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				“We’re going to have to run okay? I’ll carry you, but you’ve got to promise you won’t look. No matter what you hear, no matter what you feel, you have to keep your eyes shut extra tight and you can’t open them ’til I say. Understand?”
			

			
				“Yeth,” she said.
			

			
				Screams sounded outside the door they hid behind. A powerful humming vibrated the door and the walls. He didn’t want to leave this uninhabited home, a quiet refuge amid chaos.
			

			
				“Mithter? Are we gonna die? Like mommy and daddy?” Her eyes swam with fear and her diminutive body trembled.
			

			
				Heart aching, he forced a smile, all twitchy and shaky, “You can call me Jack, remember?”
			

			
				“Thorry. I forgot.”
			

			
				“That’s okay. You ready to go, sweetie?”
			

			
				“Yeth,” she said and held up her arms with the type of trust only children have.
			

			
				He picked her up and she buried her face into his chest. He took a moment to build his courage before he opened the door. He was hungry, thirsty, and he knew she must be feeling the same though she never complained. He hoped they would find food where they were going. He hoped they could still get in. He never figured he would be in a situation with such uncertainty, where every decision would be a life or death one. He prepared himself to open the door. There was no way for him to know if they would make it ten steps before they were devoured alive. If they tried to stay inside, they would find their way in. Or, he and the girl would die from thirst and starvation. Either option was untenable.
			

			
				“Jack?”
			

			
				Startled from his reverie, he smiled down at her.
			

			
				“Yes?”
			

			
				“Where are we going?”
			

			
				“Someplace safe honey.”
			

			
				“That would be nith. Daddy thaid no place wath thafe.”
			

			
				“Close your eyes now and when you open them, that’s where we’ll be, someplace safe.”
			

			
				She squeezed her eyes shut and mashed her face against him.
			

			
				They were so close. It would be such a tragedy to die now, two hundred yards from safety. He took a few deep breaths, opened the door, and ran out into a storm of swirling wings and sharp teeth.
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				. . . . .
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Jack’s Fun Facts: It is estimated ten quintillion insects live on the planet. That is a ten followed by nineteen zeroes. There are two hundred million insects for every one person on the planet. Those figures do not include spiders.
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				. . . . .
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				When he was a kid, Jack lived beside an eccentric couple his father referred to as those people next door. His father knew their names, even spoke to them with civility, but at the dinner table he would narrate with rolling eyes and “Guess what those people next door are up to now…” His father was in storytelling heaven for one month in the summer when those people next door were building something in their backyard. During that time his father could be seen pretending to work on the garden or mow the lawn in the backyard while trying to peer through the slats in the fence and muttering unintelligible nonsense under his breath. Jack’s mother joked that his father had never been so tanned and the garden never looked so good. When his mother asked his father why didn’t he just go next door and ask what they were building instead of sniffing around the backyard like a dog looking for a place to crap, he just raised his eyebrows, feigned hurt feelings and said, “I’m not snooping! There is a lot of work to be done! I’m just being proactive about it so you don’t feel the pressing need to nag me. Even though I know there is never a short supply of things for you to nag me about.” His mother just glared at his dad with a knowing smirk on her face and arms crossed until his dad heard a noise from next door, perked his head up and hurried out back saying, “Look at that grass! Amazing how quick it grows.” Jack’s father stood by his silent electric mower and peered through the slats.
			

			
				His mother ended the mystery. She simply went over and asked the neighbor’s what they were building. They told her they were building an emergency shelter. A shelter that could protect them from airborne viruses, bomb attacks, natural disasters and anything else the dire apocalypse foretellers believed to be imminent. His mother relayed her information to them at dinner with the glowing eyes of a gossipmonger while his father poked at his food in sullen silence. His father wanted to find out for himself, wanted to prolong the mystery foreplay and Jack’s mother had ruined it for him. Not in a mean way; she just wanted her husband to stop peering through the fence like some creeping, peeping Tom. It was something Jack always remembered and it was the first place he thought of when disaster struck.
			

			
				 
			

			
				. . . . .
			

			
				 
			

			
				Jack’s Fun Facts: The African Honey Bee or ‘Killer Bee’ was created by man when an African bee was bred with a Brazilian bee. Since their creation, they have killed well over a thousand people. They attack in concert, engulfing the victim under a barrage of venom-injecting stings.
			

			
				 
			

			
				. . . . .
			

			
				 
			

			
				He had been standing within a circle of co-workers in front of a T.V. in the employee lounge. Vivid images of mass deaths occurring around the world flickered on the screen. He worked in a high rise building and like so many that watch disasters occur on a screen, believed it could not touch them. It was happening elsewhere; to other people. They thought they were safe. Screams sounded close. Jack looked away from the TV, confused because the shrill cries sounded so near. He remembered his parents. He hurried to his desk and was frantic as he dialled their number. The second thing he remembered was the shelter and he hoped his parents were there. The phone continued to ring in his ear.
			

			
				A buzzing noise filled and vibrated the room. An amorphous cloud swirled into the office, blocking out the daylight from the windows. A chorus of panicked yells and pained cries for help swelled in waves. He fled the office, following the herd. Jack had never known such fear. His heart pounded blood in a violent rhythm. He met Claire in those terrifying moments, fleeing down congested streets filled with keening death screams, haunting pleas and eerie noises that rattled teeth, bones, and viscera.
			

			
				The streets were gridlocked with cars strewn about in chaotic patterns. Jack ran, not knowing where to go, just knowing enough to get away. He weaved in and around cars, narrowly avoided being hit on many occasions. Cars honked in panic and fear pervaded the air, as tangible as the sweat on Jack’s brow and the tears on his cheeks. His eyes roved, ricocheting between scenes of chaos while the incessant buzz filled the air and collected in his guts like a coil of cold snakes. Cars crashed into cars, into people, crushing, ripping, tearing, and creating fountains of blood to rain down like red jewels in the sunlight. Vehicles jumped over curbs and drove down sidewalks toppling people like bowling pins all in their haste to get away. The streets filled with an orchestra of cries and pleas. Through all of this, a sound so terrible, so filled with fear, broke through Jack’s survive-at-all-costs mode. It was the scream of a small child.
			

			
				If he ignored the scream it would haunt him forever and he would rerun it in his mind until the guilt burned a hole in his brain. Jack’s eyes paused there for a second as his brain tried to digest the insanity of what was happening all over the world and right here, in front of him, around a yellow Mustang with a little girl inside. The bugs were attacking.
			

			
				He ran, ducking low as if that would somehow make him invisible to the swirling cloud. He wrenched open the driver’s door and cursed under his breath. The insects had found their way into the car and forced their way into the parents’ noses, mouths, ears, and eyes. The little girl sobbed in the back, helpless, strapped into her car seat like a prisoner awaiting lethal injection. Jack ignored the bugs, reached past the girl’s dad and unclipped her. Bugs lit upon his collar, his head, arms and he cringed and moaned at every light exploratory touch. He pulled on the girl’s hand and she moved towards him. Jack had to edge the front seat forward and when the dad’s hand landed on his shoulder and all those bugs, like a living skin, crawled up to his head, he yanked the girl out and she fell into his lap. He bolted to his feet, picked her up in his arms and ran. He shook his head from side to side, desperate for the bugs to get off him, envisioning them crawling into his ears, burrowing a hole into his brain. The bugs flew from him, more interested in the ready meal left in the car. From then on, Jack’s primary goal was to get to the shelter. They would stop from time to time, in empty buildings or homes while the genocide continued unchecked. Distraught, he would search for a radio in every place. If he found one he would tune it to a local station and he and Claire would huddle around it. Jack was unsure if Claire listened to the broadcasts or just needed to be close to him. Jack, however, desperate for any news, anything foreshadowing an end to this nightmare, listened for hope.
			

			
				Instead, he found horror. Bees, yellow jackets, flies and all manner of other insects were swarming people, stinging, biting entering their mouths and crowding into their noses and eyes. The newscaster’s voice broke and cracked as he reported on a terrible sight he’d witnessed. Outside the radio station window, in the parking lot, the insects, in concert, engulfed a running man. They poured into his mouth and nose, covering him in seconds. He fell, his bellows muffled by the bugs inside his mouth. He flailed his arms, trying to hit his attackers but there were too many. The man’s movements slowed as he suffocated.
			

			
				The radio host asked, snuffling, how do you fight an enemy like them? For each one killed, thousands more are produced. They can’t be shot, stabbed or bombed! They can enter almost anywhere. There was no place to hide and it was happening worldwide. His voice, a desperate whisper, faded to silence. Jack thought the radio had turned off, or changed stations but no, the radio was fine and on the same station. Jack was reaching out to change the channel when the radio man said in such a soft whisper Jack leaned closer to hear him, “I don’t wanna do this anymore. Please. This is too much. I’ll see you soon, Sally. Remember, Daddy loves you very much.”
			

			
				Bang. The gunshot was loud and Jack jumped, alarming Claire.
			

			
				“What happened Jack? What was that noithe?”
			

			
				“The radio show is over honey.”
			

			
				 
			

			
				. . . . .
			

			
				 
			

			
				Jack’s Fun Facts: There are forty-thousand species of spiders.
			

			
				 
			

			
				. . . . .
			

			
				 
			

			
				Two hundred yards, he thought, just two hundred yards to safety. Claire whimpered in his arms, he felt her little hands clinging tight to his back. A cloud of stinging, biting death swirled around his parent’s house and he worried his parents were inside. He could do nothing for them. The cloud coalesced into such a tight group they blotted out the sun, an insect eclipse. They funnelled through the chimney into the house. He could hear screams over his pounding feet and the thrumming buzzing of the multitude as they filled the home he had grown up in. His heart ached and his eyes flooded but he choked it back as he carried Claire towards the shelter. He couldn’t say it was his mother’s voice he heard screaming, but he couldn’t say it wasn’t either.
			

