the water.
Hunt sits at the table and says, “Alright, listen up. Tomorrow we start our journey. We need to get to the Nest in Roanoke. Your mother should be there in the next day or two. Our journey will take a little longer since we can't stay on the main routes. They control other provinces along the way, which gives them plenty of opportunities to cut us off. That's why we are hiding here, out of their controlled points. We need to make sure none of their drones or loose patrols find us. We will have to go southwest before we head north. Charlotte will be our next stop. Do you guys understand?”
“Well, kind of, so I'm like a trophy to everyone then, huh,” Regina questions the game plan. “You guys are just keeping me safe so one day you can make your own cure? They just want me for a cure, too. Is there any plan where I just get to live my life and not be a test subject? I mean, I'd like to have control over my own body and future without mankind hunting me.”
Hunt stands up and grabs a book out of his bag. “Regina, hun, we are not going to make you a test subject. I would never want that for you. I feel awful that I cursed you with this responsibility.” 
“What do you mean,” Regina says, raising a brow.
Hunt sighs and rubs his face. “Hunny, I’m immune too. We think it’s genetic. But my blood isn’t pure. We think yours is though. But we need to get you to Roanoke to meet with your Uncle Basil and have him run a few tests on your blood. A simple blood sample used the right way could get us to a point where we can save a lot of people and get rid of this pandemic.”
“And Azzard,” Ace adds with a snarl.
“Wow,” Kenji sighs. “Two immune people sitting at one table.”
“Yeah,” Reinga grumbles. “Lucky us.”
Ace finishes up dinner, the delicious aroma of seasoned spam over rice wafts through the kitchen. “Bon Appetit,” he says proudly.
He fills four plates and brings the first two back to the table. He sets them down in front of Kenji and Regina. “Regina, this isn't a thing where you are locked in a lab and poked with needles. We just need to find out what makes you immune. This should take your mind off of it for the time being. Go ahead, take a bite.”
Regina makes a face. “Looks yummy,” she lies badly. 
“Just try it,” Ace laughs.
She scoops up some rice and a piece of spam with her spoon and blows on it gently to cool it down before taking a bite.
“Wow, Mr. Ace. This is actually really good!”
“Yea, I know,” he grins.
“I’ll travel with you to Roanoke if you promise to cook me more meals like this.” 
Ace barks out a laugh and nods in agreement. He goes back to get two more plates for Hunt and himself.
“Well, I can't promise you we’ll be eating like this every night,” Hunt says, leaning forward in his chair. “Nothing about this world is normal anymore, and it’s going to be tough having sit-down dinners like this very often during our journey. This is only temporary. I won't allow this to be the only world you know. Once we get to Roanoke, we will have big dinners every night together.”
“Count me in,” Kenji says after another large bite of spam and rice. “Regina, I’ll be with you the whole way. I promise to protect you with my life.”
~

The four finish their meals. Ace pulls out his journal and writes while Regina and Kenji play “Would You Rather.”
“Would you rather get dessert for life in exchange for having to eat school lunches for every meal?” Kenji quips.
Regina giggles. “Or?”
“Or...” Kenji scratches his chin, “or you have to look like the history teacher, Mrs. Tweedle, but you get to live forever.”
“Ew,” Regina says, slugging his arm. “She’s like a hundred years old and smells like beans.”
Ace looks up from his journal. “That’s not nice you two. Is this how you guys spend your time? Teasing us teachers?”
“Pretty much,” Kenji grins, and Mr. Ace rolls his eyes.
“So aside from insulting the staff, what did you two do back in school?” Hunt asks, clearing the plates. 
“Well,” Regina giggles. “When we were little, we used to meet up at my house and then head to my favorite spot in the woods and climb the trees.”
Kenji laughs. “Remember when you would draw pictures of me hanging upside-down from the branches?”
Regina slaps his shoulder. “You looked ridiculous. I had to capture the moment.”
“What about now,” Hunt asks, leaning against the counter. “What did you guys do for fun these days?”
Regina bites her lip, and Kenji’s face falls. “We...well,” Regina stumbles, not knowing what to say.
Kenji had been scorned by everyone in their school, even by her. Guilt rolls in her belly. “We didn’t hang out as much,” Kenji says quickly. “But I was kind of a loner, so that makes sense.”
“But we reconnected,” Regina says, squeezing his hand beneath the table. “Friendships do that sometimes.”
Kenji smiles at her and squeezes back. “Glad to hear it,” Hunt says, and he and Ace finish cleaning up.
Regina wants the night to last forever but knows everything enjoyable is temporary until she can make it infinite. First, she would need to fend off her enemy.
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What a W.A.S.T.E.


2036
The W.A.S.T.E. military headquarters sit on the Potomac River, only a block from the Dome. It is connected to the Dome by underground tunnels. But it looks nothing like the rest of the futuristic buildings in the area—a large white limestone building with pillars across the front. Security cameras and armed guards are visible from every angle. It is a fortress that kept as much inside as it did out. Only the highest-ranked officers and officials had entry access.
The office of Franz Azzard sits on the top floor, facing the rolling water. The office is large and well supplied with high-tech equipment. Video screens cover the back wall with images of major cities throughout the entire world. The Red Phone, that used to be a direct line to the President of the United States, sits on Azzard's desk. W.A.S.T.E. previously held the largest private contract ever issued by the government. Many warned they were more powerful than the FBI and CIA combined, but no one seemed to listen. Azzard answers to no one. Congress funded them, the military are told to avoid them, and back in 2020, the public had never heard of them. A triple threat to all. Their main task is to control the spread of the virus. The question is, in which direction?
General Grubbs drives through the front security gates and parks in his designated spot. He knows he is in trouble. Getting ordered to Azzard's office was never a pleasant experience. After passing through the checkpoints, he takes the private elevator to the executive offices. Taking a deep breath, he walks into the main corridor. The office is at the end, a long and painful walk. The executive assistant stares him down from thirty feet away. Grubbs walks straight to the desk, attempting to remain calm.
“Grubbs, I lost the bet. I figured you were halfway to Europe by now,” the man sneers from behind the desk.
Grubbs replies, “I hope it was for a lot. Idiots like you deserve to lose. Maybe someday you will be back in the field instead of hiding behind a screen and ordering his lunch.”
“I do more than that, and you know it. He's been waiting for you. Good luck,” replies the former CIA operative. 
Picking up his phone, he announces Grubbs' presence. “Head on in.”
Grubbs walks through the double doors and into the massive office. Azzard sits behind a large bare, mahogany desk void of anything except the Red Phone, a notepad, and a pen with the cap removed.
“Grubbs, sit down, if you wouldn't mind. I need some details on what happened out there and how you massively screwed this up!” demands Azzard, as he pulls a large folder stamped classified from his right-hand drawer. “I have read your report, and I just can't accept this crap. You had one mission, son! It was to maintain control over our most valuable asset. That little girl is the key to our future! You were provided with every resource available to keep her within the Dome. The final testing was almost complete. How do two teenagers not only escape from your grasp but also eliminate several of our highly trained operatives? You have been tremendously compensated, and obviously these vastly incompetent field agents failed us!”
“They had help, sir,” Grubbs says, looking toward the ground.
“Head up, agent! Who did they receive help from? Was it that damn schoolteacher? That is even more embarrassing, Grubbs! Your report seems to hide some facts, and I want them now!” Azzard demands. 
“It is hiding facts, and for a good reason. The last soldier we lost was not because of a schoolteacher or a teenager. Hunt caused it. He called out, identified himself, and taunted me. I certainly recognize his voice.” “What are you talking about? You eliminated him a long time ago. At least, that is what your reports claimed.”
“I thought I had until now. He is out there and is still extremely dangerous to our mission. If he is alive, I would guess Basil and Rick are too.”“Maybe I should have hired him instead of you. It appears he has got the best of you twice now. Where are they?” Azzard says, rubbing his chin.“We don't know the exact location, except that they call it the Nest, and it is a high-level research facility. We do have a good idea of which direction they are heading though. They somehow disabled our electronic trackers, but that will not stop us, sir! If Rick and his crew have built their laboratory above ground, which we are now starting to doubt, we will be able to pinpoint it soon enough. We just need to triangulate their movements to reduce our search area. If it’s underground, we’ll come at them with dogs.”
“Good idea Grubbs. At least you have one of those,” Azzard says sarcastically. “We cannot let anyone know that Trevor Hunt is alive. The damage he can cause is devastating to our operation, as well as to our contract. Regina must be found before that super freak Basil can get his hands on her. If he is allowed to create a cure, we all go down. Anything else missing from your report?”
“Yes, her mother has disappeared as well. It is safe to say they will end up together. The goal would be to get all of them at once if possible,” Grubbs says, standing at attention.
“She is of little value to us, except maybe as bait. Find her and eliminate her if need be. Eliminate all of them, except for Hunt and Regina. He’s immune too. But do your research, Grubbs! Something doesn’t seem right about all this. And Grubbs…don't let Hunt go three for three on you. Use whatever assets you need. This mission is our top priority,” Azzard orders, straightening his already perfectly straight pad of paper and pen.
“I understand, sir. She will be detained, and he will be stopped,” Grubbs says, saluting him and then exits the office.
He pauses at the outside desk area. Grubbs glares at the receptionist. “Hey, lunch lady, he wants a turkey on rye. He said to slice it in triangles and cut off the crust. Get a juice box for yourself, too.”“Screw you, Grubbs. Good luck playing hide and go seek with kids. Loser,” the man sneers.
Grubbs heads down three floors, stopping at his assistant's desk. “Get me Raymond and Gennaro, now.” 
“Raymond and Gennaro together? You know they have serious issues, right?” the woman whispers, the phone held to her ear.
“Yeah.”
“And you still want me to get them both together?” she says, her mouth hanging open like a beached whale.
“Yes!” Grubbs says, slamming his hand on the desk.
“Okay, hope you’re packing,” she mumbles, dialing the number.
“I am,” Grubbs says, shaking his head as he enters his office. 
His office is nothing like the one he just left. There is an old oak desk left behind from some government division of years past. Two old leather armchairs sit in front of it. The desk holds only one phone, and it wasn't red. Grubbs sits behind the desk and boots up his computer. Even that is archaic by comparison to Azzard's system. Once set, he recalls the files he had on Hunt, Ace, Basil, and Bonnie Stone. Hunt's file reads “Eliminated.” That will have to be changed, for now anyway. Ace's file is minimal. Not much is known of him from the time before he entered the province. Most of the reports are from the local soldiers assigned to monitor him. Basil's file reads like a science fiction novel. He is beyond brilliant and righteous as well. His whereabouts had been unknown for over a decade. Bonnie's is just a page. No history. No threat. No worries. Just two things: she is Regina's mother, and she somehow escaped the province independently. There must be more to her after all—Grubbs’ desk phone rings. “Yes,” he answers in a rough tone.
“They are here, both of them! Who should I send in first?” his receptionist says.
“I'm going to need them in here together, please. Tell them no arguments,” Grubb orders.
Raymond and Gennaro are his greatest assets. Raymond is the hound. He can track anyone anywhere. However, he is a loose cannon. That is his only problem. Many of his assigned targets were designated to be captured. However, he always took matters into his own hands. He became judge, jury, and executioner. His logical mind and combat skills are a lethal combination. He is always two steps ahead of his prey and never afraid to go in guns blazing. Where Raymond is seen as the hound, Gennaro is the falcon. He soars high above the earth, searching for his next meal. His skills at hacking NASA satellites are well known. Rumors of him taking over the International Space Station, just for fun, still float through the hallways of W.A.S.T.E. Several third-world country missile launches are thought to be his doing. Those are their high points. They have just two things in common: they are always angry and share the same last name.
Raymond busts through the doors, yelling, “Why am I here with corkscrew?”
“Shut up, you think I want this, nutcase?” retorts Gennaro.
“Okay, stop. We have a bigger issue than you two being in the same room. Hunt is alive, and he has Regina. I need you to find their whereabouts and the location of the Nest. Raymond, track them down. I sent you the files on all the people with Hunt, including their last known location and the direction they were heading. They are on the run,” Grubbs orders.
“Okay...” Raymond says softly. 
It is the only response he gets, but Grubbs knew there was more to come. After a thirty-second pause, Raymond continues, “Do I have complete control of the outcome?”
“Raymond, track them and report to me where they are, period. Do not nuke them! This is not a search and destroy mission,” Grubbs says, pointing a finger at him.
“See what I mean? He is out of control. We don't need Elmer Fudd. I will find them and the Nest without the help from this psycho,” growls Gennaro.
“Enough, Gennaro. You need to find the Nest. It is probably subterranean, so look for air vents and exhaust systems. The possible builder was a superintendent from San Francisco who specialized in underground complexes,” Grubbs says to the brother.
“You think the pigeon can spot that? Why don't you have him look for his manhood? That's never been found,” Raymond snickers.
“Stop! I need you both to focus. I am sending you on a mission together. You will do nothing but this. You will live together, share the household duties, and, sorry to say, a bed.”
They both launch from their chairs and scream in unison, “NO WAY!”
“Yeah, I just couldn't resist. Wanted to make sure you both were listening to me. Gennaro, your files have been emailed to you as well. I expect an update from both of you by this time tomorrow. Now leave. One of you take the stairs, please. Don't forget it is your mother's birthday next week, hope you have a wonderful meal together. Tell her I said hi.” Grubbs winks and dismisses them.
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The Beginning of the End