			
				He reached out a hand to unlatch the green chain-link gate between his parent’s house and their neighbor’s home while terror rent the air around him. His shoulders were bunched up, swallowing his neck, just waiting for a swarm to descend upon him in a buzzing blanket. He fumbled with the simple latch, not aware he was moaning under his breath. The latch cooperated with him and he let out a relieved yelp. The buzzing intensified, vibrating his fillings as he spied the door to the shelter before him. So intent was he on that door that he didn’t notice a woman, a stranger, in the backyard, running for the same door. Her blue eyes widened and her mouth pressed into a tight, frightened line as the insects fell upon her. She became engulfed by a writhing mass of darkness and the last human thing Jack saw were her bright blue eyes, pleading with him even as the insects crawled into them, pushing past the orbs to get at her brain. Jack didn’t realize he was still running until he slammed into the door drawing an ‘oompf’ from Claire.
			

			
				His hand flailed at the door, found the knob and he yanked, but the door didn’t open. He cursed and almost burst into tears at the injustice of it all. He pulled and pulled, his shoulder aching with the strain as the buzzing grew louder and more frenzied. He was about to give up on the door, turn and run to some other place when his hand slipped, the knob turned and the door sprung open. In his panic, he had forgotten to turn the knob. Astounded by his own stupidity, he ran into the shelter, slammed the door behind him. For now, at least, they were safe.
			

			
				 
			

			
				. . . . .
			

			
				 
			

			
				Jack’s Fun Facts: Like most animals, insects use the five senses to gather information about their surroundings. Insects use scent, sight, touch, sound, and taste to communicate with each other. Insects, when focused upon an objective, will work on it tirelessly and will even sacrifice themselves for the common goal. As a species, they are very successful.
			

			
				 
			

			
				. . . . .
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				The shelter had been built with a paranoid’s attention to detail. Every eventuality was considered and implemented with fastidious care into the construction. It was powered by solar energy but also had a backup gas generator. It had a closed water and air filtration system in case those pesky terrorists attempted a biological attack. It had a shower, toilet and plenty of what Claire called ‘bum wipe.’ It was well stocked with food and it even had its own hydroponics lab (with instructions) to create more. What interested Jack the most was the T.V. with satellite cable, a computer with WiFi internet access and if all those failed, a radio. For the first two days, Jack watched the news. But then the studios filled with the carnivorous, buzzing multitude and the newscasters were devoured on air, their pleas reaching no one who could help them. After that, over the next few weeks, Jack listened to internet radio trying to learn as much as he could about it all. Claire, for the most part, was alone even though Jack sat right beside her. He was too engrossed in what was happening. He would see her sitting beside him, drawing on a piece of paper he found, and he would reach out a hand to pat her back. She would smile up at him, and he would feel guilty about ignoring her, but then the radio would call to him, baiting him with some interesting fact, some theory as to why this was happening, and he would forget her for hours at a time. He cried when he heard the estimate that over ninety-three percent of the world’s population had been killed! Claire patted his back that time, offering a, “Thhhhh, it’h okay,” to comfort him.
			

			
				He was troubled. What was there to survive for? He looked at Claire sometimes and wondered if saving her was the right thing. Maybe it would have been better to have left her there than to face this uncertain future. He could feel depression lurking over his shoulder, observing him, filling him with dread, urging him to end it for them both. A pillow over the face when she slept perhaps, and some pills for him. The fear would float away without him tethered to it. At night, when he couldn’t get to sleep, he would drink water and listen to the radio with headphones. Sometimes though, he would stand over Claire, a dark silhouette in the door, kneading a pillow with his hands. He would always tell himself, just one more day, maybe it’ll be better tomorrow. It never was.
			

			
				It was Claire’s face that stopped him. She always had a smile for him when she woke up, a smile that resonated hope. Throughout the day she would touch his hand, try to hold it. Other times, when he was so absorbed in what was being said on the radio, she would move his hand off the mouse, crawl up on his lap and lay her head on his chest. She would fall asleep like that and Jack’s love for her thrummed under his skin. Countless times she saved him from the abyss. He didn’t want to live in this cave forever though because the thought of that sort of future terrified him and twisted his bowels into knots. It occurred to him he was listening to the radio for some sign this was ending, a reason to go back out into the world, to continue living.
			

			
				He heard the strangest things on the radio. One radio newscaster believed aliens were controlling the insects and arachnids so they could take over the world. Other people blamed it on solar flares, global warming, and the moon’s gravitational pull. Preachers with southern accents believed it was the apocalypse and that we should all walk outside and submit to God’s will. Jack was unnerved with the calm, rational ways people offered their irrational theories. Some people sounded happy, like they’d been vindicated and fought against yelling out, I TOLD YOU SO! I TOLD YOU THIS WOULD HAPPEN! Insanity masquerading as the sane. Some nights, listening to those people, Jack’s depression deepened.
			

			
				Jack’s favourite radio station was hosted by a guy named Fred. In the life before, Fred wouldn’t have made it as a radio broadcaster. He never berated anyone and although he had a sense of humour, it rarely made an appearance. But Jack liked him because he gave everyone a chance to offer an opinion and he never ridiculed them. Even when the theory was completely off the wall or the ravings of a drunken man quoting scripture, Fred never cut them off. The most he would do was switch to another caller if the person became unintelligible, which sometimes happened, but not too often. Other people must have liked him too because they kept calling in, night after night. He broadcasted from his basement for three hours every night and Jack tuned in like an addict awaiting his fix. Claire would either sit on his lap or he would play some movies for her on a portable DVD player while he listened. Night after night he sat before the computer listening, laughing at the preposterous, smirking at the idiotic, crying at the tales of loss, and despairing at the lack of hope. Jack’s depression hovered at the back of his mind with slavering jaws and sharp claws, waiting for him to quit. He continued to listen to the station but his reactions became less enthused, he was becoming immune to the horror. Apathy was making him lethargic and he was sleeping even less than before. Claire clung to him all the more, sensing the change, and knowing enough to comfort him but not knowing what else to do. She awoke one night to see him in the doorway staring at her, his hands kneading a pillow. She didn’t like his glazed eyes, like he was looking past her, not seeing her, like she wasn’t even there anymore.
			

			
				Jack stopped shaving and showering. He knew his behaviour wasn’t fair to Claire and he knew he sometimes frightened her but he couldn’t switch off the thoughts in his head. They bounced around and around bruising his brain, pummelling his soul.
			

			
				He still tuned in every night to listen to Fred’s show but sometimes, his mind was elsewhere and the sad voices hurt his heart. One night, he was so preoccupied with his thoughts he almost missed the articulate guest on Fred’s show. When her voice penetrated his mind’s fog, he sat up digesting her words and drinking them in like a man dying of thirst at a desert oasis. Her words offered a reason, comfort and a predicted end to this nightmare. In her words Jack found what he had been seeking: he found hope.
			

			
				 
			

			
				. . . . .
			

			
				 
			

			
				Jack’s Fun Facts: From inception to birth it takes forty weeks for a human to gestate. By contrast, an African Queen termite can lay thirty-six thousand eggs in twenty-four hours.
			

			
				 
			

			
				. . . . .
			

			
				 
			

			
				The speaker, Dr. Redfern, spoke about her work as an ecologist and her attempts to develop models to predict how different ecosystems will function when their balance was threatened. Studied for centuries, ever since man cowered under a tree during a lightning storm, nature and its balance were hotly disputed. Ecologists noticed very early on how predators never decimated their food source. Predator and prey intuitively sought and maintained a check and balance system with each other, adjusting for elements that would be introduced into the system that could cause the system to go out of whack. The system could never return to its previous balanced state but nature would invariably develop a new one. Equilibrium always asserted itself.
			

			
				The theory was called the ‘tipping point theory’ and it was one Dr. Redfern happened to agree with. The theory was applied to all aspects of nature, including the weather. Dr. Redfern postulated the reason for violent storms was because nature was seeking balance in a disrupted system. That was why storms usually followed heat waves. The storm was the negative feedback, the correction to an unbalanced system which would drop the temperature back to a normal one. She warned it was a simplistic explanation to a complex system that could not account for unknown variables which could skew predictions for the success of a particular ecosystem. Dr. Redfern believed we were experiencing a worldwide ‘tipping point’ because humans had overpopulated and there were no predators to curb their excess.
			

			
				Before this event, the population of the Earth was estimated at 7.025 billion and it was projected to increase to 10.5 billion by the year 2050. The system was so far out of balance nature could not abide it and provided the stabilizing feedback. Noticing the insects ignored some people and attacked others, Dr. Redfern believed that, until nature rebalanced, the human population would be culled and not eradicated. Jack remembered the way the bugs did not go near Claire as they attacked her parents and he nodded his agreement with Dr. Redfern even though he knew she couldn’t see him. She believed this was due to pheromones. It seemed to her the bugs attacked those that nature had programmed them to attack. They hovered over certain houses, trying to find their way inside while some people wandered around, untouched and outside in a state of shock. She had witnessed people trying to swat away bugs that were killing their loved ones and not once did these people get attacked. On the radio, she had heard of a wife waking up next to her husband while spiders scurried over him, biting him and entering multiple orifices while she lay untouched. To Dr. Redfern, this meant if the bugs had your scent you would be killed. So, if you could see outside, check to see if there were bugs floating around your hideout, waiting for you. If they were not, there was a good chance you would be fine. If they were, it was just a matter of time before they got you or starvation did. Fred invited Dr. Redfern to return as a guest speaker anytime she could call in. She declined and thanked him and mentioned in an off-hand clinical detachment sort of voice, that there was an insect horde outside of her window and they were starting to get in. She hung up, but not before a buzzing in the background filled the airwaves.
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				. . . . .
			

			
				 
			

			
				Jack’s Fun Facts: Tarantulas can live for thirty years.
			

			
				 
			

			
				. . . . .
			

			
				 
			

			
				Their shelter had no windows. Jack couldn’t see what waited outside and he couldn’t steel his courage for an attempt. Every time he approached the door, hand reaching out with trepidation, he pictured an army of spiders, scorpions, bees, wasps and all manner of insects just outside, waiting for him. He would retract his shaking hand and busy himself with chores he had already done. In those moments he was grateful the shelter featured a self-contained living space. In other moments he hated the place and likened it to a prison he chooses to stay in, enclosed in cowardice. He had no need to go outside for a long time. Some people who called the stations he listened to gave out e-mail addresses, hoping other survivors would contact them. Jack made some friends he corresponded with regularly. Time carried on and he made no effort to mark its passage. He found there was no reason to.
			

			
				An e-mail friend, Tim, told Jack he had ventured outside. He saw swarms hanging over neighbouring homes and crawling all over the outside of them like dark undulating waves. Tim admitted he was terrified but was glad he ventured outside. The sun was so bright, a golden orb in the sky and Tim wrote to Jack he could feel his skin drinking it in. He was never attacked and was able to make a trip to the grocery store and stock up on essentials. Tim had no one to share the moment with and Jack could tell by all the spelling mistakes and lack of spacing between words how excited he was. Tim was fifteen years old and had shared his house with his parents and two younger brothers, who were now dead. Jack was excited for him but couldn’t gather his own courage to go outside. If only he could see where the swarms were hovering. Jack worried he was unfinished business and nature’s correction waited for him even now right outside their door. What if those bugs were just too busy eating Claire’s parents and would’ve gotten to her if Jack hadn’t intervened? There were too many ‘what ifs’ and if they stayed inside at least they were safe. Was it a good life? No, thought Jack, but at least they were alive.
			

			
				In the back of his mind, Jack knew he would have to go outside and he prepared for it teaching Claire how to run things within their confined home. He showed her how to turn on the generator if the solar power failed and how to work the e-mail in case she had to contact someone. He let his e-mail friends know what he intended and if they had received an e-mail from Claire, he asked them to do the best they could to help her. During that time Claire would look up at him from under her blonde curls with her trusting eyes and for a short period afterward he would abandon his plan to sojourn into the unknown. But when despair settled upon him as heavy as an anvil, he would think again about outside where the sun, the fresh air and the idea of such freedom thrilled him but also terrified him. Jack realized what they were doing in their cave of isolation wasn’t living; they were frozen into inaction, forestalling death with cowardice. He would have to venture out.
			

			
				He found a biohazard suit in the shelter for Claire. The suit hung on her and the helmet kept falling in front of her eyes, blocking her vision. She would flick her head back so she could see but it would soon fall forward. An instant later and, flick, there were her eyes again. They looked at him with an accusation, and more painfully for Jack, abandonment.
			

			
				“Why Jack? Don’t you like me?”
			

			
				“Claire. I love you. And that is why I have to go out. I have to know. For both of us.”
			

			
				“I don’t want you to die, Jack,” flick, “everyone dieth on me.”
			

			
				“Well, I have a little plan. I am going to go out and close the door behind me. If I see any of those bugs come at me I’ll run back and bang on the door and you let me in. Easy-peasy.”
			

			
				He didn’t mention that if the bugs did come for him, and they got too close, there was no way he would risk Claire by banging on the door to be let back in. He was jeopardizing her enough by opening the door in the first place. Because of the way the bugs went after her parents and not her, Jack was almost positive she was safe, not a hundred percent, but pretty sure, so he would go out first and if he stayed safe, he would bring her out in her suit and test her as well. The suit wouldn’t stand up to a concentrated attack but he hoped it would buy him enough time to get her back to safety.
			

			
				Her eyes filled and spilled down her cheeks. The visor slid forward, blocking Jack’s view of her eyes and he swiped at his own eyes before, flick, she could see him again.
			

			
				“Remember though, if for some reason I don’t come back right away, you need to send that e-mail. The one I typed up for you. Just click send with the mouse okay?”
			

			
				She nodded.
			

			
				He knelt and she jumped into his outstretched arms, her visor smacking against his nose. He didn’t mind. Her little body squeezed him and his breath hitched in his chest. He struggled not to cry. He wanted her to see he wasn’t afraid. But he was afraid. More afraid than ever because now he was responsible for someone. It was hard for him to ease her out of his arms but he coaxed her and smiled at her with more confidence than he felt.
			

			
				“I’ll be right back.”
			

			
				He stood and she looked up at him, holding her little hands together clumsily through the suit. He was amazed and grateful at that moment for how vulnerable children could make you. They made you want to be better.
			

			
				He unlocked the door, holding his breath, sensing Claire staring into his back, just as afraid as he was. He turned the handle, yanked the door open, lunged outside and slammed it behind. When he looked up, he saw the sun and felt its warmth on his skin and thought if he died in this moment, if it weren’t for Claire, it would’ve been worth it. He exhaled. If they wanted him, if his pheromones were a signal to attack, he would know soon enough. So intent was he, straining to see or to hear a sign of an attack, he didn’t see the bee land on his arm. When he did notice, he froze and observed it the way a virgin would a vampire. The bee climbed around on his arm, antennae twitching. His breath held in his chest.
			

			
				It hovered away. Jack scanned the blue and cloudless sky. No bugs came for him. To make sure, he walked away from the shelter and out to the main street where dark clouds whirled over houses in the distance. He let Claire know he was okay through the door but said he would stay out a little longer to be sure. He stood on the stone patio, not brave enough to venture onto the grass. He eyed the edge of the green grass picturing an army of insects waiting at the border, mandibles clacking and antennae scenting him, eager for their next meal. It was the longest hour of his life. Now was the time to bring out Claire.
			

			
				He led her out by the hand in the too-large hazmat suit, the swish of the material as she walked unnaturally loud to his ears. Her big eyes darted about in anticipatory terror and Jack eyed the skies, and ground, as well. Twenty minutes passed and nothing occurred. Jack’s shaking hands took off Claire’s suit, concerned the suit had been blocking her scent from the bugs. They stood out in the sun, holding hands, taking comfort from each other. Jack marvelled at Claire’s trust in him and her bravery. They enjoyed the sun and the smell of nature with fear heavy in their stomachs. Jack let a half hour pass before he brought Claire back inside.
			

			
				He sent off an e-mail letting his friends know the outcome. He wished he hadn’t lost his phone. The cell network was probably still running but every cell phone he had picked up so far was password protected. He thought of just taking a new one but how do you activate it? He had no idea. Through e-mail, Tim invited him to his place. Jack could sense his loneliness and told him he would be glad to come. And thinking about it after, while planning to leave, he found out that was true. In retrospect, the shelter didn’t even save their lives. They were never meant to be killed and even though the shelter provided them a place to sleep, eat, and communicate, Jack hated the place. He had no real reason for the feeling but it was there, a pulse from a different heart. It could’ve been because he’d felt trapped in there and so scared for such a long time the place absorbed those feelings and fed it back to him so that he could never escape his feeling of helplessness when inside the sterile prison. He didn’t know the reason, but he didn’t care. Just thinking of leaving filled him with that most elusive of emotion to him: happiness.
			

			
				He didn’t like to leave Claire alone in the shelter but he was just as nervous every time they left the shelter together. Although the shelter had everything they could need, it didn’t have travel supplies. Jack supposed if you weren’t meant to leave it, there would be no reason to have those items taking up room. Jack and Claire made trips into town to gather backpacks and other useful items for a long journey. The streets were messy with abandoned cars, broken glass and the detritus of panic. At first, Jack made Claire close her eyes every time they passed a black and swollen body but they were too numerous and Claire sometimes saw them long before he did.
			

			
				Jack passed by a car and saw a body lying by the back tire. It was a man, lying on his side, facing away from them. The man’s back expanded, like he was breathing, and Jack jumped a foot in the air and Claire screamed.
			

			
				Jack told Claire to stay back as he walked to the man, amazed to find someone alive.
			

			
				He reached out a hand, “Hey mister? You okay? You need help?”
			

			
				How long had he been lying there for?
			

			
				Jack’s reaching fingers almost touched him when he noticed the skin was very pale, blotchy in parts and the smell! The smell flashed him back to the time he forgot to put a bag of leftover meat in the compost bin. When the bag moved a couple of days later, he picked it up and upended it into the compost bin. The glistening white fat maggots and the sickly sweet stench of putrid meat almost forced his lunch up. The man smelled similar, but so much stronger and Jack knew that was because there was so much more meat. Jack tasted bile on the back of his throat. Jack backed away on shaky legs, no longer wanting to help him, the man was beyond any type of help he could give.
			

			
				The back expanded again and Jack heard a wet, sucking sound. The man’s T-shirt moved. Things crawled underneath and escaped out through the collar and shirt sleeves in a black wave. The wet sound was the skin tearing open to spill out these dark children. Claire screamed behind him and he scooped her up and ran. He left the backpack in his haste to get back to the shelter. He’d had enough for one day.
			

			
				He corresponded with Tim every day, letting him know the progress. Tim added some helpful items to their list. The bugs were not a danger to them but other things still were. Infections, fevers, and other people were things they should worry about. The next day, Jack raided a pharmacy, picked up some penicillin, pain relievers, a first aid kit and anything else he thought could be useful. Tim suggested they pick up some weapons. A knife would be good but a gun would be better. Jack knew there were guns in his shelter but he worried about carrying a gun around. He never owned one, wasn’t used to them, and was nervous around them, but he knew it was good advice. The best idea Tim had (Jack was amazed he hadn’t thought of it) was to get a mountain bike and hitch a trailer to it. Not only was it faster than walking, it was safer than driving (because of all the cars stopped in the road) and he could carry Claire in it with other supplies. Jack knew a little about bikes. One of his ex-girlfriends liked to trail ride with her mountain bike and natter at Jack all the time about gear ratios, hard tail, soft tail, derailleurs and other parts of the bike that sounded to Jack like another language. Because of that, he knew what he would need for a long trip. A bike with disc brakes would be best and a tire repair kit along with a bicycle tool kit. It wasn’t until after he left the store with all the goodies and was halfway back to the shelter did he realize he hadn’t picked up a pump for the tires. He swore, apologized to Claire who giggled in the bike carriage, her pink bike helmet shaking with laughter, and went back and got one. He loved to hear her laugh. It made him forget for a short time how much had been lost. On his way home he passed a hiking specialty store. He stopped, went inside and found a handheld GPS unit. Using it, he could punch in Tim’s address and just follow the arrow. He congratulated himself on his brilliance and shoved as many lithium batteries he could hold in his backpack.
			