2036
With full bellies, Hunt and Ace wrap up their story. Regina takes on the responsibility of washing the dishes. Using very little water, she’s able to restore the plates to their pre-meal shine. It isn’t too hard since not a single piece of rice was wasted.
Ace stands up and opens the back door. “Put that down, Regina, and come with me. Kenji, you come too.”
Regina places the cleaned plates in the cabinet and follows Ace out the door and into the backyard, Kenji and Hunt trailing close behind. Ace leads them to his garage out back. A lock bolts the door shut. Ace reaches into his pocket, pulls out a key ring, shuffles through them until he lands on one with the saying ‘Go Football Team’ on it, and unlocks the door.
Inside his garage is a rusting home gym. A punching bag hangs from the ceiling, and a weight rack is pushed up against the wall. Perpendicular and against the far wall is a small table. About ten feet from them is a cardboard wall with hundreds of holes in it.
“Regina, today you are going to learn to shoot a gun,” he tells her.
Her jaw drops, and it takes a moment before she can speak. “I’m sorry, what’s going on now?”
“The road is a dangerous place, and we want you to be as prepared as possible,” Hunt says, walking into the garage. “Ace here is not only the best shooter I know. He is also the best teacher.”
Ace opens a drawer and pulls out a BB pistol and a small bottle of pellets, and places it on the small table. He checks to see the gun still works and then reloads it with several shots. He grabs a marker and draws a big circle and then a much smaller circle in the middle of it on the cardboard wall.
“We are going to start small, since we have to be quiet. Don’t worry. This thing doesn’t kill people,” he says, assuring her. “I want you to watch what I do and try it yourself.” 
He turns the safety off the plastic pistol and cocks it back while aiming away from the others and fires a shot right in the center of the small circle. “You can do this. Just breathe and trust yourself.”
Regina is slow to approach the table. Shaking, she lifts the gun with both hands. Regina copies Ace and turns off the safety. Cocking back the hammer, she accidentally points it toward the group.
“Whoa, whoa,” Ace yells and points the gun down to the floor. “Never point a gun at someone you don’t want to shoot. It’s okay. You got this.”
She lifts it back up and aims it at the circle. Regina squints her left eye and aims down the sight. Her shaking hands almost drop it. But she closes her other eye before pulling the trigger, and the pellet misses the cardboard wall completely. The bullet lodges in the hanging bag, and sand slowly spills out.
Hunt can’t help but laugh a little and look at Ace. “First time anyone ever beat the sand out of that bag, huh champ,” Hunt grins.
“I’ll bet if I hit you, dust will leak out, old-man. Let her focus,” he snaps back. “Just relax, Regina. Take a deep breath, leave your right eye open and focus on only the target. Everything else will come together.
Regina draws a deep breath before letting out all the air in her lungs. Holding the pistol steadier, she stares down at the sight, and her index finger gradually pulls the trigger back. The pellet shoots right through the bold line of the inner circle.
“That’s a bullseye in my book! Nice shooting, Regina,” Ace congratulates her. “Keep going.”
With confidence building by the second, she unloads the rest of the pellets into the wall, hitting three bullseyes in her last five shots.
“That was incredible!” Hunt says, high-fiving his daughter. “W.A.S.T.E. is going to wish they never messed with you.”
Regina and Kenji take turns shooting pellets at the drawn-on target. Making it into a competition, whoever got the most bullseyes out of ten shots was deemed the winner. To Hunt and Ace’s surprise, Regina is victorious, claiming the win with seven bullseyes.
“Alright, kiddos, let’s head back inside the house,” Hunt tells them.
“Hold on,” Kenji says, grabbing a white-plastic tub from a nearby shelf. “Please don’t tell me you’ve been teaching us to shoot close to a tub of Tannerite.”
“Oh shoot,” Ace laughs. “I forgot about that, kiddo. Toss that in your bag. We may need it later.”
Kenji nods and tucks the tub gingerly beneath his arm.
“You are always causing explosions,” Hunt laughs.
“What’s Tannerite,” Regina asks.
“Just a black powder that would blow a hole in the side of a Buick.”
Regina wrinkles her nose. “What’s a Buick?”
Ace and Hunt laugh. “Never mind,” Ace says.
They leave the table scattered with loose pellets and leave the garage. Ace locks it back up and follows the rest of the group back inside the house. Hunt and Regina sit back down at the table while Kenji and Ace lean up against the counter tops.
“I hope I never have to shoot anyone in real life,” Regina admits. “I don’t think I could.”
“I hope you don’t have to either, hun,” Hunt says. “But if we want the United States to be anything like what it was when I grew up, you might just have to.” 
He didn’t want to sugarcoat the new reality of the world. He knew he had to tell Regina the scary truths of the modern world for her to survive it.
“For the United States to be normal again, won’t we need a new President,” Kenji asks. “What ever happened to the last President of the United States?”
Hunt and Ace look at each other, not knowing who should be the one to tell them the hard truth. For a moment, they are in a standoff. But Hunt ultimately signals he will speak up. In the meantime, Ace packs up some gear for the trip ahead.
“I’m sure you’ve both heard of Franz Azzard. Regina, you saw him speak at the Pinning. He ran for President in 2024 and promised to bring America back to its pre-virus glory. However, he did not win the vote.”
“Wait, I read he won that election,” Kenji intervenes.
“Of course you did,” laughs Hunt. “I won’t steal this from you, Ace. Please continue.” 
He sits back in his chair, his arms crossed angrily. Any mention about Grubbs or Azzard immediately sets Hunt off, but he tries to keep his composure in front of the two kids.
“After he lost, he couldn’t accept it,” Ace continues. “He went back to being the CEO of W.A.S.T.E. but made a plan to overthrow the U.S. government. He held private events promoting new W.A.S.T.E. technology, and at one of them, he showed off the first successful vaccine. After that, his supporters worshipped him. Azzard was able to convince the President to take the vaccine on camera to gain support. At first, the President looked better than ever, but he mysteriously died in his sleep about three months later. With the President out of the way, Azzard pushed to take control and never let up.”
“I thought there wasn’t a vaccine,” Regina gasps.
“There wasn’t then or now,” Hunt responds quickly. “Azzard didn’t give the former president anything. He tricked him into dying slowly so he could take power. But what we need to focus on is not staying here too long.”
“Agreed. Let's get moving at first light.” Ace says, ending the conversation. “We can't afford to sit here and give history lessons all day. We need to move a little further ahead if we want to keep on our schedule. Our old buddy, Rick, is supposed to meet us in Charlotte and get us back safely to the Nest. Head upstairs and find a bed and get ready for a good night's rest. There should be some old blankets and pillows in one of the hallway closets.  Dust everything.” He says with a smirk.
“Hey, sorry again about breaking the railing, Mr. Ace. I really did slip.”
“It's okay, kid, I'm not mad at you,” Ace reassures Kenji. “There are bigger problems in our world than a railing. Just get some sleep, and we will talk more in the morning. Regina, are you good for the night?”
“Yeah, Mr. Ace, I'm fine. Goodnight. And, um, Dad,” she says, turning toward Hunt. “Thanks for keeping me safe. I guess I have been pretty naïve about how much has happened since I was born.”
“No problem, kiddo.”
Kenji and Regina head upstairs and stomp around the second floor, getting ready for bed. From the sound of it, Hunt and Ace can determine that Regina was granted the master bedroom and Kenji got stuck with the guest room.
“She called you dad, old-man,” Ace says to Hunt.
“She sure did, man. She sure did.” A smile crosses Hunt’s face. “You know, it's been about ten years since I've seen my little girl. That kid is going to save the world.”
“I sure hope so, or I followed you for nothing,” Ace teases. 
Ace feels like he needs to bring comedic relief to their conversations; otherwise, Hunt would go crazy. “Oh, shut up, kid. I've always led us down the right path, and I'm going to continue to do so. Now instead of just being alive, we have a real reason to live.”
“Hunt, I promise I will protect her with my life. I won't let anything happen to her. We have come too far to fail.”
“Oh, I know Russ, I wouldn't have let you take her and her mom to D.C. had I thought otherwise. For now, let's get some sleep and get on the road first thing. Where are we sleeping if the kids got the two bedrooms?”
“You take the trophy room. There's an old fold-out couch in there if my memory serves me right. I'm going to stay up and keep an eye out for a while. Never can be too careful.”
“Thanks, man. I can take second watch if needed.” The bags under Hunt’s eyes say otherwise.
“Nah, Hunt. I got this one. You've been up long enough. It's my turn to help out.”
“Thanks, kid. I'll see you in the morning.”
“Sure will. 'Night, old-man.”
~

Time seemed to move faster today. As quickly as the moon appeared in the night sky, it faded away as the sun started a new day. Ace prepares food for them while everyone sleeps. He was grateful the powdered eggs were still edible.
“Alright, everyone!” he shouts out, waking up the entire household. “It is time to get our butts up and get moving! We have a long boring walk-a-thon ahead of us. I do not want to hear any back talk either.”
“Damn Ace,” Hunt says, coming out of the trophy room. “Is this how it used to be for you?”
“Damn right, old-man. Up and at 'em as the sun rises. Sleep is the cousin of death,” he says with a chuckle. “I've got some sandwiches and drinks packed up for when we need them. There are other rations stashed in the bags. Eggs are on the stove top for us to eat quickly. If we move fast enough, we will be able to make it in a week. From there, we hop in Rick’s sweet ride, and we travel to either Columbus or Indy, depending on traffic, I suppose.”
“No, we are going to Indy, no question. After what we saw in Columbus, it is best if we stay away. I don't think I can go back to those camps again. That stuff was evil.”
Regina and Kenji trot down the stairs. The smell of breakfast always made Kenji wake up happy. Ace being a skilled cook and all, Kenji got used to eating well over the last few years. Eggs, powdered or fresh, were something people in the modern era were not too familiar with.
“Alrighty cap'n, we're ready!” Regina shouts as she jumps off the last step. “I smell some food, dudes. You know your girl can eat!” She cuts off Kenji to get first dibs at breakfast. “Whoa, eggs! Yum!”
“Enjoy that quick. We gotta move,” Hunt tells her. “Kenji, you got all the gear?”
“Yes, sir. I've got the guns and supplies as requested.”
“Damn Ace, you really trained this kid.”
“I needed a number two, and found one of the best. Alright, so that's everything then. Let’s get a move on, guys!”
They exit out the back and walk toward the main road. Ace pauses and takes one last look back at his home. His driveway has a basketball hoop with the rim bent and the net missing. His brown shutters were all missing, other than two on the window of his trophy room.
“Everything alright, man?” Hunt asks, putting his arm around Ace.
“Yeah, brother, I'm good. Just miss who used to fill this house. You know it sucks when you can't say goodbye.”
“I get it, man. I'll give you a minute. You know the route. Catch up to us when you’re ready.”
“Sounds good, thanks, Hunt.”
“Alright kiddos, move out!” Hunt says, pushing the two of them forward. “We have a long walk ahead of us.”
“What about Mr. Ace?” Regina asks.
“He's going to be fine hun, just needs a moment to say goodbye to the place. It's been a few years since he's been back here.”
“Well, let's keep an eye out for any bad guys, right? We don't want him caught by them.” 
Regina wants to show her father that she has adapted to the new way of life.
“We should be fine for a bit. Grubbs won't be back looking for us. Not for at least a day or so. I'm just worried about the company he will have with him the next time. It would be unwise to assume he won’t be bringing some dangerous people with him. We are going to have to keep our guards up and be ready for the probability of him finding us.”
“Company scarier than Grubbs?” Kenji asks, pulling his bag straps tighter.
“Yeah, kid. Last time he sent the Pericoloso brothers out for me. They are not the people you want hunting you. To be honest, I ended up needing to disappear for a few years to get them off my tracks. I'm prepared for them this time, and I know Ace is, too. We won't let anyone hurt you, but I don't want any second thoughts if I tell you guys to run. You run away fast, and I will find you when it’s safe again. No matter what, I will always find you.”
“Will do. I know we’re in good hands!” Regina says with a big grin. “You guys are like super soldiers. I doubt we will have to worry at all.” 
A glowing smile lights her face when she looks at Hunt. Although she is so scared, Regina feels like Hunt and Ace will always get them to safety.
“Thanks, kiddo,” he smiles. 
Regina bounces away.
“I’m going to do my best,” he mutters under his breath, rubbing a hand over his face.
“So, since we are going to be walking for a while, can you tell us another story?” Kenji asks.
“Sure, why not? What do you want to know about?” Hunt says.
“Tell us about Mary Bay,” Regina says.
Hunt spins around. “What did you say?”
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Submerged


2025
Smoke rose in the distance as Grubbs chopped down bushes in his path. The scenery of Yellowstone National Park was something he was unfamiliar with. For a moment, he gazed in awe like a small boy at Mother Nature's creation. Following the smoke led him to a small village buried deep within the landscape.
“I found it,” he said to himself. Suddenly, a bullet whizzed past his ear, hitting a nearby rock. The impact forced a cloud of dust into his face.
“Not another step, Grubbs,” Trevor said, dropping from a tree branch.
“So, we meet again, Trevor Hunt,” Grubbs replied. “After five years, I’ve finally found you. The last time I saw you, you were running through the redwoods with the hounds on your heels. Now you’ve set up a community in the forests of Yellowstone? To be honest, I am quite impressed.”
“I learned from the best builder west of the Mississippi. Isn't that right, Rick?” Trevor said, looking to his right.
Rick walked out from behind a tree and into view, bearing a rifle with a scope. Behind them stood the Upper Falls of the Yellowstone River. The small wooden village built at the waterfall's base had become a sanctuary for anyone trying to escape W.A.S.T.E. and the fear of the government's control.
“My advice is that you don't make any sudden moves. You are only looking at what we want you to,” Rick stated. “There is far more impressive work that, if you see it, will be the last thing you see.”
“Oh, I plan on staying right here. I won't be the one making sudden moves. That's the Falcon's job,” Grubbs replied.
Trevor stared at him, confused. Something whistled from a distance. It got louder and louder. Suddenly, an explosion blew up one of the wooden buildings.
“What was that?” Trevor yelled, looking back at the village catching fire. 
He turned back to Grubbs to find he was gone. “Get the team!”
~

Trevor and Rick ran back to the village. The community was in complete chaos. Bonnie ran to Trevor with their four-year-old, Regina.
“Trevor, what is going on?”
“Is Regina hurt?” Trevor asked, smoothing the toddler’s hair.
“No,” Bonnie said, grabbing his arm.
“Take Regina, the other women, and children, and head to the bunker,” he turned away from her. “Ace, get the men to their stations!”
“Please, hunny be careful. We can't lose you,” Bonnie said, wiping the tears from her face.
“I will be fine, sweetheart. Now get to safety and don't come out until I come to get you.” Trevor said and kissed Regina on the cheek. He ran off to meet up with the other men as Bonnie gathered the women and children.
Bonnie directed the women and children to a tunnel. It was covered by a fake boulder that led down into a metal wall bunker. Ushering them all inside, she secured the door behind them. The sounds of the battle quieting once sealed.
~