			
				The night before they planned to leave, Jack laid out all the items and crossed them off a checklist he made. His brow creased in concentration and Claire tried to imitate his expression. It was a pleasant distraction, and Jack challenged her mimicry with crossed eyes, flared nostrils and lolling tongue. It was in the little moments that he appreciated her company. At first, he thought her incredibly lucky that he heard her screams, but now he knew he had been the lucky one.
			

			
				It was hard to fall asleep. He was anxious he’d forgotten something. The checklist said he didn’t but what if he didn’t think of something they would need? He got up in the night twice to check he had all the items on his list. Jack put a handgun, a Glock, in his backpack and stowed the gun cleaning kit and ammo inside as well. The gun cleaning kit had instructions on how to break it down and reassemble it. He was glad Claire was asleep and hadn’t seen it.
			

			
				He wanted to leave but was afraid to. The shelter had proven to be safe. How could he risk taking Claire out into the unknown again? He had seen the power failing around town. Lights that had been on the night before were off today and he worried it would fail everywhere since there was no one left to maintain the power stations. Would Tim still have power when they got there? They could live without it but it made a hard life so much harder. Without power, they had no e-mail, no radio, no contact with what was left of the outside world. It seemed foolish to leave.
			

			
				When he awoke, his stomach roiled. He didn’t have much of an appetite. In contrast, Claire was her usual self, hungry and happy to be near him. After breakfast, he sent an e-mail to Tim telling him they were on their way.
			

			
				The carriage was packed and Claire safely secured inside. Jack, who couldn’t remember the last time he’d worn a bike helmet, secured one on his head. He wasn’t going to wear it until he envisioned himself falling off the bike, cracking his head open like an egg, leaving Claire alone as the yoke of his brains fed the cracked pavement. There was no 911 anymore. He shook his head at everything he’d taken for granted before the event.
			

			
				Jack turned to Claire, “Ready?”
			

			
				She giggled into her fist.
			

			
				“What’s so funny?”
			

			
				“You’ve got a monkey helmet.”
			

			
				He’d picked it out, knowing Claire would like it but had hidden it from her until this moment.
			

			
				“Are you sure? A monkey? That doesn’t sound like something I’d wear. You must be wrong.”
			

			
				Laughing hard, she managed to squeak out, “For real Jack. A monkey!”
			

			
				“Nope. I don’t believe you. Nice try though. You can’t put one over on Jack.” He tapped his helmet, “I’m too smart.”
			

			
				She laughed, a sound of lightness that erased all doubts from his heart. He pedalled off to the sound of joy at his back.
			

			
				 
			

			
				. . . . .
			

			
				 
			

			
				Jack’s Fun Facts: A cockroach can live without its head for nine days.
			

			
				 
			

			
				. . . . .
			

			
				 
			

			
				Jack planned to ride for six hours a day. He’d stop and have a generous rest at lunch and then cruise to find someplace safe for the night. He realized that had been an unrealistic goal. He had been delusional about his fitness level. After an hour of hauling the trailer, going up hills and maneuvering around cars his legs burned and throbbed. By the three hour mark, he had gone through one jug of water, a box of granola bars and he was still hungry. Getting off the bike, Jack stood like a bow-legged cowboy who had spent his entire life on a horse, except Jack was in pain. Jack’s butt twitched painfully in protest just looking at the bike seat. An hour of rest may not be enough time.
			

			
				Claire chatted at him, asking questions and he knew he answered her but couldn’t recall what he said. Jack leaned back against a tree, smiled at Claire as her voice droned like radio static to his ears, and fell asleep only to be startled awake by a dream of insects crawling all over Claire. He tried to swat them away, get them out of her eyes and mouth, stop her from suffocating on the writhing masses crawling down her throat and clogging her lungs, frantic as her struggling body lost strength. He woke at the point when spiders crawled out from behind her eyes. Startled, he tried to calm his erratic breath. He shook his head and uttered a laugh tinged with lunacy. He looked over at Claire and saw she was gone. He noticed that the sun was lower in the sky, making its daily trek to the horizon. It was a late afternoon sun. How long had he been asleep?
			

			
				“Claire?”
			

			
				No answer.
			

			
				He got to his feet, his muscles screaming at him, telling him to take it easy but he ignored the pain. With shaking legs he hobbled up an incline for a better view.
			

			
				“Clairrrrre!”
			

			
				“Yeah?”
			

			
				Her blonde curls and cherubic face appeared in the window of a plastic playhouse in an unfenced backyard. The grass grew unchecked, reaching the windowsill. Jack’s heart beat against his ribs and his relief was so great that his whole body shook from adrenaline. He never had so much to lose as he did now.
			

			
				“I just didn’t know where you were. It scares me when I don’t know.”
			

			
				Her chin kissed her chest, “Thorry Jack.”
			

			
				He walked down the short hill toward her, “It’s not your fault. I fell asleep. But how about we have a rule. A safety rule. Like, if you can’t see me, you’ve gone too far. Sound fair?”
			

			
				“Okay Jack,” she walked out of the plastic green door and held up a toy rabbit, “Look Jack. Can I keep her? Her name ith Sarah and I don’t think thee hath a family anymore.”
			

			
				The rabbit was dirty, with threadbare fur and black button eyes.
			

			
				“Sure sweetie.”
			

			
				He glanced at his watch. It was early afternoon, too early to quit for the day but Jack’s legs and butt couldn’t take any more abuse. They needed a place to sleep and why not in the house in front of them? Jack took Claire’s hand and they trampled through the knee-high grass to the back door. It was locked so they walked around to the front door and pushed it open.
			

			
				“Stay close to me. We’ll take a look around, see if this is a good place to stay the night.”
			

			
				“Okay.” She clutched the rabbit to her chest.
			

			
				Jack closed the front door and searched the house with Claire. A family of three had lived there. Their pictures decorated the hallway, smiling at him, snapshots of happiness in striking contrast to the closets and drawers that hung open like hungry mouths. It looked to Jack the family had left in a hurry along with the rest of the world. Satisfied no dead bodies were around incubating a new horde of bugs, Jack felt safe enough to spend the night. He stowed his bike and gear in the garage. He was ecstatic to feel hot water come out of the tap. Later, he bathed in water so hot he lowered himself into it in short increments. He secured the house, pulled a little princess bed into the master bedroom for Claire, jammed a chair under the doorknob and read Green Eggs and Ham by Dr. Seuss to her. He managed, with great difficulty, to stay awake long enough for Claire to fall asleep first. He kept the gun under his pillow.
			

			
				 
			

			
				. . . . .
			

			
				 
			

			
				Jack’s Fun Facts: Spiders inject their prey with a poison that turns their insides into liquid. The spiders then drink it in leaving the outside to look like a desiccated husk.
			

			
				 
			

			
				. . . . .
			

			
				 
			

			
				It took a few more days of bike riding for the soreness to abate. His butt burned and he would settle himself down on the seat with exaggerated care. After the second day, he tried to duct tape a small pillow to the seat but it was more uncomfortable and proved awkward to pedal. Every morning, when he would start riding the muscles in his legs felt as though particles of glass were grinding together under the skin. After his legs warmed up, the pain would become tolerable, almost pleasurable. He was getting stronger, getting in shape, and it got to the point where he was looking forward to hopping on the bike. He had never been the hippie type, but now that the roads were devoid of the millions of exhaust-spewing cars, the air lost some of its weight. No heavy smog with the taste of chemicals filmed the tongue. It was clean and for brief periods of his riding, he lived in the moment, revelled in the movement of his body, the sun on his head and the feel of wind on his skin until his gaze would alight on insect clouds buzzing angrily over a house or corpses in cars. Jack sometimes saw corpses lying like litter in the grass or on the roadway rotting in the summer sun, a scene so incongruous to such beautiful days.
			

			
				They had one day of rain and huddled together in a house sitting under a blanket eating microwave popcorn and watching DVD on a flatscreen. Jack sent an e-mail to Tim and was relieved when he received a quick reply because it meant Tim was still alive. They still had a long way to go.
			

			
				Jack was making great time on a country road with white clapboard farms set back from the road and ahead of them, the road met the horizon in the distance. Jack saw a dark form in the distance and dismissed it as a mailbox until he noticed it was moving away from him. He continued to ride wondering what it was. His puzzled, squinting eyes widened with shock when he realized it was a person. Someone who was alive and walking away from him.
			

			
				Not sure if he was hallucinating, “Claire. Do you see that?”
			

			
				“The perthon?”
			

			
				“Yeah. The person.”
			

			
				Tapping at his cargo shorts pocket for his gun, Jack rode at a quickening pace, mesmerized by dark hair trailing down a tapered back and slow measured steps kicking up dust on the side of the road. Little legs dangled from the person’s arms and little red shoes jostled with every step. Jack pulled up beside the woman. She didn’t notice him, or if she did, she didn’t care he was there. Her face was dirt streaked except for where the tears cut a line down her cheeks. She was carrying a little girl in her arms. The child’s face was blue. The dead child’s sightless eyes were directed at the woman.
			

			
				“Hey, lady?”
			

			
				She stared straight ahead, her breath rattling in her chest.
			

			
				“Lady. Where are you going with her?”
			

			
				She turned exhausted red eyes at him, her mouth too dry to speak so she closed it, moving her tongue about under her lips. She never stopped walking. She croaked, “Hospital. I have to get to the hospital.”
			

			
				Jack felt a fist squeezing around his heart, and he said, “Lady. There are no hospitals. Not anymore.”
			

			
				She collapsed to the ground in a cloud of dust, but before she did, she turned her body, to land on her back. Even in her exhausted state, she was protecting the dead child in her arms.
			

			
				 
			

			
				. . . . .
			

			
				 
			

			
				Jack’s Fun Facts: Ants don’t sleep.
			

			
				 
			

			
				. . . . .
			

			
				 
			

			
				Jack carried the woman to the nearest farmhouse with Claire quiet at his side. He had left his bike and supplies at the side of the road. He laid the woman down in the shade of a tree and investigated the house. A body, foul-smelling, lay on the floor in the kitchen. He dragged it out, dry heaving at the damp smear the corpse left on the floor, and hid it in the tall grass. He stood, looking back at the house, sweat stinging his eyes, tired. He brought the woman inside and placed her on a worn couch, asking Claire to stay with her so he could place the little girl who had died under the tree and cover her with a handmade quilt from the house. The now dark orange sun was descending by the time he was able to retrieve his bike and gear. He checked on Claire and the woman (she was still asleep) and flicked a switch for the light. It didn’t turn on.
			

			
				Jack checked the kitchen light in case it was the lightbulb, but it wasn’t; the house was without power. He walked through the kitchen, slipped in the corpse smear, caught himself from falling in it and thought, gross. Outside in the backyard, he looked up at the house and saw wires hanging from the roof. They looked like power lines and Jack followed them to the shed out back where he found a gas powered Honda generator. He saw that there was plenty of gas in it and turned it on. It coughed, chuckled and produced an electric hum. The lights turned on inside the shed and the house. He smiled. He wanted a hot meal, but first, he would clean up the mess on the floor in the kitchen.
			

			
				Jack cleaned the floor with a mop and bucket. The mop turned the clear water a dirty red and the stench reminded him of maggots which brought images of dead bodies floating behind his eyes. He didn’t think he would ever get used to this and he wasn’t sure he wanted to. It would mean he had lost some part of his humanity, to become apathetic to death. He tossed the dirty, maggot water into the backyard and checked on Claire.
			

			
				The woman was awake, clutching Claire to her chest and keening softly while she swayed on the couch. Her eyes were wide and they stared at Jack with atavistic fear. Claire reached for Jack when she saw him enter the room and the woman pulled her in closer and turned her away from Jack. She reminded Jack of a dog protecting a bone. He didn’t want to frighten her and endanger Claire, but she sure was scaring him. He didn’t like the way she held onto Claire. There was a desperation to it he didn’t like at all.
			

			
				“Claire? You wanna help me make dinner?”
			

			
				Claire looked at him with bulging eyes and said, “Yeth.”
			

			
				He walked to Claire and pulled on her hand. The woman crushed Claire to her tighter and Claire squealed with fright and pain. Jack imagined them entering into a tug of war but the woman loosened her grip slowly, allowing Claire to be pulled from her. Jack could see the release hurt her, tore at her heart.
			

			
				Claire ran behind Jack and looked at the lady through his legs.
			

			
				“We’re gonna make dinner now. You’re welcome to join us.”
			

			
				She stared back at Jack, lips trembling. He turned to the kitchen with Claire clutching his leg.
			

			
				From behind him, “Where’s Tanya?”
			

			
				“Out front, under a tree.”
			

			
				She turned her eyes to the floor as Jack backed towards the kitchen and she started to talk again. Her voice sounded hollow and soft. It was the voice of a ghost, “The bugs never went for us you know? They went after my husband Trevor and my son, Corey. He was only ten, tall for his age, he was taller than me already. We heard the news but didn’t really understand it. We thought a bunch of killer bees was attacking or something, like that scare all those years ago. We had no idea it was every damn bug. We were headed to the farmer’s market, a trip we always made together. The kids would walk away with some sort of treat, Tanya really liked their chocolate chip cookies made with M&M’S, and we would get fresh produce. A win-win for everyone. We were attacked at the market. At first, there was a tremendous noise, I don’t know how to describe it, it was how I imagined a tidal wave would sound, a noise of doom. Everyone looked at each other, some were scared, others puzzled, and others started walking towards the exits, looking over their shoulders and at the sky outside the market, knowing that was where the noise was coming from but no idea what was making it. In an instant, they were in the building. It was so dark, like all the lights had gone off but the darkness, it moved. It buzzed and it enclosed people in moving shrouds, suffocating them, consuming them. The floor moved and things crunched underfoot. I looked at Trevor and the bugs were on him in seconds and he started swinging his arms, swatting them off, screaming and I watched those bugs scurry into his mouth and cover his head in a mask. I was screaming but didn’t realize it until my voice cracked and my throat throbbed. Trevor fell to the ground and I looked at Corey and he was already down and he was covered, covered from head to foot in those things. He wasn’t moving. I knew he was dead but I still ran at him, swept the bugs off with my hands, tried to get them off his face but it was like trying to sweep water away. I felt someone pulling on my shoulder and I turned to knock them back, whoever it was, but it was Tanya. She was crying and there was blood on her chin where she had bit through her lip. I picked her up and ran out of there cringing with every crunch my feet made as they crushed the bugs underneath, hoping they’d leave us alone. They did and we got out of there. The bugs never came near us but they killed almost everyone else. Family, neighbors, friends; all dead.
			

			
				We watched the world die on TV. But at least I still had Tanya. We left our home, to scavenge for food and other stuff. We were in a grocery store. There was no one about and the store didn’t have as many bodies in it as other places did. To be able to walk a few feet and not trip over a dead body was refreshing you know? I wasn’t watching. I was looking for powdered milk and let Tanya wander away. She was one aisle over but it was far enough so that I didn’t see what she was doing. Didn’t see her open a package of Ritz crackers to eat, the ones with peanut butter in the middle instead of cheese. Tanya is, was, allergic to peanuts.
			

			
				Her throat had already closed up by the time I found her, lying on the tiled floor, her breath a whistling noise through the small hole in her throat and her panicked eyes pleading with me to help her. I picked her up and ran to the car. The whistling noise in the back stopped. In the back of my mind, I knew she stopped breathing but I could only think of getting to the hospital. At the hospital, we’d be safe. I took a corner too fast, hopped a curb and popped a tire. I kept driving, sparks flying up behind me and the car bouncing up and down with every rotation. I came to a point in the road where the abandoned cars blocked it completely. I didn’t look at Tanya’s face. I couldn’t. I picked her up and started to run. I saw a hospital sign and an arrow and I followed it. I don’t know how long I was walking for. And then you found me. I have nothing left now.” She lifted her eyes to Jack and said, “Will you help me bury her?”
			

			
				Jack touched Claire’s head and said, “Of course.”
			

			
				 
			

			
				. . . . .
			

			
				 
			

			
				Jack’s Fun Facts: In green plant areas there can be up to 50,000 spiders per acre.
			

			
				 
			

			
				. . . . .
			

			
				 
			

			
				Jack buried Tanya under the tree. By the time he finished, it was night and Claire held the flashlight over the grave while Jack tamped it down. The woman, Susan, broke down when he lowered Tanya into the grave, wrapped like a mummy in the quilt. She turned her back to the grave, sat in the grass and wailed her grief to the open sky. Jack kept his eye on Claire, to see how she was holding up and she seemed to be fine although he suspected a child psychologist would disagree. He asked Susan if she would like to say a few words over the grave. Her sobbing became hiccoughs and although Susan was physically with them, her mind was somewhere else. Jack wanted to say something. It was wrong to just leave Tanya there under the tree in a pauper’s grave, as though she didn’t exist, a ghost in passing. But he had never met her.
			

			
				“Susan. I don’t know what to say.”
			

			
				Her hiccoughs had passed. She sat on the grass, rocking, staring at the front door of the house. The light from the house was strong enough to show the tears mixed with dirt covering Susan’s face and Jack didn’t think she heard him until she turned her head to him. He watched her empty eyes struggle to focus on him, to commit to coming back to this miserable world as a childless widow. Eventually, she found Jack’s eyes with her own. Her eyes were dead inside. Susan stood and wobbled to the grave. She stumbled and reached out for Jack’s forearm and gripped it, nails digging into his muscle and he hissed out a breath but didn’t pull away. She regained her balance and pushed his arm away, angry at it, angry at everything. She stared at the grave, her face and body trembling. She took a deep, shuddering breath, “Tanya...”, her eyes turned hard and her voice filled with anger, “I wish it were me. It should’ve been me.”
			

			
				She backed away from the grave and turned to the house. Jack saw Claire’s lip quivering. He kneeled, “Claire. I really need a hug.”
			

			
				She jumped into his arms and the flashlight in her hands clunked against the back of his head. It hurt though he didn’t complain. Claire shook as he carried her into the house. He was starving. It was time to make dinner.
			

			
				Jack made pork chops with corn and boiled pasta. The power hadn’t been out long and the meat and corn in the freezer were still good. They sat at the table, even Susan, and ate in silence. Susan didn’t eat much. She pushed her food around on the plate and stared out the window. Her eyes flitted to Claire and the corner of her mouth would lift almost like she wanted to smile but felt guilty about it, like she had no right to smile ever again. Jack cleared the table, loaded the dishwasher and turned it on.
			

			
				Susan looked at him with disdain, “Why bother?”
			

			
				“The dishes?”
			

			
				“Yeah.”
			

			
				“I like it. It helps me feel normal.”
			

			
				“There is no normal anymore.”
			

			
				Jack watched Claire. She was sitting at the table crayoning a colouring book, tongue poking out the corner of her mouth. He smiled.
			

			
				To Susan, “Maybe not. I like to do it though and that’s all the reason I need.”
			

			
				Susan smiled but it was a smug one and not one of pleasure.
			