Hunt, Ace, Rick, and twenty-five lightly armed men gathered to talk strategy. They looked around at the group consisting of men from eighteen to forty. “Is everyone here?” Trevor asked Ace.
“Yes, sir. But they blew up one of our supply buildings,” Ace confirmed.
“They will be back, and we need to be prepared,” Trevor said firmly. “We will let them take over the town.”
“Why would we ever do that?” Rick asked, crossing his arms.
“We know this park better than any of them. The last thing we want to do is fight them in the open. They will be back with more men now that they know where we are hiding. We are planning to come back at nighttime. We will use the river as cover to steal the soldiers’ supplies. We will lead them back to Mary Bay, where we can ambush them.”
“Won't they see us coming?” Ace asked.
“That's where Basil comes in,” Trevor said as the crowd opened up to allow Basil into the circle. “We need you big time, bud.”
“How can I help, babagadoosh?” Basil responded nervously.
~
Trevor and the group discussed the game plan before dispersing in multiple directions. Rick moved to the top of the waterfall as a lookout. Ace led his team south through the forest to Yellowstone Lake, while Trevor and Basil entered one of the smaller buildings in the back of the village. Trevor found Basil at the river’s edge, working away.
“Is it ready?” Trevor asked Basil.
“It's still in prototype form, but we don't have much of a choice,” Basil replied. “Hand me that impact drill. I’m almost finished. This will make her watertight underneath.”
Trevor stared at the pile of wood floating in the water.
“If not, we're going to drown pretty quickly,” Trevor sighed. “You sure about this, Basil?”
Basil had taken the responsibility of developing new technologies for the colony. It had only taken him thirty minutes to create an aqueduct that would filter water with sand and heat after reading a book about the great Roman builder, Appia Claudius Caecus. He developed wooden slingshots; whose projectiles were coated with the venom of the Prairie rattlesnake. 
But this was something else. In a matter of a few days, Basil had created a two-person floating barge. It was crafted entirely out of local natural resources. Its structure was formed from white bark pine. Its interior was coated with the skins of pronghorns. “We can infiltrate any settlement by water in this beauty,” Basil said proudly.
Trevor smiled widely. “All this thing needs is a telescope,” he teased.
Basil stared at him. “It does,” he said flatly.
Trevor’s brows rose. 
“It's never been water tested. My theory is with the weather being particularly fortunate, and allowing us winds from the tail, the vessel will carry us undetected,” Basil said, twisting his hand. He was nervous, but he never doubted his inventions.
“So, we just sit in this thing, and they won’t see us,” Trevor asked, still unsure. He didn’t love the idea of coming this far, only to drown in a submarine made of twigs.
“Of course not,” Basil snapped, staring longingly at his beloved craft. “We’ll look like nothing more than river trash.”
“Great,” Trevor mumbled.
~
Night settled in, and Rick still had seen no movement, other than a family of river otters fishing nearby. Basil and Trevor headed to the river. Throwing the pile of well-secured sticks and twigs aside revealed a canoe-like capsule hidden beneath. Basil got in, leaving the hatch open. Trevor pushed it halfway into the water gently, allowing just the latch and the tail to stick out. “How do we power this thing?” Trevor asked.
“I rigged it with an old fishing motor,” Basil said proudly. “It’ll take all night, but we’ll get there without making a sound.”
“Great work, buddy!” Trevor said to Basil. “How is it in there?”
“So far, no leaks. The silicone application Rick did on the floorboards is flawless. She's not going to leak for a hundred years!”
“She’s a beauty. Coming in!” Trevor said. 
He stepped down, creating enough momentum to push the craft the rest of the way, and slammed the latch shut. The capsule looked much larger before they closed the top. Trevor was uncomfortably close to Basil, who kept elbowing him in the ribs. 
“Okay, here goes nothing, babagadoosh,” Basil said, ignoring Trevor’s grunts of disdain.
Basil turned on the little motor, and the craft zipped through the water. “Grab the rudder and steer, Trevor,” Basil said, as though he was talking to a child.
Trevor rolled his eyes and squeezed his arm down to the rudder, controlling their yaw. “It's working,” Trevor exclaimed.
“Of course, it’s working,” Basil snapped. “Now steer clear of that beaver dam!”
Trevor chuckled and did as he was told. “Phase one of the plan is complete,” Trevor said, high-fiving Basil. “Now we wait for them to come, and we sneak on by. Hopefully, Rick has everything set up there.”
As expected, a flare exploded in the sky above the river. “That's the signal. They're here.” 
Trevor knew this could end only one of two ways: death or success.
Basil took control of the craft, and it crept forward. Trevor grabbed the periscope, made of bamboo and makeup mirrors, and looked out from the river to see the entire village on fire. Sixty men armed with assault rifles and torches pillaged the area.
“They are destroying everything we built,” Basil gasped.
Basil hit the throttle of the fishing motor and headed down the river. Trevor grabbed the radio, that finally had enough power to conduct a signal. “Rick, come in, Rick! Over.”
“Oh, thank God you guys are still breathing,” Rick's voice came in through the receiver. “Basil, excellent design, my friend, over.”
“My pleasure working with you as always, over,” Basil said in return.
“W.A.S.T.E. has destroyed nearly everything, but they did not notice the boulder,” Rick said, giving Trevor and Basil some relief. 
“It appears they camped in Hayden Valley. I count only four men guarding the base, over.”
“10-4, Rick,” Trevor replied with a smirk on his face. “Hayden Valley, here we come!”




Chapter 32







Mary Bay


2025
The periscope of the submarine made a complete circle, scanning Hayden Valley. Onshore, a few mobile tents were spread out and facing the picturesque grasslands of Yellowstone.
“Yup, I am only seeing four guards,” Trevor said to Basil. “They aren't even looking this way. There is a blue tent on the far left. It looks like that's where they are keeping their ammunition. Let's move in!”
Trevor pulled the periscope down, and Basil turned off the motor. “Here goes nothing!” Basil said anxiously.
The craft smoothly ran into the riverbank. Trevor released the hatch and hopped out. He sprinted quietly behind two guards with a crowbar in his right hand and Pops’ revolver in his left. With a clean sweep, he pistol-whipped the bigger of the two guards in the back of the head, knocking him unconscious. The other guard swiftly turned but was silenced by the view of the nasty end of a revolver pointed at his forehead.
“Don't shoot, please,” the guard begged.
“I won’t. Just get on your knees and stay quiet,” Trevor responded.
The guard did as he was told, and Trevor hit him across the side of the head with the crowbar, knocking him out as well.
Meanwhile, Basil waited by the floating barge. He turned it to face their escape route, ready for a quick getaway. Trevor advanced toward the blue tent but was spotted by one of the remaining guards.
“Halt!” shouted the guard. 
Automatic gunshots fired his way, missing him by inches. Trevor dashed into the neighboring tent and hid.
“What the heck is all of this?” he says to himself.
Inside the tent, a large whiteboard read, Daily infection rates still increasing. Suspected 17.3 million U.S. causalities. Stage 3 of Operation Lockdown is a Go.
“Seventeen million,” Trevor whispered.
Before he could comprehend the numbers, a second gunshot came from outside the tent. The body of the guard who shot at Trevor plunged through the tent’s front flap.
“Holy shit!” he gasps.
A few seconds later, Bonnie ran into the tent wielding a pistol. “Good to see you, babe,” she grins. “I heard you over the walkie-talkie. Come on, let's grab the ammunition and bail!”
“You shouldn’t be here. You should be with Regina. How did you get here so quickly?” 
“Don’t worry. She’s safe. I needed to make sure you were, too. I took the vehicle. Sounded like the jig is up anyhow,” Bonnie said, giving him a quick kiss.
“Wait, that's only three guards,” Trevor said, picking up the guard's machine gun. “Oh no, Basil!”
The two ran out of the tent, only to hear the fourth guard crying for his life. Under the front right wheel of Bonnie’s vehicle were the guard’s two legs. It looked like a scene from the Wizard of Oz. Basil waved, beaming. “I ran him over,” Basil exclaimed proudly.
“We see that,” Bonnie said, shocked.
“Please, please get this thing off of me,” the guard begged.
Trevor turned to Bonnie and let out a laugh. “We should probably get going, sister,” Basil said, hopping out of the vehicle.
The guard groaned in pain from the movement. “Oh shut, you mongrel,” Basil said.
Trevor ran to the craft. “Let’s stock this puppy!”
Trevor threw a couple of empty duffle bags out of the submarine to Basil and Bonnie. Snatching the bags, they ran into the tent and dumped as many guns, ammunition, and grenades as they could fit into them. Basil jumped into the craft, and Bonnie tossed him the bags. They grabbed more supplies and loaded them onto Bonnie’s vehicle. Bonnie hopped in the vehicle, and the wounded guard let out a scream. Bonnie slowly drove back over the guard and headed toward the forest, but not before letting the back wheels pass over him one more time.
“Hey, babe,” Bonnie yelled to them. “What are we going to do with the half-empty Colgate over here?”
“Let him be. Someone needs to see Grubbs' face when he comes back to camp and realizes we tricked him again,” Trevor joked. “We are headed to meet Ace. Burn the camp to the ground and get back to Regina. Bonnie, I love you. Stay safe.”
Trevor ran to the river’s edge and hopped into the heavily loaded craft. He blows Bonnie one last kiss before slamming the hatch shut. Powering into the river, Basil turned the submarine north and headed to Yellowstone Lake. Navigating the waters, Basil looked calm and determined. Trevor gazed between the slats of the branches. “How did you come up with this, Basil?”
“Native Americans,” he said simply. “They made crafts like this to sneak into other villages and settlements undetected. Less the motor and mirrors, of course.”
Trevor’s brow rose again. 
They approached Yellowstone Lake, and Trevor peeked through the periscope to see Ace directing the rest of the crew. The men worked frantically, digging holes and setting up booby-traps along the beach. Trevor flipped a thumbs up over to Basil. And he eased the floating barge out of the water and onto the land.
“My God, you made it!” Ace said with a fist pump. “Basil, you are a genius!”
Trevor tossed the bags out and greeted the hardworking soldiers. “Men, it's good to see you. Take your pick of the litter, and let's get into our positions. They will be here soon.” Trevor said, unzipping the bags and tossing Ace a grenade. “Hope you don't need to use this.”
Basil secured the craft and joined the team. Basil went to the loot, digging into the bag for a handgun. He had still never shot a gun. With all the men now armed and in position, they waited impatiently for battle. “You ready, brother?” Ace whispered, crouched next to Trevor.
“As ready as I’ll ever be—”
A rustling came from the tree line, and Ace aimed down his gun’s sight.
“It's just a red fox, nothing to worry about,” Trevor said, releasing the breath he was holding.
Ace took his finger off the trigger and relaxed for a moment.
Trevor laughed. “Damn fox.”
Gunshots rang from the tree line, splintering a tree trunk beside them. “Take cover!” Trevor screamed, and he ducked behind a bundle of stacked logs for cover.
“Oh man, they're here, and they're angry!” Ace screamed out, hiding his head from the oncoming bullets.
“Good. Angry people make mistakes,” Trevor said, and turned to his crew. “Cobra team, hold!”
A dozen soldiers came into view. “Come on. Come on,” Trevor said, watching them near a trap.
Finally, they advanced one step too far. Their combined weight released the cover of a well-covered hole in the sand. Screams of agony filled the air as their bodies impaled on sharpened wooden spikes at the bottom of the pit. More followed behind and jumped over the hole and rushed to the beach.
“Alpha team, fire!” Ace ordered. 
An onslaught of bullets fired from Ace's team blazed into the trees. “Cobra team, advance now!”
Trevor and his team of eight advanced along the beach, protected by the cover fire from Ace and his crew. Shots rang in every direction; men on both sides were struck, dropping to the sand. Grubbs emerged from the tree line and locked eyes with Trevor.
“You! I know you, you son-of-a-bitch! You destroyed everything,” Grubbs said ferociously.
“An eye for an eye makes the whole world blind, Grubbs. But you’re too dumb to see that,” Trevor roared back.
Trevor and Grubbs shot at each other as they rushed for cover. Sand from the barrage of bullets blew into Trevor's face as he dove behind a large tree stump.
He took a moment to breathe. He got to his knees to start his attack. But his men had already pushed the enemy backward. We are winning!
“Yes!” Trevor yelled.
Grubbs had taken advantage of the concealing greenery. So focused on their advancements, Trevor didn’t see Grubbs charge at him. Leaping over the stump, he tackled Trevor to the ground. Trevor yelped in pain as Grubbs pinned him. Over and over, Grubbs punched him in the head. Blood trickled from his wounds. Grubbs was so heavy Trevor couldn’t get a breath in. Black stars formed in his vision. He managed to deflect one of Grubbs’ left jabs and rolled away from the giant. Both men stood and took a fighting stance.
“Let’s dance, princess,” Grubbs growled with a malicious grin.
Grubbs rushed toward the injured man and swung a right hook. Trevor dodged the attack and squared up.
“You're not getting away this time, Hunt!” Grubbs said.
“Nope, and after I'm finished with you, I'm going to rebuild my camp you burned down. It was time for a change of scenery anyway,” Trevor gasped, wiping a line of blood from his chin. “I might even name it after you and call it Flubby Grubby Bay.”
Grubbs roared and charged Hunt. Trevor and Grubbs exchanged punches and flying elbows. Trevor parried Grubbs’ left hook. Countering, Trevor grabbed Grubbs' arm and spun it around his body. He swept Grubbs’ leg, taking him off balance. And Trevor landed on top of him, securing the upper hand.
“Surrender now, and I'll go easy on you,” Trevor demanded.
“Never!” Grubbs yelled. 
Grubbs slammed Trevor's fist against the ground, freeing an arm. Like a viper, he reached into his waistband for his hunting knife, swiping it at Trevor. Trevor barely moved away. In a desperate act, Grubbs stabbed Hunt in the side of the hip and rolled out from under Trevor's grasp.
Trevor grabbed at his side, moaning in pain. He tried to crawl backward with one arm.
“Now, what were you saying? Even if I let you bleed out, you'll be gone in a matter of minutes. But I don't have the patience,” Grubbs said, walking toward Trevor.
Blackness overtook Hunt. He could only hear the surrounding melee. He was going to die. Trevor knew it.
“I killed your fearless leader,” Grubbs screamed.
Trevor felt a boot to his ribs. Blood leaked from his battered body onto the sand. This was it.
“Hunt!” 
Rick’s voice cut through, followed by a loud thud.
“Get him out of here,” Rick yelled.
Hunt opened one swollen eye. Rick had tackled Grubbs, and they wrestled for the knife. 
Trevor felt his body being lifted from the ground. “I got you, brother!” Ace dragged his limp body to the water. “Stay with me, old-man.”
Basil had moved the floating barge into the water and opened the hatch, waving at Ace to hurry.
“Basil, he's in bad shape. You need to act quickly,” Ace said and turned to Trevor. “You're going to pull through this, brother. I'll take care of Bonnie and Regina. You have my word.”
Ace pulled with all his strength. Trevor’s weak body felt heavier by the second. Pushing him feet first into the craft’s canoe, Basil helped transfer him onto the floor.
“I got him now. Go, you need to win this war and get everyone to safety.” Basil said and grabbed the handle of the hatch. 
Slamming it shut, it drifted out into the middle of the river. “Stay with me, Hunt! Stay with me!” Basil said, turning Trevor over.
The pain took over and knocked Trevor completely unconscious.
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The Hunt Begins


2036
They’ve been on the road for six days now. Six days of running, hiding, moving, and repeating in any direction but straight. As they travel down the road, Regina can't help but take in the surrounding scenery. 
“Hey Regina, you still with us?” Kenji asks, turning around to face her. “We're still playing. Guess that store if you want to join back in.”
“Yeah, I'm in! Um, what do you think they sold at Trader Joe's?” she says, pointing at the old, run-down store with a barely legible red and white sign hanging loosely above the entrance. “Don’t give him any hints this time. That means you, Mr. Ace!”
“I wouldn't dare help him, Ms. Stone. You caught me last time, and I don't want to get in trouble,” Ace laughs. “Come on, Kenji. What do you think they sold? My dad loved going there.”
“You mean there is more than one?”
“Yup, they were what we used to call a chain store. They had a few hundred locations all across America,” Ace says with a smirk.
“Well, in that case, I'm guessing they had to sell something important,” Kenji says, putting his fingers to his lips in mock seriousness. “I'm guessing they traded clothes or something. Right?”
“Wrong!” Hunt blurts out. “That would be a grocery store. I'm sorry, a food store, as they’re called now.”
The four laugh, and Regina thinks, We really are becoming friends. I really like these guys. 
“Hey, Mr. Ace. Can you walk with me for a bit?” Regina asks.
Ace turns around to see Regina slowing down and then says to Hunt, “Kid’s probably got some more questions about you. Let me see what's up.”
“Thanks, man. I appreciate you more than you know.”
Ace slows down to match Regina's pace, and Kenji speeds up to walk with Hunt. “Are you feeling okay, Ms. Stone?” Mr. Ace asks, putting his hand on her back.
She ignores his question and asks, “So where are we now?”
“That's what you stopped me for? Uh, let's see if I can remember right. We should be just about two miles from our meet-up point outside Charlotte.”
“You guys always told us this place was overrun with monsters and decay and that we couldn't live out here. This is all so beautiful.”
“Well dear, I told you we had to keep you safe, that we didn't know what was happening. What’s bringing this up now?”
“I just want to understand it all. I mean, I kind of want to stop and draw this. It all looks really pretty, like something out of a fairy tale my mother used to tell me before I'd go to sleep.”
Ace laughs. “Okay dear, you know what? Let's sit down and take a second. Hunt, hold up!” Ace yells out. “I need to check out one of these stores here. Mind if we stop for like thirty minutes?”
Hunt looks back at Ace and Regina, clearly confused. “Come on, man. We’re just over half an hour away from radio distance. Rick is waiting for us.”
Regina looks down and whispers, “It's okay, Mr. Ace, we're close anyway.”
Ace just smiles and looks back at Hunt. “Hold down the fort, old-man, I got to trade some clothes!” Ace grins and takes off down the road and heads back toward the store. “Like just twenty minutes' man, thirty tops!”
“Damn Russ, come on! Well, if you're going, look for my favorite stuff too! You know what I like.”
Ace runs down the road and heads back toward the old Trader Joe’s. As soon as he’s out of sight, Regina sits down and pulls out her notepad.
Hunt and Kenji sit down beside her, and they each pull out some food and water.
“You hungry, Regina?” Kenji asks, passing her some bread.
“I'm okay for now, I guess. I really just wanted to draw this.” She says, pointing toward the crumbling town.
Nature had taken over. Burned-out cars now had weeds growing around them. City roads were just clumps of broken cement and asphalt. Regina looks at all the surrounding details before committing them to the page. So, we are in... Belmont? Is that what that sign says? North Central Avenue. Hmm, this place looks like it could have been really cool in its day.
They sit for twenty minutes before Hunt gets antsy. “So, you guys want to hear another story?” Hunt asks with some excitement. “You know I almost died once.” He said with a smile.
“Why are you smiling about that?” Regina squawks. “How is that funny?”
“I was just thinking of being alive through all this, hun. I was down on my luck and giving up on life, but I'm blessed to see you and soon your mother again after it all. This was all because of Rick and Ace.”
“Is Rick who we’re going to meet?” Kenji chimes in. “Yes, please tell us the story!”
“What did you guys do?” Kenji asks, scooting closer.
“Well I—-”
“I've got some goodies!” Ace yells out, cutting off Hunt’s story and running around the corner with a full bag in each hand. “And don't you worry, Hunt, I got you your Juicy Juice! It's expired, but so are you, old-timer.”
Suddenly, the sound of engines in the distance interrupts Mr. Ace. They all freeze in place.
“Ace! Get the kids to safety. By the sound of it, they’ve got to be only a couple miles behind, so expect them in the next few minutes.”
“Where are you going?” Kenji questions.
“Rick should be about a mile or two up the road. I need to make sure they don't get to him. Ace!” Hunt yells, sprinting down the road. “Hide them somewhere safe until I get back! Set up a quick trap!”
“Sounds like a plan, boss! Alright kids, into the town. Let's find you a house to hide in.” 
“What's going on, Mr. Ace?” Regina asks. She is so tired of being frightened.
“That could be W.A.S.T.E. They must have picked up our trail. We must move fast, guys.”
As they turn the corner, Ace sees his opportunity. “Over there! Get inside that old ranch house and hide as quickly as possible. I'm going to make a stir out here to give Hunt some time.”
“Mr. Ace, please be careful.” Regina cries as she runs toward the house.”
“Yeah, boss, don't get hurt!” Kenji adds.
“I always am, Ms. Stone. Kenji, follow the exact plan we talked about.” Ace says, his head on a swivel. “Now, let's get something to distract them. But what?” 
They hear him mutter under his breath. Regina and Kenji ran inside, slamming the door shut behind them. “Let's find somewhere where we can see outside,” Regina instructs. “I want to make sure my dad and Mr. Ace are fine.”
“This way, Regina. This room has a good view. We don't want to be right at the front. We need to be able to hide somewhere, too.”
Regina stands still, looking out the window as Ace looks in the other rooms. The road is empty, only cluttered with rusting cars. 
“Regina! Get in here now!” Kenji yells out.
She doesn’t move, just stands still, staring. I'm tired of all this running and hiding. Maybe I just should go outside. They would leave everyone else alone, right? 
She steps forward just as Kenji runs out of the room, dragging her back to safety.
“What are you doing? Are you trying to go back outside? Are you crazy?”
“Kenji, why are you doing this? They are only looking for me, and you want to risk your life to protect me. Why? It doesn't make sense!”
“Regina, we have gone over this. Just trust me. These people would only harm you. We need to trust Ace and Hunt. They won't fail us.”
The sound of the vehicles grows louder and louder.
“There they are,” Kenji says, tapping her shoulder. “You see that slight dust cloud in the distance? I'd say they are about a mile out now.”
“Are you sure?”
“Sure am. You always got to make sure you track your enemy properly, Ace said. If not, they could always come back to haunt you. Look, here they come.” Kenji says and points out the window where three vehicles are approaching.
Mr. Ace is hiding amongst the old cars on the crowded streets, waiting for them to arrive. “He's got this, no problem. Mr. Ace is amazing. They won't hurt us,” Regina whispers. “Hey Kenji, what do you...” 
She turns, and he is no longer there. “Kenji? Kenji, where are you,” she whispers loudly.
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W.A.S.T.E.