			
				Jack left her, told Claire she was doing a great colouring job and set about securing the house for the night. He locked all the doors and checked all the windows. Normally, he would barricade himself with Claire in a bedroom but didn’t want to exclude Susan. Susan had lost her whole family and who knew how much that affected her? He could understand her bitterness in this unfair world. If he kept her close, he could watch her and not have her feel excluded and more alone than she was now. He decided they would all sleep in the living room. Jack dragged a mattress from upstairs to put on the floor for Claire in between the two couches. He found sheets and blankets for the couches and mattress, made the beds and got Claire ready for bed. He made sure she brushed her teeth, washed her face and combed her hair. While he did these things, Susan followed him about with arms crossed. The only time her eyes softened was when she looked at Claire. Jack tucked Claire in the bed and read her a book. Susan sat down on the couch across from him with her gaze locked on Claire. Claire fell asleep and Jack pushed a lock back from her forehead. Jack had been surprised to learn how loud Claire snored for such a little person but now he was used to it, comforted by it.
			

			
				To Susan, “You’re welcome to come with us. We can find you a bike.”
			

			
				“Where are you going?”
			

			
				“To meet a friend.”
			

			
				Susan pulled car keys from her pocket and tossed them on the floor.
			

			
				“Those things were digging into my hip. I don’t know why I kept them this long.”
			

			
				Jack noticed she didn’t accept or deny his offer. He wouldn’t push her.
			

			
				“See you in the morning,” Jack said before lying on the couch. She didn’t answer him but Jack didn’t mind. Exhaustion pulled him under.
			

			
				 
			

			
				. . . . .
			

			
				 
			

			
				Sunlight spilled in the window onto Jack’s still form. The heat caused him to kick off his sheets and toss around in his own sweat as he tried to squeeze in a few more minutes of rest. When a tendril of sweat snaked into the crack of his butt, he finally gave up and popped an eye open. He groaned. He hated mornings.
			

			
				He sat and put his feet on the floor. Sometimes Claire got up before him and he would find her coloring or peering at a picture book, her mouth trying to sound out the words. He went to the washroom and then walked to the kitchen to put on the kettle for his instant coffee. He peeped out back and thought about burying the corpse he’d found in the kitchen. It seemed like the right thing to do after yesterday. He didn’t find Claire sitting at the table. He frowned.
			

			
				“Claire?”
			

			
				No answer. He ambled back to the living room and noticed Susan wasn’t on the couch. Jack didn’t like that. It punched his heart with fear.
			

			
				“Claire! Susan!”
			

			
				He rushed through the rest of the house checking every room. He found no one.
			

			
				He remembered the way Susan seemed to covet Claire and his hands trembled.
			

			
				He ran through the living room and checked the front lock. The deadbolt was open. Jack shook with fear. Susan had taken Claire.
			

			
				 
			

			
				. . . . .
			

			
				 
			

			
				Jack burst out the front door, running down the long gravel driveway bordered by willow trees. The rocks hurt his bare feet so he ran on the grass, scanning the road for some sign of Claire and Susan, hoping they’d just left and he would see them, hoping he’d catch them. He couldn’t see them anywhere and a moan vibrated in his chest. The road burned his feet and he shifted them like pistons while his breath rasped in his throat and panic, like acid, burned in his veins. Tears blurred the horizon. He screamed to the sky, “Fuck!”
			

			
				How would he find Claire? Not looking for her never entered his mind. His eyes kept drifting to the road, wondering how to find their trail, wondering if Susan was taking her home, to a place she felt comfortable and safe. But Jack never asked her where she lived. It didn’t seem an important question with her child buried under a tree in the front yard. He trotted back to the house looking over his shoulder in case Susan changed her mind and he would see her bringing Claire back, a look of regret on her face. All he saw was the sky, looming clear and large.
			

			
				He couldn’t remember the walk back to the house. He found himself pacing in the living room worrying at a fingernail and wondering how he’d gotten there and then telling himself it didn’t matter; all that mattered was Claire and where was she and how was he going to get her back. His brain spun in his skull and all thoughts coalesced into an indecipherable mess. He knew he was losing it. He felt disconnected from himself, not in control of anything. He had no idea where to look for her. He paced the living room, sweating, muttering to himself, hating Susan, terrified for Claire, terrified of having to live without her and living with the guilt of losing her and never knowing what happened to her. Then his eyes stopped on Susan’s car keys. A smile creased his face and never left it the entire time he got ready. He put on his clothes, backpack and set Claire’s helmet in the trailer on his bike. He checked to see his gun was loaded and put it in his backpack.
			

			
				He pedalled down the road, retracing Susan’s steps on the day they met and stopping by every abandoned car to hit the panic button on her key fob. He remembered her saying, ‘I came to a point in the road where the abandoned cars blocked it completely.’ Around a curve, he saw cars packed into each other, dented, scratched and abandoned. Doors stood ajar and bodies festered in the sun. Jack knew this was the place. He took a swig of water and pumped his legs harder, holding Susan’s keys in his hand and pressing the little red panic button, hoping to set off an alarm. He skidded to a stop after hearing a car horn blaring. A sweeter sound there never was to Jack.
			

			
				He traced the noise to a black Range Rover. Jack sped to it, dropping the bike as he dismounted. He yanked open the passenger door, popped open the glove compartment and found the ownership for the vehicle. His hand shook as he reached for it, stupidly afraid it might disappear before he could grasp it. With great care, he opened it to find Susan’s address. His smile must have reached his ears. He plugged the address into his GPS and followed the lovely red arrow and listened to the sweet voice telling him how to get to Claire. Susan could drop dead for all he cared. The home wasn’t far from where Susan had left her car and Jack was surprised to find it was still early afternoon when he arrived at her subdivision.
			

			
				Big houses, large lots, stamped concrete driveways and expensive stonework stood as silent witnesses to Jack’s passing. Wind, like invisible hands, moved the tall grass and yellow dandelion stalks on what Jack thought must have once been immaculate lawns. Number eighty-two. A red car with a rusted trunk and cracked rear window sat in the driveway. The front door of the house stood open. Jack didn’t like that open door.
			

			
				He dropped the bike in the grass and took the gun from his backpack. He tucked the gun in the front of his pants and pulled his shirt over it, eyeing the open door, looking at the windows, sensing someone was watching him. He approached the front door, tapping the gun, unaware he was doing it. Convinced someone was coming up behind him he checked over his shoulder. No one was there. This place didn’t feel good.
			

			
				He exhaled and tread to the open front door. Bootprints muddied the cobblestone walkway, two sets, much bigger than Susan’s feet. Dirty footprints, left heel and toe marks on the tile leading into the house. Those looked smaller and made him think of a woman, maybe Susan. He walked into the house, with his hand resting on the gun, into a large hallway with winding stairs leading up and two open hallways to his left and right. He peered down each hallway and padded forward, following the dirty bootprints moving deeper into the house. Classical music played from the back of the house. Around the next corner was a large room with dark leather couches and a large TV on the wall. Claire sat in Susan’s lap on the floor under the TV. They were both chained to two other women. One had dark hair and a dirt-streaked face with scratches marring her shoulders and muddy shoes dirtying up the carpet. The other woman, who couldn’t be much older than sixteen, clung to her arm, was staring at the ceiling with trembling lips and dead, shell-shocked eyes. Susan’s dejected posture curled her shoulders around Claire. Claire’s dangling curls fell to the floor as she shook.
			

			
				Jack moved closer, wanting to see further into the room to see what was going on when Claire’s blue eyes locked onto his and a smile ghosted her lips before she looked away, cringed and let her curls dangle to the floor. Something in the room scared her. He was lifting his shirt, to free his gun when a big hand landed on his shoulder and a sharp pain in the small of his back lifted him onto his toes. Claire screamed and he fell onto his stomach, winded, desperate for breath.
			

			
				From behind him, “Carl! We got us a peepin’ Tom!”
			

			
				 
			

			
				. . . . .
			

			
				 
			

			
				Jack’s Fun Facts: Only three kinds of animals fight battles in formations: humans, crows and ants.
			

			
				 
			

			
				. . . . .
			

			
				 
			

			
				Jack squirmed on the floor, his gun digging into him, wondering if he’d been stabbed but he couldn’t feel any blood. He must have been punched. A kidney punch can be sharp and painful.
			

			
				From deeper in the room, “Well, let’s see him!”
			

			
				Jack cried out when the man who’d punched him dragged him into the room by his hair. Teeth grinding, Jack pressed down on the hand, wanting to ease the tension on his scalp while crawling ahead, desperate to keep pace with the man. Without warning, he was released. Jack pushed up from the floor with one hand reaching for the gun at his waist.
			

			
				A hunting knife, with a meaty thwack, pinned his left hand to the floor. Jack stared at the handle in disbelief as he watched the blood pool underneath his palm. Claire screamed again but it sounded so far away, like she was yelling at him from across a lake.
			

			
				“Nobody told you to get up, boy.”
			

			
				The handle of the knife transfixed Jack with awe, the gun forgotten. Then the pain assaulted his brain and he held back a scream even as tears and drool from his open mouth dropped to the floor.
			

			
				His assailant stood in front of him, the only part of him visible were his dirty boots and jeans.
			

			
				From the corner, “He don’t look like much.”
			

			
				“He ain’t.”
			

			
				“I’m not one for sharing.”
			

			
				“Me either.”
			

			
				“Get rid of him. He’s ruining my romantical feelings for this girl.”
			

			
				The man in the corner wore a lazy smile. A woman’s blonde head moved in his lap. She had marks on her naked back, like she’d been whipped. He reminded Jack of a businessman, with his clean collared shirt and air of self-importance.
			

			
				Jack returned his gaze to the dirty boots in front of his eyes. Jack blew out a breath and pulled out the gun. It was a semiautomatic with a round chambered, ready to go. His finger jerked the trigger early and it shot low, into the dirty boot and blood splattered Jack’s face. He fired again, got the guy in the stomach and the third round took him in the chest.
			

			
				The man fell back and Jack saw his head bounce up off the hardwood floor. The first shot was so loud Jack couldn’t hear. He could see people’s mouths gaping, shouting something but couldn’t hear them. He turned to the businessman who grabbed the woman by the hair and yanked her off his lap as he twisted to his knees and raised a shotgun. The muzzle tilted towards Jack.
			