2036
Grubbs sits in his office, flipping through the files.
“How the hell is he alive!” he screams out, slamming a fist on his desk. “This makes no damn sense. That little weasel has been considered dead for over ten years, and now he wants to show up and mess with my plan?” 
Unable to think straight, he stands up and paces the office, chewing on his fingernails.
Grubbs walks to his bookshelf and shuffles through his aging library. He runs a finger over the shelf, checking for dust, and slides a book back into its proper place. Everything has a place, he says to himself. And Hunt is on the ground.
Shaking his head, he says, “Okay, he's alive, big deal. No, this is not okay, that little twerp! How the heck did he get Ace by us? I mean, he was under our nose for years, and we just let him build his resistance! How did I screw this up? This little bastard has tricked me time and time again. I just need to—” before he could finish his thought, a loud knock rattles the door. “Yes?” Grubbs says, clearly annoyed.
The door swings open, and Franz Azzard busted through past Grubbs' assistant. “Listen, Grubbs!” He screams, pointing his finger directly in Grubbs’ face. “I don't need you screwing this shit up! You have got to be kidding me. Do you even know what's at stake here!”
Grubbs stood still, looking puzzled. It had only been a day since their last conversation, and his previous report had remained unchanged.
“Boss, I—”
“Oh, shut your mouth, Grubbs! You brought the damn brothers in for this!”
A smirk forms across Grubbs’ face. “Yes sir, I did,” he says, feeling proud of one decision he had made. “There is zero room for error, and those two are the right men for the job.”
This response infuriates Azzard. “You have got to be the dumbest person I have ever met, Grubbs! You know these two are insane apart, let alone together! I mean, how can you not understand they are not right for this, let alone anything! I'm taking you off this case, Grubbs. I can't trust you. You are clearly too incompetent to lead a fish to water, never mind this.”
Grubbs turns and glares at his boss. “Sir, you can’t do that. I am going to kill Hunt, and that isn't anyone else's responsibility. He is my problem. You can be as angry as you want with me, but that I won't allow.”
Azzard stood silent for all of two seconds before his anger erupted.
“Allow? You won't allow me to?” Azzard creeps closer to him with each word. “How the fuck are you going to tell me what's allowed?!” 
Azzard cocks his fist back and punches Grubbs in the face. “I will castrate you right here, you little maggot. All I’ve got to do is snap my fingers, and you don't exist. Do you understand me?! This is the last—”
“I found them!” Raymond says, running through the doors.
“Nah, no, you didn't, you lazy bastard. I found them,” Gennaro says, throwing down a manila folder.
It contains some loose documents. “Listen, boss, we’ve found out where they are headed. We got to get a move on now if we want to catch them. I've got a couple of vehicles outside waiting for us. Let's gear up and go!”
Grubbs smiles, looking toward his boss again. “Well, Azzard? Think I can handle my business now? These guys may be nuts, but, as I said before, they can get the job done.” 
Grubbs stands a little taller now, and the sweat on his forehead had evaporated.
Azzard looks between the three of them. Azzard sighs heavily. “Grubbs, you better not screw this up. I'm going to supply you with eight good men to follow the three of you. I want everyone ready to go within the next hour.”
“We won't screw this up, boss. I told you, Hunt is mine. He won't get so lucky like last time,” Grubbs replied.
Azzard stares at him. “Do you know who that little girl’s father is?”
Grubbs opens his mouth and pauses. “No, sir,” Grubbs says, finding his voice.
Should he know?
“That child is the product of Trevor Hunt,” Azzard purrs. “And if you don’t get one of them alive, we are doomed. Use her mother to lure them to us.”
Grubbs’ shock mutes him. 
“No excuses this time, Grubbs. This better be done and handled within the week. I want to see that little girl in my office within seventy-two hours! And Grubbs? I better not be disappointed or your head will replace that snow globe you have on your desk!” he screams while walking out of the office. “But if you do fuck this up, Grubbs, I have one more trick up my sleeve.”
“So there are options,” Grubbs says, hiding his relief.
“Not for you,” Azzard grins and slams the door.
“Damn, and I thought we were crazy,” Raymond snickers. “Listen, sir, we don't need him. We can do our thing, screw that guy.”
“Screw that guy? Is that what you just said, Raymond. Screw that guy? You idiot, that man runs W.A.S.T.E and could make you and your idiot brother disappear before breakfast tomorrow! Do you understand me? This isn't a joke, Raymond. We need to get those damn kids and get them back here now. Get your crap together and meet me downstairs in twenty minutes. Every minute you're late is another bullet in your back.”
“Boss I can—”
“Get the hell out of my office, you two. Right now,” Grubbs sighs, plopping down into his chair. 
He opened the file Gennaro had dropped and never looked up.
The two brothers exit and slam the door behind them.
“Listen, Ray. I don't like anybody calling me an idiot. I don't care who Grubbs thinks he is. I will squash that little prick into the ground.” Gennaro whispers to his brother.
Raymond looks over and smiles at Grubbs’ assistant and then pushes his brother out of the office. “Me neither, Gennaro. Listen, we're not going to help this ungrateful bastard anymore. I have a plan of my own that will get me in front of Azzard. I've heard a lot about that man, but he's never been so kind to grace us with his presence till today.”
“What do you have in mind, brother?”
“Well, we're going to help him. We will get the kids, but Grubbs and those eight soldiers won't make it back. We will have all the leverage. That girl is immune. Imagine the amount of money we could get from the highest bidder!”
Gennaro looks at his brother and laughs hysterically. “Are you crazy, Ray? What makes you think the guy wouldn't kill us first?”
“Stop being a baby! You and I are the most dangerous people in this place, and if we want to make it worth our while, we damn well will!”
Gennaro’s smile widens, and without hesitation, he replies, “Let's get these kids and make some money. Then I never want to see this building again.”
“That's my brother.”
The two walk down the hall, grabbing their gear, and run downstairs to meet the group of soldiers Azzard had ready and waiting for them. Grubbs is already packing up his vehicle and sees them approaching.
“You two ready for this? Azzard wasn't joking when he said he would be sending his best. This should be an easy in and out mission. Gennaro, since you found them, I want you to lead the way. Once we get there, I will set up a central command post to find these traitors and get back home safe. Everyone clear on that?”
Gennaro and Raymond look at each other and then back at Grubbs.
“Yes, sir. I think I can get us there within a half a day’s drive,” Gennaro confirms. “My assumption is they will be right outside Charlotte, and if we move quickly enough, with minimal stops, we should be able to get them before they can lose us in the city.”
“Sounds like a plan. Let's get moving!” Grubbs looks over at the soldiers. 
“Alright, everyone, listen the hell up! The brothers here will be in the vehicle leading the charge. I will need everyone on full alert to make sure we catch these kids! They have a couple of top-tier soldiers protecting them. Hunt and Ace are no joke. Do not mistake them for simpletons. Everyone check your gear. We’re leaving in five!”
A roar rose up from the men as Grubbs gets ready to hop in his vehicle. He looks behind him one last time and sees Azzard staring down from his office window. He wears a sinister smile as he waves goodbye.
 I better not screw this up, Grubbs thinks and gets into the driver’s seat.
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“Sorry Regina, I’ve got to keep you safe,” Kenji says aloud to himself, exiting out the back door. Okay, just like Ace said. Get her inside, make sure she stays out of harm's way, and help. I can do this.
Kenji gently pushes the screeching gate ajar and creeps out of the backyard, quietly leaving Regina behind. Making sure his pistol is loaded and his vest is secured. “I can do this, I can do this,” he mutters under his breath. “Just remember what Ace said. Remain aware, remain alert, and always keep your focus. I can do this, man.”
He shuffles along the side of the house, keeping his head down and remaining quiet as a church mouse, well aware that someone could ambush him at any moment.
Now, where is Mr. Ace? Kenji runs a hand over his sweaty face. 
Suddenly, the urge to be the hero seems like a fool’s errand.
“Hey, kid! Get over here.” 
Kenji looks up to see Ace waving his arms. “Get here quick! They are only a couple of streets over now. I've got a plan set up. Just follow my lead!”
Kenji runs across the street between the broken-down cars, leaping over the debris that covers the sidewalks. “Ace, I’ve still got the Tannerite from the garage. I think we can use it to our advantage.”
“Good job, kid!” Ace said with a grin. “That will help a lot. Come with me, and we’ll make sure we divert them away from the pickup zone. First, we need to evade them so we can meet up with Hunt and Rick. You told her to stay put till we came for her, right?”
Kenji hesitated to answer but looked toward Ace to reply. “Kind of. I got her to a safe room where she could partially see us,” he says as he looks back, catching peering eyes from the window of the room he left her in.
“Awe, kid, you didn't explain, did you?”
“Mr. Ace, you know she would have forced her way into tagging along.”
Ace looks back to see Regina tearing up. “I'll come back for you, Ms. Stone, don't worry.” Ace mouths before turning around. “I promise.” 
He turned back to Kenji. “Alright, kid, let's go. Time to put that training to use!”
“Sir, yes, sir!”
The two take off down the road, sneaking between an old convenience store and a cracked brick wall fence surrounding an abandoned gas station. Peeking over the top, Ace is quick to duck down behind it.
“Ah shit, kid. That's Grubbs right there! Dammit, he has the brothers with him. This is bad, really bad.” Ace says, shaking his head. “Kenji, I need to get you to safety. This isn't something you should be involved in.”
“Well, it's a little late for that, don't you think!” Kenji says, angrily. “How dare you train me for years and then not involve me? I will not back down from this!”
“Kid, you don't understand. These guys are dangerous. They are ex-government agents with some serious skills. If Grubbs wants a man killed, he uses those brothers. Two of those four eyes will be the last thing their target sees. I can't let you die here.” Ace says and gets visibly nervous. 
“Shit, man, these guys are supposed to be long dead on a damn battlefield somewhere. I don't know if we can do this. Man, this isn't supposed to happen,” Ace groans, and paces nervously back and forth. “Hunt is even apprehensive around these guys.” 
Ace looks back to Kenji and takes a deep breath. “Alright kid, it doesn't look like we got much of a choice now, does it?”
Like a dog shaking off its wet coat, Ace tosses his head back and forth, slapping his cheeks a couple of times to refocus. “Let's do this! Alright, Kenji, here's the plan. I need you to make a lot of noise with that Tannerite. But, my God, be careful. That stuff is so dangerous. Can you do that? Fighting these two is going to be my business. If anything goes wrong, I need you to keep Regina safe. Do you understand me?”
Kenji is shocked. He had never seen his mentor tremble the way he was now. “Look Mr. Ace I—”
“No arguments, kid. These guys are the worst of the worst, and this is not anything I could have ever prepped you for. Stay put and make sure they don't find Regina. Tell me you understand.”
Hesitant to answer, he looks back at his hero. “Yes, sir, but I can do more. I want to.”
“You are helping by staying alive and creating a diversion, kid. This one is on Hunt and me. I will never involve you in this kind of work.”
Ace slithers behind the brick wall, reaching the main street. Staying low, he hustles down the road, leaving Kenji behind.
Checking his rifle and magazines, he mutters, “Alright, everything is good.”
Ace approaches the end of the road to find Grubbs yelling orders out to a few soldiers.
If I take my shot now, I could finish Grubbs. I know I got a clean shot, but where the hell are the brothers? Ace reasons.He leaps behind some tall bushes and catches his breath. They got to be looking for us already. I need to make this quick!
Frantically looking around, he finds some stones and stuffs them in his pockets. Peering through the bushes, he can see some old cars parked in driveways and Grubbs addressing the brothers.
Looks like they're planning something. Now's my chance to--
Before he could finish his thought and move, footsteps echo behind him. Ace quickly turns and points his gun. A figure walks around the corner with his hands up.
“Don't shoot! It's me!” A voice cries out.
“Dammit, Kenji, why don't you listen. What about the diversion? This isn't the place for you.”
“As I said, you didn't train me all those years for me to sit on the sidelines, Mr. Ace. I am here, like it or not. I can do better than shooting off some fireworks. So, what's the plan.”
With a heavy sigh, Ace looks at his student and smiles. “Alright, so we need to get them to split up. I count eight soldiers along with the three of them. I do not want to take all of them head-on. Do you understand?”
“Yes, sir!”
“Alright, I need you to move across the hill there and handle a few of those guards. Think you can do that?”
“Handle like how?”
“We’ve got to eliminate as many of them as possible. Kenji, I've trained you for this. You need to make as little noise as possible, but I think I saw a few guards move west. I need you to handle them by any means necessary. I'll take care of the rest. Hunt should be back soon, so if we can survive until he's here, we will be fine.”
“Alright Mr. Ace, I got this. I promise I won't fail you.”
Kenji looks over the bushes, then dashes across the street, heading for a hill 100 yards away. Crossing over the top of the hill, he takes a second to peek back and give Ace a salute before disappearing.
“Good luck, kid.” Ace whispers under his breath. 
Looking back down the street, he sees Grubbs standing alone with a sinister smile across his face.
What's got him so jolly?
Staring down at Grubbs, he could see him mutter. Then Grubbs gloats, pumping a fist into the air, “We got her.”
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“No,” Ace breathes. “Did he just say we got her? No way did he find her. Crap, I need to get to her now!”
Ace takes off down the road without a thought for his own personal safety in mind. If they found her, it's all over. I thought she would stay put. Dammit! I need to hurry and get to her immediately.
Ace turns the corner and stops in his tracks before ducking back behind an abandoned car. A few soldiers walk door to door on the street where he last left Regina.
Okay, they haven't found her yet, he thought to himself. He wipes the sweat from his forehead and takes a couple of deep breaths to regain his composure. Grubbs just knows that we're here, nothing more. Okay, I need to get her and get the hell out of here.
Looking back toward the direction of his last encounter with Kenji, he tears up. Kenji, I'm sorry, bud. Please be safe.
It didn't take long to realize he was outnumbered on both ends. A two-front war, oh man. I need to take out the group on the left first.
Ace moves down the street cautiously while watching the soldiers progressing from house to house. The two soldiers enter the house across the road from where Regina is hiding, and Ace quietly creeps behind them.
Alright, there are two on my side, not a problem. The group of four on Regina’s side of the street have about four or five houses till they find her. I need to play this smart. I'll take the smaller group quickly and then attack the larger one. I got to do this fast, or we are both goners.
Ace peeks into the living room window and finds one soldier clearing the kitchen. He sneaks through the open front door and moves into the house. Ace jumps at the sound of another soldier tossing the furniture around above him. Alright, I'll take out the guy down here and then get upstairs and handle the other guy.
He tiptoes into the kitchen and finds the soldier shuffling through the fridge for a snack. He reaches down to confirm he still has his Bowie knife handy. Stay quiet. I can't let the other guy hear me. If I get caught, Regina is done for.
Ace hides behind the turned-over kitchen table and peeks up one more time. It looks like he's got a rifle, but he is distracted. I can't mess this up. Just be patient, remain alert, and aware. Don't lose focus.
The soldier closes the fridge, and his shadow grows larger in Ace’s sightline. With just one foot appearing around the kitchen table, Ace jumps up and hits him with a hard uppercut, sending the man backwards as he drops his gun. Before he can catch his balance, Ace leaps toward the man, hitting him with a quick left jab followed by a hard-right hook across, causing the soldier to fall to the ground.
The soldier is visibly dazed, and Ace doesn’t let up for a second. Ace jumps on him, tackling him to the ground to take control and choke him. “Go to sleep, man, go to sleep,” he whispers.
The soldier kicks and tries to elbow him. Ace pulls harder, maintaining control. Soon the soldier turns blue, and Ace releases him. The soldier kicks out one last time and loses consciousness.
Crap, I made way too much noise.
“Sanders? Report!” A voice sounds from upstairs. “Sanders, are you there? What was that noise? I need you to respond now.”
Knowing he doesn’t have much time; Ace moves quietly toward the stairs and prepares for the second soldier.
“Listen, man, if this is one of your jokes, it's not funny,” the soldier hollers down the staircase. “Where the hell are you? I swear dude, if you are playing a game, I'm going to kick your ass! You can’t keep doing this crap!”
The soldier tries to walk down the stairs quietly, but the squeak of each step gives him away. Ace is ready to strike.
“Sanders, answer me now!”
As soon as that foot hits the ground, he's done. I can't have any mistakes.
“Sanders, I swear to—” but, before he can finish his sentence, Ace jumps out, pushing him back onto the staircase. Bracing himself, the soldier keeps his balance. “Sanders, help me!” 
The soldier screams while connecting a solid punch to Ace's face, causing him to stumble back a few steps.
“He won't be much help to you now, bud!” Ace smirks. 
Ace, Hunt, and Rick have been training together for years. They were always prepared for the worst. These guys are chumps compared to Hunt! I can take any punch thrown at me.
Ace hits the soldier with a fierce jab followed by a quick cross, causing him to fall back and hit his head on the second step. “Sanders, help,” he screams in pain.
“I'm sorry,” Ace says, standing above him and kicking the man’s jaw as hard as he can.
Suddenly the room falls silent, and Ace sees the life drain out of him. “Dammit, why didn't you just stay down the first time,” he says, looking over the body.
Ace dusts himself off and looks around at the mess he’s made before remembering the danger at hand. 
“Oh no, Regina! I need to get to her,” he says, running toward the back of the house.
He runs out the back door and moves swiftly around to the front of the house. Ace can see the other group of soldiers laughing while they exit the house next to Regina's. Oh no, they are so close now.
Ace moves as quickly as he can, making no conspicuous noise. I can't fail Hunt now. I need to keep her safe. 
Just before the soldiers open the door, a loud explosion rockets in the distance.
“What the heck was that?” one soldier asks. “Sergeant Grubbs, this is Private Johnson. Is everything okay over there? Over.” 
After a few moments, they heard a static reply. Ace takes a few more steps to get as close as he can without drawing attention to himself. This is my chance. When they are distracted waiting for the answer, I need to attack.
“Sgt. Grubbs, please respond.” 
They all stand still and silent. All we are hearing is static. Over.”
“This is Sgt. Grubbs. I need everyone to report back to central command right now! This is a direct order!” 
The soldiers looked at each other, and without question, dash in a frenzy down the road.
Ace stands frozen in amazement. Dang, I hope you're okay Kenji. I can't have you hurting yourself. Why do you always want to blow something up? Ace thinks, shaking his head. I need to get inside and get Regina before they comeback.
Ace makes his way around the back of the house and walks in. As he turns the corner, a large vase flies past his face.
“I have a gun, and I'll shoot you!” A voice yells out.
“Ms. Stone, it's me, Ace! Calm down. We need to get moving now. They are everywhere.”
Regina reveals herself from behind the dark corner, fear in her eyes.
“What was that explosion? Where is Kenji?” She asks frantically.
“Ms. Stone! I said we needed to move. Let's get going. There is no time for delay or questions. Kenji just bought us some time, and we need to get on the road right now. I overheard them on the walkie-talkies. They will all be together at the central command they’ve set up here. We need to move south and get out of here. If they find you, everything we’ve done will be for nothing.”
“I don't want to leave Kenji behind. I won't do it!” Tears fall down her face.
“Regina, if we don't leave right now, then I am going to die, and you will be locked away as a prisoner for the rest of your life. Do you really want that? I don't have time to argue with you. We need to move right now!”
Regina looks up at Mr. Ace and sighs. “Fine. Let's just go. I’ve already lost everything. I feel like I've lost myself. Now Kenji? Who else is there to lose after that?” 
She grabs her bag and starts walking toward the door. Ace slides in front of her and puts his hand on her shoulder.
“Regina dear, I promise I will go back and find him, but it isn't safe for us here. I promised your dad I wouldn't let anything happen to you. Just trust me. I have not failed you yet, and I don't plan on starting now.”
“Fine, let's just go. I don't want to be here anymore.”
The two exited the house and moved away from Grubbs and his men. Running down the road, Ace worries.
 Time is of the essence now. I cannot slip up. I'll get her to safety, contact Hunt and find Kenji. Dammit, kid. I hope you’re okay.
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Kenji runs over the grassy hill, looking back to see Ace in the distance. He continues down the road in the same direction as the soldiers. I can do this. I can't let him down now; I'll see you soon boss. 
He gives Ace a salute and takes off down the road in the same direction as the soldiers. I can do this. Just remain aware and alert. I got this.
Each step closer to Grubbs’ troops rattles Kenji's nerves a little more. Still, he is laser-focused and takes mental note of his surroundings. The trio of guards he is trailing that traveled this way are merely a few blocks ahead of him. Constant thoughts of what to do raced through his mind. Ace is counting on him, but Regina is counting on him too. He cannot fail.
So, if these guys separate, I can start to pick them off one by one, but if they stay as a group, I'm going to have to think of something clever so I can trap them inside somewhere. I still have some Tannerite left, and I do love me an explosion... 
Kenji grins at the thought, then refocuses back at the task at hand.
The three men slowly pace down the road, laughing and yelling, “Regina! We know you’re out there. This is Raymond and Gennaro! We will be taking you home to see your mother now! You can consider us your cool uncles.” The men laugh. “Come out now, and we promise we won't hurt your little friends!”
Raymond and Gennaro? Kenji's face turns pale. Did he just say Raymond and Gennaro? Those are the guys Ace was scared of! What the heck am I supposed to do now. Oh man, this isn't going to end well for me, is it?
Kenji's confidence drains away, and doubt overtakes his emotions. He follows behind the men slowly but keeps a distance. Fear makes his whole-body shake. I need them to separate. There is no way I can do this all alone! I'm going to fail, Mr. Ace. I'm just not good enough. 
Kenji sits down for a moment to regain his composure.
I need to turn back. How am I supposed to handle these guys!
“Alright, Raymond!” one man screams. “I'm going to go down this street here. I need you to go a block down the road and look.”
“Fine, Gennaro. But remember— I'm in charge here!”
“Like heck you are. Grubbs trusted me, not your crazy ass!”
Kenji smiles. If they separate, I think I can handle them one by one. I know Mr. Ace said they are very skilled, but he's been training me for years! I can take these fools down!
The two brothers continue to argue, and the third soldier steps in between them. He separates them from what appears to be an escalating confrontation.
“Shut up, you two! Grubbs is in charge, and you two better start acting like it before I call him!”
The group quiets. The two brothers look at each other for a second before bursting into laughter.
“How dare you, peasant! Look me in the eye and say that it again!” Gennaro screams. 
Kenji turns around, ducking behind the bush. These idiots are fighting— I have a chance!
The soldier’s face turns red with anger, and he steps closer to Gennaro, “I said, don't make me call—”
Kenji hears an ear-splitting bang and peeks out from behind the bush to find the source.
“Shut your damn mouth! You think you can talk to my brother like that!” Raymond roars. 
Blood pours from a hole in the man’s chest, and the soldier falls to the ground, lifeless. What, what the—? These guys are crazy! I got to get out of here. I need to wait for my move.
“Raymond! You crazy son of a bitch. Why the hell did you shoot him! Grubbs is going to be pissed,” the other brother says, kicking the corpse.
The brothers look at each other and burst out laughing.
“Ah, screw Grubbs. What has he done for us lately? Let's find these damn kids and collect the reward ourselves. Leave that little maggot behind!”
Suddenly the radio echoes out, “Raymond, Gennaro report. We heard a gunshot. What is your status? Are you alright? Over.”
“Everything is fine Grubbs. Keep your panties on. I thought I saw a squirrel and got hungry. Over,” Raymond says, winking at his brother.
A loud sigh came from the other side of the radio. “Just find the damn kids, Ray. Stop screwing around and get the damn job done! Over!”
“Aye aye cap! Over and out.” Raymond releases the call switch on the radio and looks to his brother. “Let's just get these kids and get the hell out of here. I'd much rather be spending my day drinking whiskey than walking around this shithole town with you.”
Raymond kicks the body again for good measure.
Holy crap, who the heck are these guys! I got to- dammit- I got to get them at the same time. These dudes are too scary, I need to think. I know Ace said don't do anything crazy, but it's time for me to make some noise.
Kenji stands up and looks around. I need to find a good building. If I can just get them to chase me inside somewhere, I can set up a trap and end this!
Frantically looking back and forth, Kenji doesn't realize he’s lost his cover until it’s too late.
“Hey, you! Who the hell are you? Get your ass over here!”
Kenji turns to see Raymond and Gennaro staring him down. Forgoing discretion, he sprints down the street. Oh no, I'm dead! I need to run now! 
He turns and goes as fast as his legs will take him down the street.
“Hey! I said, don't move!” Raymond screams out.
I need to hurry. Ah man, they're right behind me!
A loud bang echoes behind him.
Crap, did he just shoot at me?
“Dammit, I missed! Get back here, you bastard. I'm going to gut you!” Gennaro growls and chucks a chunk of cement at the fleeing boy.
The chunk grazes Kenji’s ear. 
“Raymond, stop! We need him alive!”
Kenji turns the corner with his head high, looking for a building that might work for his ludicrous plan. Knowing he didn't have much time; Kenji couldn't be picky with his decision. This one will have to do. 
As he enters a rundown, three-story brick building, he hears the two brothers turning onto the street and yelling at him.
“We’ve got you now, kid! You and your little friends are going to die! We're going to have so much fun with you. If you're lucky, I might just make you into my little servant boy!”
“Trust what my brother Raymond says! We will not make this easy on you, boy!” 
The two howl down the echoing road, trying to catch him.
“Raymond, there he goes. Into that brick building!”
Shoot, they saw me. What can I do? What can I do! I got to act fast. I don't have much time. Kenji runs behind an old counter and rips off his bag. He starts scrambling through his belongings, thinking of what he can do to survive. I could try to shoot them. Maybe, he reasons, looking down at his pistol. No, they are too skilled to get into a firefight.
Kenji hears the footsteps getting closer and closer as the two murderous brothers push past the debris, approaching the building. I need to hurry!
“We're going to make you squeal like a pig!”
“My brother tells no lies! I promise, hiding will not help you survive this, you little runt!”
Kenji sits there silently, waiting for what he knows is certain death. A million things began to cross his mind. I wish I just told her. I wish I was honest from the start. Maybe Regina would have liked me back, and we wouldn't have all this confusing crap in the way. I miss her. I hope Ace and Hunt take care of her. This is going to be my final goodbye. I'll miss you guys.
Suddenly, the door kicks open, and the two brothers enter the room.
“Alright kid, this is it! Come out now, and I'll let you live. Try anything stupid. And I swear by everything you believe in; I will blow your damn head clean off!”
Silence overtakes the room while the two brothers stand there, guns in hand, waiting for Kenji's reply.
“Listen, kid! I don't think my brother Ray enjoys repeating himself. Get out here now!”
Well, it's now or never. Kenji reaches into his bag and grabs his pistol. I always thought I'd go out with a bang. 
“Hey assholes, you guys ever wonder what it's like to be beaten by a kid?” Kenji yells.
“Boy! I'm warning you, come out here now!”
The two brothers poke around the old storefront, trying to find where he’s hiding.
“Not many places to hide, kid! We will find you!” Ray growls, throwing an overturned chair.
The fallen furniture forces the men to walk next to each other to navigate the tight space.
Kenji looks down at his bag one last time and grabs the can full of Tannerite, gripping it tightly.
I only have one chance. I can't screw this up. 
Kenji pulls out his revolver. He takes a deep breath. Rising from his hiding spot, he chucks the can at the brothers. 
“Hey, assholes. Catch this!” And fires his weapon at the can of explosives.
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I've got to hurry! If they get to the kids before I can stop them—
 Hunt collapses for a moment, and his body feels too heavy to carry on. His mind races in a panic, thinking about what Grubbs would do if he had found Regina. I need to stop him. This man can't win. I'll never let that happen!
Hunt slaps himself across the cheeks twice. Get a hold of yourself! 
Brushing off the impending stress, he picks himself up and makes up the lost time by sprinting down the street.
Grubbs is an evil man who used the virus gain power. He knows it was just a matter of time before the children were caught, and the idea of losing his daughter to a man like Grubbs makes his bones shake. He takes every opportunity to destroy anyone or anything in his way. And his only goal is to help W.A.S.T.E build its utopia of impending doom to silence anyone who disagrees with their ideology.
Rick should only be a few minutes away. If I meet up with him, we should double back and get everyone out just in time. I just need to think and act efficiently. These bastards are never going to leave us alone.
After running for what felt like an eternity, Hunt slows down to catch his breath. He scopes out his surroundings, trying to comprehend the area he is approaching. Rick should be right around here. If my memory serves me right, he should be hiding his car somewhere off the road right here.
“Rick! Rick! It's Hunt! I need you to come out, brotha,” Hunt whispers, knowing if the wrong people heard, he was in a world of trouble. “We are in danger, and I don't have time to explain. We need to move!”
Silence is the only response he receives in return. What if he's not here? What if they caught him and I'm walking into a trap? I just left everyone to fend for themselves when they needed me the most. What did I do?
“Rick! Please, Rick, come out. This isn't a joke, please,” Hunt says, his voice thick with sadness.
Hunt stands there silently for just a moment more. Hunt had lost hope and knew he couldn't waste another second. He lets out a grunt and turns around to restart his daunting journey.
“Calm down, Hunt! I'm coming. You know my legs don't move like they used to,” a voice calls from the brush.
“Rick, is that you?” Hunt asks anxiously.
“Well, of course, it is, you idiot.” Rick lets out a light laugh. “Who else would be walking out saying hi to you. What has got your panties in a bunch?”
“Rick things are—”
“The heck? Where is everyone? I was expecting Ace and some kiddos, and I’m stuck here with just your ugly self,” he says, grinning and truly not understanding the issue at hand.
“Rick, cut the shit! The kids and Ace are in danger. W.A.S.T.E is here, and I'm sure it's Grubbs. He found us earlier, and we need to move!”
“Well, why didn't you say so. Let's get a move on!”
~