			
				Jack scrambled to get a better shot and the knife in his hand scraped against bone as he moved about. He shot and the bullet went wide, two feet to the side of the businessman’s head. Plaster, dust and the close shot, startled the man and the shotgun muzzle swung away. Flame leaped out the end of the shotgun and Jack knew the man had missed him. Jack spammed the trigger on his gun and the bullets marked the floor, ceiling, and walls. It was hard to shoot one-handed Jack thought, detached, as the gun jerked in his hand and fear cramped his guts. The businessman ducked, brought his shotgun up to protect himself and a bullet struck the barrel drawing sparks. Then a bullet struck the man’s shoulder and blood sprayed the wall. The next bullet caught him in the throat and he dropped the shotgun and clamped a hand on the wound but not before a crimson arc sailed across the room like the spray from some grisly garden hose. Blood ran down his chin and squeezed out through his fingers. His right foot kicked out and he clomped his heel on the floor, a spastic movement that kept a strange beat. Finally, his movements stopped.
			

			
				Claire squirmed under Susan’s dead corpse. Her head had been caught in the shotgun blast. The top of her skull lay open and pieces of her stuck to the wall and were oozing down. Claire’s mouth opened and by her red face and veined neck, Jack knew she was screaming but he still couldn’t hear her. Susan’s blood ran and matted in Claire’s hair and some of it found its way into her mouth. The blonde whose face had been in the lap of the businessman picked up the shotgun and started to hammer the stock into his face. Her face held a gleeful aspect that Jack shuddered to see. A buzz, at low volume, penetrated Jack’s ringing ears. Jack wanted to get to Claire but the knife still held his hand to the floor. Claire couldn’t get out of Susan’s grasp. Susan’s body and arms were too heavy and the panic lighting Claire’s eyes was palpable.
			

			
				Jack wiggled the knife in the wood and with a groan he couldn’t hear vibrating his chest, he pulled the knife out and tossed it aside as he struggled to his feet. He held his hurt hand to his stomach as he stepped over the body of the dirty boots man. Warm blood from his hand soaked into his shirt. He pushed Susan back against the wall as gently as he could and leaned into her with his hip. He could see down into the top of her head. He swallowed a hard knot and pulled Claire away from her with his good hand. She felt him, saw him, and strangled him with a hug of pure terror trembling against his chest. He felt so sorry for her. So sorry for a child who will never know the safety of a normal childhood. Even though Susan had taken her from him and put her in such terrible danger, he was sorry for her too. He didn’t notice his hearing had returned until he heard a man crying, sobbing with relief and he was astonished to realize it was him. He turned away from Susan and she flopped to the floor, spilling out the contents of her head. Claire was still chained to her and so were the other two women. They looked up at him with mistrust and, Jack thought, hate, in their eyes as well.
			

			
				The woman with the shotgun now wore the dead businessman’s shirt. She approached him with keys in her hand, pilfered from her tormentor, and one by one, unlocked each person’s handcuff. After unlocking Claire’s handcuff she picked up Jack’s gun, saw the slide locked back, and knowing it was empty, curled her lip at him in disgust.
			

			
				“You have any more rounds?”
			

			
				“In my backpack.”
			

			
				“You’ll need them.”
			

			
				“What? Why? Who were those guys?”
			

			
				“Just men. Pigs, all of them. We were part of their breeding program.” She spat on the first man he had shot. “That’s what they called it. The ‘breeding program’ to help repopulate the earth. Said it was our duty to open our hearts to them, and our legs. Fuckers.”
			

			
				“They kidnapped you?”
			

			
				“Kidnapped. Beat. Raped. Tortured. Murdered.”
			

			
				Jack looked down at them and whispered, “I’m glad they’re dead.”
			

			
				“There’s more of them. We better go before they come to investigate those shots.”
			

			
				“How many of them are there?”
			

			
				“Lots. We better hurry. These guys are nothing compared to Lyle.”
			

			
				 
			

			
				. . . . .
			

			
				 
			

			
				Jack’s Fun Facts: Deer flies will bite a hole in your skin with their strong mandibles, put a little saliva-like material in the wound to keep the blood from clotting and lap up the blood with a sponge-like proboscis.
			

			
				 
			

			
				. . . . .
			

			
				 
			

			
				The acrid scent of gunpowder hung heavy in the living room where three dead bodies decorated the floor like gruesome art, limbs contorted, eyes glassy and still. The urge to scream, to freak out, to lose control buzzed through Jack as he surveyed the room wondering how he got to this place with these people. He choked down an impulse to vomit, struggling with his nerves and pushed the panic away. Claire clung to Jack and Jack used her as an anchor to sanity. If he failed to keep it together, he would be failing her.
			

			
				He asked the blonde, “Now what?”
			

			
				“I’m getting the hell out of here.”
			

			
				Jack flicked his head at the two women, now unchained, huddling on the floor inches from Susan’s corpse.
			

			
				“What about them?”
			

			
				“Them? Like you, they’re on their own.”
			

			
				“You’re gonna leave them here?”
			

			
				“Yeah. I am. And if you had any sense whatsoever, you would too.”
			

			
				“We could go together. I have a friend I’m going to meet. He’s in a safe place. We could all be safe...together.”
			

			
				She scrunched her face at him, “A safe place? There is no safe anymore. There’s just pain, hunger, and more pain. I’m not going anywhere with you or them. A group attracts more attention. I figure I have a better chance on my own,” she racked a round into the shotgun, “with this.”
			

			
				Jack worried about the two women. Would he be able to convince them to go with him or were they stuck in whatever place their mind had taken them? How could he get them out of here? Which way could they go and not run into this Lyle? He didn’t want more responsibility. Claire was more than enough. But if he left them here and Lyle returned?
			

			
				Jack said, “I need help here. I can’t leave them like this, and really, after what you’ve been through, I don’t see how you could either.”
			

			
				Jack took a step back from her gaze. There was murder in her eyes.
			

			
				“Don’t you talk to me about what I went through. That’s mine. I’ll carry that around forever. You’re gonna lecture me on what I went through and what I should do? A man?”
			

			
				She spat on the floor, at this feet. “I have been whipped, like a dog, by a man. I’ve been raped, sodomized and forced to do things no one should ever have to do...by men. Men carted me around in the back of pickup trucks in dog cages while they came to places like these, to collect more women. Men butchered women who were too old, too ugly, or just on whims, for entertainment, just for the hell of it. I’m not going back to that. Ever.”
			

			
				“Hey, okay, that’s fine. Can you just tell me a few things? Like, where do you think they are right now? Which way are they sweeping through so I don’t run into them?”
			

			
				She pointed the shotgun at this businessman, “These idiots got ahead of the main group. They wanted to be the first to sample whatever women they found before they had to bring them before Lyle for inspection. The main group should be real close by now. I wouldn’t be surprised if they were already here, starting their sweep. We came from that way so if you go more, I dunno, southeast? You should be okay. But you’re gonna need wheels.”
			

			
				“What about their truck? Where is it? Are there any weapons in it?”
			

			
				“It’s two blocks that way. It’s black, newer, with a pair of those metal balls hanging off the back. They have a rifle in it. It has a scope on it.”
			

			
				“Metal balls?”
			

			
				She rolled her eyes, “Like testicles? A nut sack? I don’t know, some stupid man-thing.”
			

			
				Jack chewed on his lower lip. Claire was getting heavy, but he didn’t want to put her down yet. Her closeness helped him think.
			

			
				“Okay, how about this. I’ll go get the truck, bring it back, we’ll all leave on it, and I’ll drop you off whenever you think we’re far enough away. Just stay in the garage, I’ll roll up, you guys hurry into the truck and we speed away. We can help each other out that way. It’d be nice if someone could stay here, with them, so I can get the truck quicker.”
			

			
				The woman peered at Claire and then shifted her gaze to the women on the floor. Her brow wrinkled and the corner of her mouth twitched. She shivered.
			

			
				“Shit! Okay. But if you’re not back here in five minutes I’m gone. If I hear any shooting before you’re back, I’m gone.”
			

			
				“Deal.”
			

			
				“Better get more ammo for your gun first.”
			

			
				Jack smiled at her, a big childish grin stripped of all pretenses and he could sense she was struggling not to smile back.
			

			
				He held out his hand, “I’m Jack.”
			

			
				She waved his hand away and said, “I don’t care. Tick-tock.”
			

			
				Jack put Claire down and said, “I’m gonna go get us a ride okay? I’ll be right back. You just need to stay here with this nice lady for a little bit okay?”
			

			
				Claire was shaking all over and her thumb had made its way into her mouth. She spoke around it, “You won’t come back.”
			

			
				“Sweetheart? Look at me.”
			

			
				Her big eyes, swimming in collecting tears, caught his.
			

			
				“I will always come for you. Always. Okay?”
			

			
				She sucked on her thumb.
			

			
				Jack squeezed her with his one arm, for good luck, grabbed the truck keys off dirty boots man and walked down the hall. The woman spoke at his back, “I’m Carrie.”
			

			
				He turned, continued to walk backward, smiled and said, “Nice to meet you.”
			

			
				 
			

			
				. . . . .
			

			
				 
			

			
				He stopped at the front bay window and watched the street. There was no movement. He walked out the front door and picked up a clip of ammunition and loaded his gun. It was awkward work. His hand was bleeding still and the open wound hurt with even the subtlest of movements. Hissing between clenched teeth, he tucked the gun into his waistband. He moved out, crouching low. Jack stayed close to the houses to screen himself from the street while being able to keep an eye on it. He listened for the sound of a motor vehicle while trying to keep up a brisk pace. The only sounds he heard were from his feet kicking aside garbage and snapping twigs with his careless feet placement. He cursed himself for his inability to proceed in silence.
			