Rick had rounded up a car and hidden supplies. He pulls some gas cans from his hiding place. “Help me,” Rick says, siphoning some gas from nearby cars. “So we have a full tank and a couple of spare gallons. Follow me!” 
Hunt follows his lead. Once they fill Rick’s cans, they take off toward the car. Hunt looks at his friend and sighs. He’s fast for an older man. Catching up to his former boss and now aging buddy, the two come to the bottom of the hill. Rick jumps into the car.
“Grab a rifle, Hunt. We need to be ready for anything,” Rick says, popping the trunk. “Now, where am I going?”
Hunt quickly chooses a weapon, slams the trunk shut, and runs to the passenger side door.
“Head east. There's a small town not far from here where the rest of the crew is hiding. We can circle back and stop outside. We don't want them to hear us coming.”
“I got this Hunt. I've been waiting for this day for a long while now,” Rick nods at Hunt and he gets into the car. “We'll get them out safely, don't worry.” Rick started the car, put it in drive, and took off down the winding road, burning rubber. “Why is this guy always on us, kid?”
“I don't know, Rick,” Hunt says with a heavy sigh. “Grubbs has wanted the world to be turned upside down since the first day I encountered him. When Bonnie, Ace, and I escaped that military base years ago, that no-good son-of-a-bitch really never let it go. All I've ever wanted was for everything to get better and for everyone to feel safe. Especially now, knowing the severity of this virus and the men responsible for it. I mean, my daughter and I are the only people that could change the world. Who could have imagined this? I would have never let them out of my sight if I knew half of what I know now back then. I passed this curse to her.”
“Hunt, you didn't have a choice,” Rick says, trying to reassure him. “Grubbs has been chasing us forever, and we have lost plenty of good soldiers, men and women alike. This isn't a playground for kids. She was safer inside one of the provinces. We all knew this when it was decided. This wasn't anything anyone could have expected.”
“Yeah, I guess, but-” Hunt takes a deep breath, “-this isn't the life I what I wanted for her.”
“I know, Hunt, but we will get the kiddos and Ace and get the heck out of here. It'll work out. Always does. Right?” 
Hunt looks at Rick, holding out his hand, palm upwards. “Don't leave me hanging, kid! Give me five. We got this!”
Hunt couldn’t leave him hanging, despite the pit in his stomach. He gives him five. And looking Rick in the eye, Hunt yells out, “Right! Let's rescue them and get back to the Nest.”
~

The town appears in the distance, and Hunt instinctively made sure they approach the town from the opposite direction the W.A.S.T.E soldiers arrived.
“Let's leave the car here and move in quietly. We need to go this way,” Hunt says, pointing toward a driveway.
The two exit the car and after only a few steps they heard a loud explosion, only few blocks away.
“Oh no! Rick, we need to hurry!” Hunt said, taking off down the road.
“Ah shoot, Ace. You are always starting trouble, huh?” Rick follows behind, shaking his head, rifle in hand.
The two run down the streets, huddling close to the broken-down buildings, and turned over cars in order to avoid any exposure. As they approached the location where they heard the explosion come from, Hunt sees Grubbs and his men shifting through the rubble.
“We're too late. I'm going to kill him!” Hunt says, gripping his gun and aiming toward the crowd.
“Oh, like hell you are! Get your ass over here and sit down,.” Rick says, grabbing him by the back of the shirt and tugging him to the ground. “We need to watch and see what happened. There are at least half a dozen men there with him and we know nothing. Ace could have just gotten a couple and Grubbs is trying to dig them out. We need to wait and listen.”
Hunt looks disgruntled but understands Rick is right. The two sit quietly, waiting for the outcome of this nerve-wracking moment. Hiding behind a fallen tree, they hear Grubbs scream out his orders.
“Hurry up and find them! If those kids were in there, we need to get them out now! “ He screams, pointing toward the remains of the crumbled brick building. “Azzard will have us all killed if we lose these children. This is a very important task! Dig like your life depends on it, because it does!”
“Yes, General!” the soldiers roar back.
“And find those two traitor bastards. Nobody gets away with killing their own men! We will find them and punish them!” Grubbs yells, raising his fist.
Moments later, a soldier yells out from inside the destroyed building. “I've found someone! I think they're alive!”
Hunt motions Rick forward. “This is our time! If they're distracted, we can ambush them. It's now or never!” He says jumping up.
Rick quickly grabs him and pulls him back.
“What the hell Rick! My little girl could be in there!”
“Yeah, and they won't kill her if she is. They need her alive. I need you to be smart here, kid. We can't go running in, guns blazing. There are seven of them and two of us, and we aren't suited for this. That's the worst hand in poker, my friend, and I don't intend to gamble today.”
Hunt looked angrily toward his friend. “I can't just wait, I can't.”
“It's one of the kids! He's breathing!” They hear a soldier yell out.
“Kenji? Rick, that's Kenji! We need to help him.”
“Not yet. We need to wait, just trust me.” Rick stands his ground and convinces the eager Hunt to stay put. They watch the soldiers continue to dig through the rubble, pulling Kenji to the surface. “See Hunt, they got him. Let's wait and see what happens. We got to play this smart.”
“We found the brothers as well! They are over here! They don't look so good!”
Rick whispers. “See? There is a lot more going on right now. Didn't I teach you and Ace better than this?”
“Ah, quiet down, old timer. I'm not here for a lecture. Besides, this is different,” Hunt says with his eyes straight forward. “Kenji’s in trouble and we don't know where the others are. But you're right, we need a plan to figure out what's going on. Maybe Ace and Regina weren't in that building.”
Two men carry Kenji’s limp body out of the debris and place him on the hood of a rusted 2020 Toyota Rav4. A young woman exits the car and tends to his wounds, but not before handcuffing him. Two men approach and put Kenji into the trunk of the car.
“General! They are over here,” a soldier yells from a tall tower of crumbled bricks.
“Those are the brothers, Hunt! Gennaro and Raymond!” Rick says in shock.
“Cuff 'em and throw their sorry asses in the back of the truck,” Grubbs directs. “And rough them up along the way, why don't ya? Let that be a lesson! Shooting one of my soldiers! They’re going to feel that mistake for a long time.”
“What the heck? They are all supposed to be on W.A.S.T.E payroll,” Hunt says. “Looks like someone wants to be the one in charge.”
Grubbs celebrates Kenji’s capture with a loud howl that echoed down the street. “Come and get me Hunt!”
“Oh, I will,” Hunt growls under his breath.




Chapter 39







Finding Kenji


2036
Ace and Regina run further into town. The fall weather had filled the trees with an array of brittle and fading colored leaves. Any other time, she would have wanted to stop and draw the beautiful scenery. But Regina can't stop herself from thinking about Kenji. If I leave him now. I will have abandoned my mother and my best friend. I can't leave him, I just can't! I hope he is okay. 
Regina couldn't walk more than a few steps without her mind drifting off about Kenji. She feels sick. No! I won't let anything happen to Kenji.
“Stop! We are going back for him!” Regina screams.
“Quiet down, Regina! Do you want everyone to know where we are?” Ace rushes over to her. “I told you I would go back for him. Let's just get you to a safer place first.”
“I will not quiet down!” she says and crosses her arms and stands firm. “I am not leaving him behind. It wasn't his job to protect me, it's yours. And... and you need to save him, too, Mr. Ace!”
Regina’s words left Ace stunned. He looked at her, and no longer saw the little girl he knew so well.
“Regina, I told you I would get him.”
“We need to go now. He needs me.” 
Tears fill her eyes, and one ran down her left cheek. “Regina, I promised your dad I would keep you safe. I can't go against that,” Ace pleads with her, his locked hands behind his head. “If you get hurt, I won't be able to live with myself. The situation is getting to me, Regina, and my stress levels are through the roof.”
Sweat pools on his forehead and worry lines around his eyes. He knew Regina was putting him in a tough position.
“Well, Mr. Ace, you have two options. Either we go back and find Kenji together, or I run away where nobody can find me. And then you have to come after me anyhow. The choice is yours.” Regina says, lifting her chin.
Regina throws her bag over her shoulder and puts her left hand on her hip.
Ace rubs his face and concedes, “Okay, okay, Ms. Stone. We will go look for him. You need to know going in, things are going to get messy.”
“Things are going to get messy? What have they been so far? I don't care what it takes, we need to save my friend!” 
Regina's passion blazes off her. And Ace knows Kenji means more to Regina than just a friend.
Ace reorganizes his gear. “Do you remember what we taught you?” Ace says, pulling out a pistol from his bag. “You will need this for emergencies only.”
Regina shook her head and grabs the gun with deft hands.
“Quick review,” Ace says. “The basics first.” 
Ace takes his gun and demonstrates. “This is your safety. The gun is already loaded, so you don't have to worry about that part. This is the trigger. Keep your finger off the trigger unless you plan on pulling it and only pull it if your life is in danger. You need to flip the safety before it will shoot. Use both hands and breathe slowly before firing. Understand?”
Regina grips the gun in both hands. “Right side mirror. Left headlight.”
Turning toward a burned out car, she flips the safety and fires twice. 
Ace whistles long and low. Two holes shattered the driver’s side mirror and the passenger headlight. “Yes sir, I do understand. I won't be dumb. I promise safety first, this is a last resort thing. But if they try to hurt Kenji...”
Ace blinks. “Understood.”
Regina switches on the safety and puts the pistol in her waistband. “Well then, Ms. Stone. I've got my rifle. That will keep us safe. You stay with me, and we will find Kenji. My guess is Grubbs went toward that explosion. Let's move to the central command they set up and get an idea of things.”
“Sounds good! Let's do this!”
The two of them head back toward the W.A.S.T.E outpost. Regina tries to conceal the grin spreading across her face from Ace. For once she is being treated like an adult. I can do this. I won't let Kenji down! He needs me.
Block by block, Regina senses Ace is increasingly worried. Things are different this time. This is weird. Last time Ace and Hunt dealt with these people, they were so composed. I wonder why he's more afraid now.
“Let's stop here,” he whispers as they approached a fence. “I can see Grubbs and a few men getting out of some military vehicles. It looks like they have some people tied up.”
“Let me see, let me see!” Regina says, trying to lean over the side of the fence. “It could be Kenji!”
Ace holds her back and turns her around aggressively. “Quiet down! You are following my lead, remember? Let me get a good look.” 
Ace knew he upset Regina. Adjusting his tone to calm her nerves, he says, “This isn't a game anymore, Ms. Stone. This is life and death, and we have zero room for error. I promised you could come with me, but you can't put us in danger. Let me see what is going on and we will make adjustments as a team from there.”
Ace peers over the fence, surveying the area. “Okay, I see what looks to be seven men in total. There are three vehicles visible, and everyone is well armed. Wait a minute, I think Kenji is one of the prisoners tied up!” Ace says with some hope.
“You see, Kenji! Let’s go,” Regina screams out in excitement. 
This is my chance to show him I'm strong. I can protect him; I can show everyone I'm just as tough as them.
“Shh! How many times do I need to tell you to quiet down Regina? We don't want to get caught! I promise I'll do everything I can. I've known Kenji for half his life, and I plan for that fraction to grow closer to a full integer. “You remember math, Ms. Stone?”
Regina remembers sitting in math class and for a split second she is somewhere else before snapping back to answer her former principal. “Yeah, I aced that class,” she says with a grin.
Ace lets out a light laugh. “Well then, you'll see we are a little outnumbered here. Look, Regina, I need you to trust my plan, and we need to stick to it. Can I count on you?
“You can count on me, Mr. Ace,” she says with some excitement. I can do this! Kenji I'm coming!
Ace and Regina creep down the length of the fence and lie underneath a turned over truck. Peeking through a gap created by the cab of the truck and truck bed, they have a clean view of Grubbs and his men.
Two of Grubbs’ men carry Kenji from a car to a large, green tent. “Keep looking,” Grubbs orders the other five men. “She’s here somewhere! Find her!”
“Kenji! That's Kenji!” Regina says, nudging Ace.
“I saw him too, Regina. But did you also see the other two handcuffed people walking behind him?” Ace replies.
“Yeah, but I saw Kenji. What else matters?”
“If those were who I think they were, Grubbs just betrayed some very dangerous men. The brothers. Man, this just got interesting.” Ace knows their odds of survival just got a little better. “They are supposed to be on W.A.S.T.E payroll now.”
“And now they are tied up, so two fewer people for us to worry about. How do we save him?” Regina says, not understanding the magnitude of the situation. 
Her heart beats faster with each second that passes now that Kenji is out of sight.
“You might be right there, but an even scarier man is going to come looking for his employees soon,” Ace whispers, and reaches to his side and adjusts his rifle.
Four soldiers approached a vehicle and get in, one carries a briefcase. He sits shotgun and the soldiers speed off into the abyss down the road.
“By my math, Mr. Ace, our odds just got a lot better,” Regina said.”
“Right again Ms. Stone. Follow me and remember to stay alert, stay aware, and—”
“Be focused,” Regina says, cutting him off. “Let's do this!”
“You are going to need to go in first and distract them, but don't worry, I won't let them hurt you,” Ace whispers.
“Distract them? How am I supposed to distract men with guns?”
“The guns are irrelevant; they need you alive.” 
Regina still looked unsure. 
“I’ll keep their attention on me for seven minutes and you get Kenji to safety and the mission will be complete. We can't be loud, or the others will come back, so only use that pistol if it's completely necessary. I'll give you the signal when it's safe to cross the street. Move carefully from house to house and remain hidden until you get in there.”
“Sir, yes sir!” I just need to be alert, aware, and focused, just like Mr. Ace says. Kenji, I'll see you in seven minutes.
Ace crawls out of their hiding spot and moves into position first.
Alright just wait for Ace's signal. Don't mess this up. I see two soldiers walking our way. Oh, and that's Grubbs walking into the tent where they brought Kenji. I need to sneak around back and get a good line of sight. I'll save you Kenji, I promise.
Ace’s moves are quick and precise. He takes advantage of the small window of time to advance closer to the tents. He lifts his hand, two fingers in the air.
Is that the signal? No way, not yet. Regina's nerves put her in a temporary state of shock. Just focus, you can do this!
He makes a fist then releases his two fingers one by one and Regina knows it is time to go.
Move, move, move! I can do this; I can do this. 
Regina sprints as fast as she can while crouching. Weaving through the abandoned cars, she makes it to the other side.
Sweet, I made it! She waves at Mr. Ace. She smiles and gives him a thumbs up. The countdown has started. Mr. Ace said he would give her seven minutes. The race is on.
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Seven minutes. That’s all I have to save Kenji. Seven minutes and only two possible outcomes. Phew. I can do this. I should go about two blocks down and then cut across. I need to distance myself from Ace before I can move in.
Regina approaches the camp, her hands as steady as they’ve ever been. There is a hill that leads down to the well-hidden tents that are camouflaged underneath the canopies of the trees. I think I should have four minutes remaining, need to make them count. 
Staying close to shrubbery, she moves unseen until she was behind the tent they saw Grubbs and Kenji enter, peeking from the tree line.
I made it! I just need to wait. Mr. Ace said he would make it clear when I should come out, right? Wait, no, he said, go in first and signal him. I can't remember. Either way, Kenji is right there. I know it. Maybe I can sneak in and get him. 
Regina makes her way over the hilltop, looking down at the command center W.A.S.T.E had has created. Seeing nobody around, she makes her move. I can do this; I can do this!
Making her way across the street, she stops outside one tent. “Okay, okay, I can do this, don't be afraid,” she repeats under her breath. Knowing she is moments away from seeing Kenji again, she can’t help but be excited. Grabbing her stuff and checking everything over, she thinks of the situation at hand. Mr. Ace hasn't made any noise. I don't know if that's a good or a bad thing. Damn, I wish I asked more questions. What if I turn the corner and everyone is there! What would I do? Wait, I have my pistol!
Regina pulls out her pistol and clicks off the safety. I'm going to count to three and then I'll do this! Right? She starts to doubt herself. I mean, I can do this! Kenji needs me, Mr. Ace needs me! Okay, here we go.
She turns the corner to find two men strapped down right in front of her. Don't scream, don't scream. Oh my word, what the heck is this? Are they blindfolded? These men look half beaten to death. Are these the guys that Ace was saying are dangerous? They look so helpless. 
She hears sounds coming from the tent. And Regina worries. Gripping her pistol tightly, she holds it to her chest and tiptoes around the bound men.
“Kenji,” she exclaims. 
Regina races to the front of the tent. Kenji is tied up and blindfolded as well. 
“How could they do this to you? You are so hurt. Let's get you untied quickly.”
Pulling the tape from his mouth, Kenji lets out a huge breath. Panting and gasping for breath, he looks up and whispers, “Thank you.” 
Kenji is battered and groans in pain.
“Can you move? Mr. Ace should have them distracted. I can get you out of here,” Regina asks gently, and unties him.
 Kenji moans painfully at every touch. 
I did it! I found him. I'll save him. We will run and be able to get away. I can do this!
“Regina,” Kenji mutters under his breath. “Check on Ace. I hear something.”
Regina jumps up, gun drawn, prepared to protect them. She slowly creeps toward the tent flap and peers out. “Oh no, Mr. Ace! Kenji, Mr. Ace is in trouble. We have to do something,” she said, worried. 
Outside the tent, Ace fights with Grubbs, and his bleeding face shows he’s losing badly.
“You think you’re so smart huh, Russ?” Grubbs says, standing above his beaten foe. “I should make you beg some more for this. Let me wind this kick up really quick.” 
Grubbs steps back from Ace's body and gives a full kick to his stomach.
“Please, stop, I can't,” Ace winces out, trying to catch his breath.
“You can't what, you maggot! You kill two of my men. You try and sneak up and kill me and expect mercy?” He roars, taking another kick at Ace’s broken body.
“I can't breathe please.” Ace grovels, rolling into a ball.
“Well, maybe you should have had your friend Hunt try to stop me. Instead of you and that little kid you had with you. He's dead, by the way, Ace. You let that little boy die to protect something you know nothing about. You let Hunt take that damn girl elsewhere while you stayed back, didn't you!”
Grubbs walks toward a crate. “You know what, Ace? I got something special for you. Instead of shooting you or beating you to a pulp, like I want to so badly, I have a treat for you. I mean, I treated you so damn well when you came to D.C. and for what?! For you to turn on me for some no-good son-of-a-bitch like Hunt! I mean dammit man, look where that got you!”
Grubbs kneels down, unlocking the crate, and pulls out a needle. “This will be perfect for you, Ace. I want you to experience the virus we whipped up here at W.A.S.T.E. A good, old-fashioned way to die.” 
“What the hell did you just say, Grubbs? What do you mean, ‘whipped up?’ Did you guys plan this?”
“Did you think Japan could really pull off something like this? America had a plan this whole time to eliminate the masses and unite us under one central government. Nobody expected what we had in store following the aftermath, not even us. All we knew was we would follow our one true leader, Azzard, into anything. He has done great things, Russ, and now you'll get to experience some of it.”
Grubbs walks toward Ace with a sinister grin. “Say goodbye, Ace.” 
Grubbs stands over his body with a smile.
Ace is stunned and barely able to move. Looking up toward Grubbs and trying to catch his breath, he spits on his boots.
“Stay down maggot!” Grubbs says, kicking him one last time.
“Sir, is everything okay?” a voice crackles over the radio. “We thought we heard some commotion at camp.”
Grubbs looks down, grabbing his radio. “Ah, everything is fine now. I found the traitor, and it looks like—”
Suddenly, a loud bang rocks their eardrums. Then there was silence. Grubbs’ eyes widen and his body slowly falls to the floor. Landing on his knees, he turned to see Regina with her pistol in hand.
“Why you lit—tle!” Grubbs gurgles, but before he could finish, another shot rings out. Then another. 
And he falls face-first to the floor. “Mr. Ace!” Regina screams as she runs toward her mentor. “Mr. Ace, are you okay? I can't believe I didn't come sooner. I was afraid. I didn't know what to do. I just, I just...” 
Regina babbles as she frantically moves toward Ace, helping him to his feet. Static comes from Grubbs’ radio.
“Sir! Sir! We heard gunshots. We are on our way back!”
“Ahh crap,” Ace groans, grabbing his ribs. “We need to move—and fast. Quickly! Help me to one of those military trucks. Check for the keys.”
Before they can move, a noise stops them in their tracks. Ace turns and forces Regina behind him. “Give me your pistol now, Regina.” Ace says, reaching behind him. 
She places it in his hand, taking cover behind him. “Stay back, please. I will let you take me, but the child must...”
Before Ace can finish his sentence, Hunt and Rick emerge from the tent. They are dragging the tied-up brothers behind them with Kenji stumbling behind.
“Ace, you son of a gun. Where you really going to give up?” Rick says with smile. “Looks like they beat the hell out of you huh kiddo.”
“Rick! Hunt! You guys are late.” Ace says, coughing up a little blood. “They have some guys on the way back. We need to get moving. I can't run too fast.”
“Dad!” Regina exclaims, running toward Hunt. “Dad, I want to leave now. I want to get Kenji and leave right now.”
“That we can do, hun. Follow us. We have a car hidden on the outskirts of town.” Hunt says, pointing. “We can move around and get the car.”
“Hunt, I got to tell you something,” Ace says, leaning down and grabbing the needle from Grubbs’ lifeless hand. “Grubbs was saying something about W.A.S.T.E making the virus. He was about to inject me with this crap.”
“Dammit, Ace, you got him. You finally got him,” Hunt breathes, and a smile came across Hunt’s face. 
He was in disbelief that the man that had been chasing him for years was finally dead. The weight lifted off his shoulders, and he rubbed the back of his dirty hair.
“Hunt, pay attention. W.A.S.T.E created the virus, and it wasn't me who got him. Your kid saved me,” Ace says, pointing to Regina. “We need to move now, Hunt, before they get back. I'll explain it all later.”
“Dammit! What the hell happened?” Hunt mutters under his breath. 
“Alright everyone, let's move. Ace, we are taking these two as prisoners. They know too much.” Hunt says, pointing to Raymond and Gennaro.
“If we want to take them, we gotta move. Five of Grubbs’ men are on their way back here right now. We need to go now! No more discussing,” Ace orders, and hobbles toward the vehicles. “They have the keys in them. Everyone get in one and let's go.”
“Follow me, Ace!” Rick yells, jumping in one.” “We've got a car hidden with supplies. I'm not leaving that behind.”
Hunt, Regina, Ace and Kenji pile in, one by one. Rick takes the brothers and ties them in. Ripping off the tape from their mouths. “Now I'm trusting you guys for reasons I don't know. Pull any funny business and I won't hesitate to throw you out.”
Raymond and Gennaro looked at each other, then back at Rick. “We are going to help you guys. Screw those no-good wannabes. They left us to die and were going to kill us. No funny business here. We're with you,” Raymond says, spitting to the side.
“What my brother said.” Gennaro whispered.
As they pull away, bullets fire from behind them. “Get them! Don't let them get away,” a soldier screams, firing his rifle.
“Move, move, move!” Rick says, stomping on the gas.
Regina tucks her head, hiding under Hunt’s arm. “Drive Hunt drive!” I hope we make it!
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“Keep firing, men!” 
The soldiers scream as Hunt and his group drive away.
“Dammit! We only have a few trucks here. We can't risk losing these people. I need someone to get in touch with Azzard now!” Grubbs’ second barks, now in control of the unit.
“Yes, Seargeant!” one solider replies. “What would you like me to report?”
“Tell him that Grubbs failed, and it cost him his life. We are getting our gear together and going back home. We've lost too many and I can't risk us losing any more,” the Sargent exclaims.
The soldiers frown but follow their orders. The sergeant walks to Grubbs’ body and whispers, “You failed again, you no good loser. Azzard was a fool to trust you over me.”
“Sergeant Houston!” a soldier hollers. “I have reported to Azzard. He wants us to get what we can and leave now. I mentioned Grubbs and the brothers. He is not happy.”
“What did you expect, Private?” Sargent Houston says. “This dumb bastard right here just cost us our vaccine. Just get the damn gear and let's get going. We've got two vehicles and we need to hurry back before Hunt comes for us. We wouldn't be ready, and we can't let them find that out.”
“Yes sir!”
The soldier quickly moves away as Sergeant Houston takes one last look at Grubbs before following behind him. “Embarrassment,” he said as he spits on Grubbs’ body. 
The soldiers grab their gear and head into the vehicles, Sergeant Houston calls out, “Riding home, boys! Let's move!”
~

Regina watches the trucks ride off into the distance, to her relief, in the opposite direction they were heading. “Hey dad?” Regina asks as they drive down the road. “Do you think it's over?”
Hunt looks toward his daughter and smiles. “It is for now, kiddo. Let's get you to the Nest and let you see your mom. I bet she really misses you right now. Sound like a plan?”
“Yeah, it does!” she yells excitedly. 
I can't believe I did it. I saved Kenji! Maybe this will finally be over, and I can live a normal life again.
The group follows Rick as they maneuver through the wrecked town. They arrive shortly at the car and supplies Rick and Hunt had hidden before entering town. One by one, they exit their vehicles, look at each other and sigh, collapsing on the ground.
“They aren’t coming after us,” Hunt says, resting his face in his hands. “Regina and I saw them speed off after shooting at us. By the way, everyone good?” He asks, looking at the group.
“I'm good,” Rick answers. “The two menaces will be fine, too. They have said little other than that they promise to help us. I'll be honest, Hunt, I don't feel too good about that. These bastards have killed a lot of people.”
“I agree,” Ace chimes in, staggering out of his vehicle. “They really have been a huge trouble for us in the past. Kenji told me what they were saying to him as they were chasing him. We're lucky he's alive right now.”
“I'm good, Ace,” Kenji says. He sits next to Regina and rests his head on her shoulder. “I need some water and some sleep.”
“Are you going to act like we can't hear you,” Raymond says, angrily. “My brother and I want nothing to do with those guys. They have no respect for our talents.”
“And what talents are those? Killing people,” Regina yells, fire roaring in her eyes. “I've heard the stories about you— and look at Kenji! He's barely breathing right now. You guys had better start begging for your life or I'm going to kill you myself!”
“Regina!” Hunt exclaims. 
Ace quickly motions to his friend to be silent. “Let her speak, old man. She’s earned the right.”
“I will say my peace! Forget them. I'm being serious. These no-good people have come here and hurt my family and my friends. They have scared me, and I've seen the look you get anytime someone mentions their name. They cannot be trusted!”
“What if I told you I could get you in striking distance of the big man?” Gennaro says softly.
“Speak up!” Regina yells, as her face turns red.
“Little girl, my brother is in a lot of pain. He's tied up and, like your friend over there, barely breathing.”
“Speak for yourself!” Kenji interjects with a wince.
“What do you mean?” Regina says, eyeing the pair.
“The adults are talking,” Raymond snaps, and turns to Hunt. “What he said is he could get you in touch with the big man. Or am I still talking to this little girl you got here?”
“Shut up! I'm not a little—”
“Alright, Regina. Calm down, let me think,” Hunt says, interrupting his daughter. “What do you mean, you can get me to the big guy? You mean Azzard?”
“Well, give my brother some water, untie us, and we will talk.”
“I'm not going to untie shit. I'll do you the courtesy of some water, but you will not get my kindness or trust just like that. Rick, get them some from the truck. Kenji gets his first,” Hunt says.
“You’re telling me you don't want Azzard? You think Grubbs was the man behind all this? Man, you guys really are small time. I can't believe he’s worried about you,” Raymond chuckles.
“Shut up Raymond, I know about Azzard. How can we get to him? And how do I know you’re not tricking me right now?”
“Look at us Hunt, You won, okay? There isn't anything we can do other than die or help you achieve your goal. Ours have been forgotten and misplaced long ago.”
Hunt looks around at everyone in his group, knowing he needs to make a choice. “Let's load up. We're taking everyone to the Nest. Get the brothers in the truck with Rick and Kenji. Ace, you okay to drive in that thing?”
“Yeah, I'll make it. Give me the kid, though. I need to talk to her. You ride in the back of the truck to make sure they don't do any funny shit. Keep my man Kenji safe,” Ace says, loading up some gear. “I need to hurry and get somewhere I can rest.”
“Agreed, brother, agreed,” Hunt says, patting Ace on the back. “Let's get moving. No need to wait and see if they come back.”
“They won't be back. You won, Hunt. You scared the crap out of those soldiers. They've heard the stories and now they’ve seen the aftermath. Whether it was you or that girl that killed Grubbs, it will be in your name,” Raymond says as Rick pushes him toward the truck.
“Shut up and get inside. I got these two. Drain the gas from the vehicles and let's go.”
The group gathers their things and starts the cars.
“Move out!” Hunt yells, hitting the roof of the truck.
The group takes off. They drive for hours before turning off at an exit marked Roanoke. 
Regina and Ace sit in silence for most of the trip. Ace mostly keeps his head forward and tries to keep his focus on the road. Regina kills time by drawing in her notebook.
I can't believe this really happened. I mean, who would have thought Mr. Ace, the goofy teacher, was a superhero. This man saved my life time and time again. I can't believe I have a dad and Kenji now. Rick seems nice.
“What are you drawing there, kiddo?”
“Kiddo now? No more Ms. Stone? I kind of liked that. Makes me feel like an adult.”
Ace smiles and looked at her. “Hey Ms. Stone, what are you drawing?”
“Ah, nothing, just some stuff.” She laughs. “Mr. Ace, why did you want me to ride with you? You know I'm not afraid of those guys, right?”
“It's not that Regina, I mean Ms. Stone. Look, you saved my life by taking another. That isn't something that's easy to do. I know that took a lot of courage for you, so I wanted to say thank you and I haven't figured out how to yet.”
“Well, you kind of just did, Mr. Ace. And you’re welcome, by the way,” she says, smiling. “It wasn't easy. I watched him hitting you for what felt like forever. Then he got that needle and my heart stopped. I couldn't wait and I just did what you said, ‘Only if it's my last resort.’”
“Well Ms. Stone, thank you. We're about to pull up to the Nest now, so get your stuff in order. Your mom and Uncle Basil are inside.”
“Wait, my Uncle Basil?” 
Where has he been this whole time??
“Yeah, he's here. Your uncle is an important part of the operation. We have a group of people protecting The Nest and your mother and uncle should be here somewhere.” 
And see my mom. I miss her. I bet she is so scared. I am going to apologize so much for this. I'll be in so much trouble.
They drive for another ten minutes, and they pull into a building with a huge red sign reading, Hotel Roanoke.
 “This is the spot, Ms. Stone.” 
The building is run down and covered in vines but, as they pull up, soldiers appear from all sides. “Rick!” she hears a voice call.
“Let them get through here. Park the cars and bring the gear inside. These folks need some medical attention and rest,” Rick yells to the group. 
They all exit the cars and follow behind Rick. Through the main door, they enter the hotel’s old lobby.
“Room 320, sir,” a woman says as they walk by. 
Rick turns the corner, and everyone follows up the stairs.
Regina looks around in awe. We did it. Everyone is here. We did it.
As they approached the third floor, Rick faces the group. “Alright Raymond. I've been more than fair to you and your brother. Basil is in here, and I need you to get us connected to Azzard right away. Understand?”
They nod their heads and follow behind him. As they approached the door, it opens abruptly. Standing in the doorway is a small man wearing a lab coat and bunny slippers. Regina's eyes widen.
“Regina! I’m still so taken by your resemblance to your father. Just a little female Trevor, aren’t you,” Uncle Basil says, his eyes magnified by thick, circular glasses. “I can’t wait to study you.”
Hunt walks up behind them and sighs. “Basil,” Hunt groans. “A ‘Hello, niece. It’s nice to meet you,’ would be a bit more appropriate.”
Basil rubs his nose. “Well, that simply isn’t true. I’ve met her already as a child. And I truly cannot wait to study her...”
Regina’s brows rose.
Basil clears his throat. “With her consent, of course.”
“He’s a bit eccentric,” Ace whispers. “But you’ll get used to it.”
“Are they here?”
Her mother’s voice floats past her brother. Hunt rushes past Basil and into the room.
“Bonnie is that you?” Is that really you?” Hunt says in amazement.
Bonnie rushes to his side, taking his hands. They stared at each other in stunned silence, so much love between them.
“Mom!” Regina bursts into the room.
Regina hugs her mother and Hunt draws them both into his arms. Suddenly, a loud alarm sounds and the lights turn down. Red alert bulbs flash all around them. “Mom,” Regina cries. “What’s happening?”
Static crackles from the loudspeaker. “This is not a drill–” a voice calls and cuts off.
“Hey, Hunt! I hate to break up this reunion,” Azzard’s distorted voice breaks through the announcement. “I have a surprise for you.”
“What’s happening?” Regina sobs, holding her parents tighter.
“Trevor?”
Hunt’s blood runs cold.
“Trevor,” the weak voice calls out.
“Who is that?” Bonnie says, pulling on Hunt’s sleeve.
Hunt’s heart races, and tears fill his eyes. “It can’t be.”
“Why don't you come outside so that I can see your pretty face. I got something I want to show you,” Azzard’s slick, oily voice calls.
~

Hunt sprints to the front of the compound. In the distance, an AV HB-Harriet III aircraft sits on the lawn. Under normal circumstances, Hunt would have marveled at the helicopter-airplane hybrid. But today, he can only glare at the machine. “There you are, Hunt,” Azzard calls through the aircraft speaker.
The front hatch opens as Bonnie, Ace, and the rest file in behind Hunt. Azzard walks down the ramp followed by dozens of guards, one pushing a wheelchair with a bent-over, elderly man strapped to it. “Impossible,” Ace breathes, walking to Hunt’s side.
“I have a little bargain for you,” Azzard yells. 
“Who is that, Dad?” Regina says, taking Hunt’s hand.
“Pops,” Hunt breathes.
Bonnie gasps. 
“Wait, that’s not the Pops, is it, Dad?” Regina chokes.
“What do you want Azzard,” Hunt yells, his fists clenching.
His father looks so old. The state of him is as shocking as him still being alive. How did he survive?
“What do I want?” Azzard chuckles. “What do I want!”
Regina swallows as the terrifying man stares her down. Bonnie shoves her daughter behind her. “I want to save the world, you idiots,” Azzard barks.
“You want to run it, you son-of-a-bitch,” Ace screams.
People file out of the Nest, guns drawn. “Hand over my father,” Hunt demands.
“It would be my honor,” Azzard grins. “His moderately immune blood saved him but won’t supply the world with antibody treatments. But her...”
His long and spindly finger jabs toward Regina. “She’ll be harvested for decades and save millions.”
“Over my dead body,” Hunt screams, charging forward.
Ace grabs his friend and holds him back. Pops lifts his head and shakes it at his son. “Don’t do it, boy.”
“Shut it,” Azzard yells and smacks Pops.
The old man’s body slumps, and Hunt roars. Regina sobs in her mother’s arms as the lawn of the Nest fills with dozens of armed renegades. “You’re a bit outnumbered, Azzard,” Ace shouts, his arms still are wrapped around Hunt’s chest. “We’ll just be taking the gentleman from you now. Dumb move coming here.”
Azzard sighs and pulls a cellphone from his pocket. “I’ll leave,” he chuckles. “That’s fine. But I will level this complex with one phone call. I have birds in the sky ready to strike. And you’ll be left with nothing. On the run. Again.”
Nervous murmurs overtake the crowd. “And I will find her, anyway. And you know it.”
“I’ll kill you!” Hunt screams.
Angry voices erupt from the lawn, and others run back into the building, yelling. “Evacuate. Evacuate!”
It was utter chaos. People run screaming while others took aim at Azzard and his team.
“Stop!”
Regina peels herself from her mother. “Just stop,” she weeps, wiping her nose on her sleeve.
She walks toward Azzard. “Regina, no,” Hunt yells, grabbing her arm, and she rips it away.
“Enough of this,” Regina cries. “All he wants is me. All this death is because of me. I’m tired, dad. If I don’t go with him, this place and all these people will die. And then more will die to protect me–”
“Regina, no. Please,” Kenji says, limping toward to her.
Tears stream down his face. She takes his hand. “If I go, millions, maybe billions, will live. I’ve been thinking about this for a while, and I’ve made my choice.”
A grin slides across Azzard’s plastic-looking face. Regina turns to leave. Footsteps crunch on the grass in a sprint. Regina’s feet come off the ground as a person rushes past her and shoves her backward. “Take aim,” Azzard shouts as Hunt runs toward his enemy.
“Take me,” Hunt says, falling to his knees in front of the madman.
Bonnie grabs Regina and yanks her back. “Dad, no!”
“Hunt!” Ace screams.
“Take me,” Hunt bargains. “And I promise, none of these people will interfere. The raids will stop. You can create your treatments and use me for whatever you want.”
Azzard sniffs and cracks his neck. “And you just trust that I will hold up my end of the deal?”
Hunt glances over his shoulder. His family and friends watch in shocked silence. “Azzard, I am a man of my word. And though I loathe you and everything you stand for; I know you honor your word too.”
“Oh, Trevor,” his father whispers beside him.
Hunt crawls to his dad, placing a hand on his cheek. “Pops? I’ve missed you so much. If I’d known you were alive–”
Pops raises a liver-spotted hand to silence him. “Knowing you were alive kept me going, kid,” Pops says with a smile. “But please don’t do this. I’m old. I’ve lived my life.” 
Azzard twists his mouth and blinks. “Release the old man.”
Pops is thrown to the ground. And Hunt takes his place next to Azzard. “But she hasn’t lived hers,” Hunt says sadly.
“No,” Regina screams, and Kenji pulls her into his arms.
Azzard and his team walk Hunt inside the aircraft, and the hatch raises, locking them inside. Everyone gathered outside the Nest on the lawn stares in awe as the massive aircraft’s propellers lift it from the grass. Everyone covers their ears and braces against the prop wash. The props turn and thrust the aircraft forward. And as quickly as they came, Azzard left with Trevor Hunt onboard.
~

The wind lifts Regina’s chestnut hair. The air smells fresh and dry despite the oncoming winter. Dead leaves litter the ground and crunch beneath her feet as she climbs the hill to her favorite drawing spot. Her drawing pads are tucked under her arm gingerly, the needle marks created by Basil and his team are always sore. But the pain is worth it. They will fight Azzard by taking away his control. And that control lies in the cure. A cure that flows through Regina’s veins. 
Turning down the path, Regina finds she is not alone. Mr. Ace sits beneath her tree, writing in his journal. So engrossed, he didn’t hear her approach. “What are you writing about today?” Regina asks. And the man she loves like family jumps.
“Regina,” he says, clutching his chest. “I’m writing about our journey. And our plans moving forward.”
Regina nods and sits beside him. A large lake twinkles in the distance. The earth, when not being desecrated by man, spins in silent beauty. The trees and animals take no notice of the plight of humans. And that peace fills Regina with solace. 
“I’m going to get him,” Mr. Ace says suddenly.
Regina nods again, taking in his words. They had all been thinking it. Which one of them would announce their departure to certain death to save the one they loved: their son, father, husband, and friend.
“Well,” Regina sighs. “Good timing. My testing is complete. Uncle Basil says he figured out a way to duplicate my DNA or something, so he doesn’t need my veins for now.”
Mr. Ace laughs. “You’re not coming.”
Regina laughs back. “It’s cute you think I’m not. Listen, Uncle Russ, I’m not a kid anymore. After six months of Nest training, I’m kind of a lethal big-deal.”
Mr. Ace opens his mouth to argue. “And,” Regina interrupts. “Doing this alone is a death sentence. So, I’m coming.”
“Me too,” Kenji’s voice sneaks up from behind them.
“Welcome to the war meeting,” Regina smiles, and he sits beside her, taking Regina’s hand.
Mr. Ace rolls his eyes. “I doubt I can talk you two out of this.”
“Nope,” the teenagers say in tandem.
“Oh,” Regina adds. “And my mom will be sure to tag along. So prepare yourself.”
Mr. Ace shakes his head. “So what’s the plan, Mr. Ace?” Kenji asks.
“It’s all in here,” Mr. Ace says, holding up the journal. “I’ll fill you in over dinner, and we leave first thing in the morning.”
The teenagers nod and stare out over the lake. 
“Tomorrow,” Regina nods. “Tomorrow, we save my dad.”
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