			
				Around the corner of the house, he found the truck on the street. He shook his head with a rueful grin when he saw there was indeed a metal nut-sack hanging from the tow hitch. His smile slinked off his face at the empty dog cages in the truck bed.
			

			
				He scanned the street and houses, observed no threats, and ran over to the truck. He unlocked the truck bed and pulled off the cages trying to ease them to the ground to minimize noise. It was tough work because he tried to accomplish it one-handed but he felt he needed to get rid of them. He didn’t want Carrie to have to deal with those cages ever again.
			

			
				He started the truck and spun the wheel to head back to the house. He was surprised to find he was covered in sweat even as his good hand tapped the steering wheel with excitement. They were getting out of here! He thought once they were far enough away, he would try contacting Tim, just to read something friendly, something positive.
			

			
				Jack gazed down side streets and was happy to see no movement. He approached the house with his bike out front, swivelled his eyes down another side street, and saw three men at the far end. They were standing around a person lying in the road. The person was moving. One of the men stepped forward with an arm raised and shot the person. They didn’t look up as Jack passed and as he pulled into the driveway, he hoped they hadn’t seen him.
			

			
				 
			

			
				. . . . .
			

			
				 
			

			
				Jack’s Fun Facts: Mosquitoes have killed more humans than all the wars in history.
			

			
				 
			

			
				. . . . .
			

			
				 
			

			
				Carrie popped out from a side door of the garage, shotgun raised to her shoulder, body leaning forward, like she was comfortable with guns and knew how to use them.
			

			
				“What was that shot?”
			

			
				“I think some of Lyle’s people are here. They shot someone a street over,” Jack said.
			

			
				“Did they see you?”
			

			
				“I don’t know. I don’t think so.”
			

			
				Carrie’s face crumpled and panic bubbled under her skin, flashing back to her time with Lyle’s goons but she forced it down with great effort, “We gotta get outta here quick.”
			

			
				“I know. I’ll get Claire. Can you handle the other two?”
			

			
				Angry at the responsibility, “I guess I’ll have to, won’t I.”
			

			
				Jack didn’t answer. He left the truck running as he got out, patted the gun at his waist, reassured by its weight, and walked into the garage. Claire stood in the centre of the floor and her eyes glowed with the sight of him. He choked up and almost fell apart. So much had happened to him and he had seen so many things that couldn’t be unseen and every time he told himself not to think about it now, think of it later, when you have time, when you feel safe but he knew there never would be such a time. He was a bucket and every tragedy filled him a little more and he would soon spill over but not now, he told himself again, he had to move, he had to get Claire out of here.
			

			
				He scooped her up with his left arm, wincing at the pain in his hand. He didn’t want to tie up his right hand, his gun hand, so he inhaled sharply and managed a tight-lipped smile at Claire.
			

			
				“You ready to go honey?”
			

			
				“I’m glad you came back. Don’t die. Ever.”
			

			
				“I’ll do my best as long as you do yours. Deal?”
			

			
				“Deal,” she whispered into his neck as she clung to him.
			

			
				Carrie emerged from the hallway with the other two following behind, as docile as sheep. Jack was struck by the eyes of the teen. Her mind wasn’t with her. It had left and her gaze held oblivion. Her movements were stiff and robotic like she was on autopilot. A coldness settled in his stomach and he hoped, someday, she would come back.
			

			
				Carrie, through gritted teeth said, “Let’s go already.”
			

			
				Jack, after making sure the outside was safe, hurried to the truck. Claire bouncing in his arm stabbed his hand with every step. Blood dripped off his hand and smeared the seat when he put Claire down. She scooted to the middle seat, beside Jack, and he buckled her in with the lap belt. It was a four-door pick up truck and after Carrie herded the other two into the back, she hustled to the passenger side and climbed in. The barrel of her shotgun protruded from the window and her head was on a swivel. She pointed over her shoulder, “We came from that way so let’s go the opposite way.”
			

			
				Jack put the truck in reverse, checked his mirror, and saw a red SUV behind him. A leering face staring at them over the steering wheel.
			

			
				“Shit!”
			

			
				Carrie turned her head and screamed, “Go-go-go-go!”
			

			
				Jack threw the truck into drive, cranked the wheel and mashed the pedal. The truck surged ahead and the driver’s side front bumper clipped the corner of the garage and the harsh scream of metal competed with the roar of the engine. Jack drove over the neighbor’s front lawn, driveway, back onto the lawn and disintegrated a bush as his truck jumped off the curb onto the roadway.
			

			
				He patted Claire’s knee, “You okay?”
			

			
				She nodded.
			

			
				Jack jerked the wheel as he felt a hot burn on his right ear at the same time a hole appeared in his windshield. He swerved a bit, eased up on the gas, confused, then Carrie screamed at him, “Don’t slow down! What are you doing?”
			

			
				Adrenaline poured into him and he shook with the force of it. He stomped on the pedal and said to Claire, “Get down as low as you can!”
			

			
				He touched his ear and his hand came away bloody. He wondered how much of his ear was left. His teeth chattered but he wasn’t cold. He didn’t know where they were going. If he kept going this way they would end up at the roadblock. If he turned around they might run into Lyle.
			

			
				Another shot sounded but it didn’t strike. Jack knew it would be hard to hit a moving target while bouncing around in another moving vehicle but it wasn’t impossible and they needed to get rid of those guys. He had no idea of how to do it.
			

			
				Another shot rang out and his side mirror was the next casualty.
			

			
				“We gotta do something!”
			

			
				Carrie, terrified, panic evident in her voice, “What? What do we do?”
			

			
				Another shot, a grunt from the back seat and Carrie cried, “Crap!”
			

			
				Jack, speed climbing, couldn’t spare a glance, “What? What happened?”
			

			
				“They got her! She’s bleeding Jack! She’s bleeding bad!”
			

			
				“Who?”
			

			
				“Sierra!”
			

			
				“Who?” Jack didn’t know their names.
			

			
				“The younger one! The kid! They shot the kid!”
			

			
				Carrie’s voice flirted with hysterics near the end. She didn’t want to be strong anymore. It was too much. She wanted to melt into nothingness, comforted by a blanket of apathy. She felt her mind shutting down, going to that place Sierra had been in for so long and a small part of her welcomed it.
			

			
				“Help her!”
			

			
				Jack’s voice blew the fog from her mind.
			

			
				“What?”
			

			
				His rough voice shocked her, “Help her! Stop the bleeding! Do something! Don’t quit on her!”
			

			
				Carrie turned around in the seat, kneeling and leaning over the seat. She found a rag on the floor, picked it up, hesitated because of all the dirt on it but then pressed it on the wound just below the clavicle. Sierra didn’t move. Her mind paraded elsewhere even though blood bubbles coated her lips. The bullet had gone through her and Carrie was curious as to where it had gone. Probably embedded in the seat or somewhere in the dash. No handgun could’ve done that. They must be using a rifle, probably a .22 because of how small the wound was. Carrie was worried about the blood on the lips. It indicated internal bleeding at the least. Carrie pressed on the rag. A tear trickled down Sierra’s cheek.
			

			
				“We’ll get you help, sweetie. Don’t quit on me now, okay?”
			

			
				Sierra’s head moved loosely on her neck.
			

			
				“How’s she doing?”
			

			
				“Not good!”
			

			
				Jack, concentrating on the road, patted Claire on the back and felt her quivering under his touch.
			

			
				“We’ll get out of this, honey. Just stay down.”
			

			
				Another shot from behind. It must have missed. Jack knew the roadblock was coming up soon. Would they have to stop and have a standoff? He didn’t like the odds of that. Who knew what other types of guns they had in there. Sweat stung his injured ear.
			

			
				The skeleton of cars appeared in the distance and his gut tightened. He wasn’t going to stop. He wouldn’t put his back to a wall and let Claire be executed by a bunch of rapists and murderers.
			

			
				“Carrie! Make sure everyone is buckled in!”
			

			
				A glance over her shoulder and then, “Oh shit!” She had buckled in the other two before they’d left the house so she only had to get herself secured. She clicked hers on, tightened the strap and straight-armed the dashboard.
			

			
				Jack licked the sweat off his lip and found what he hoped was the weakest spot in the wreckage. He steered the truck straight at it.
			

			
				 
			

			
				. . . . .
			

			
				 
			

			
				Jack’s Fun Facts: Cockroaches have been on the Earth for approximately 300 million years. By contrast, modern anatomical humans have been on the Earth for only 200,000 years.
			

			
				 
			

			
				. . . . .
			

			
				 
			

			
				The wreckage approached too fast. It loomed largely and encompassed all his vision. Metal skeletons with jagged teeth grinned at him, daring him to approach. A shot rang out, followed by the ping of metal being struck but it was background noise. It was like he was completely still, the truck motionless and the wreckage hurtling towards him. It wasn’t possible he could crash through the barrier, the same barrier that had stopped Susan and made her run with her dead daughter in her arms rather than drive through it. His hand left the wheel, searched out Claire at his side and gave her shoulder a squeeze. She shook like Jell-O beneath his touch and he hoped his incongruous calm was transmitted into her. It was weird how his hand didn’t even hurt right now. The truck rocked and jounced over debris and Jack grabbed the wheel with both hands again, a strange acceptance singing a lullaby to his fears, dispelling them. He wondered if he was going into shock. His chin smashed the steering wheel as they breached the wreckage.
			

			
				Blood spattered the windshield in a fine mist and Jack flipped on the wipers and then realized it was blood, his blood, on the inside of the glass. His hand touched Claire and his teeth flashed in a bloody grin to find her still there. In the rearview mirror, the pursuers were close behind. Jack choose a spot in the barrier where two cars had crashed into each other, nose to nose. He aimed to split them apart and sail through the gap he created and it was a good plan because it worked. He couldn’t have anticipated how close his pursuers were at the time of the breach. Jack’s truck had hit the wreckage which caused a rapid deceleration and Lyle’s goons plowed into the back of him and boosted him free of the barrier.
			

			
				There was a brief moment when following in Jack’s wake, they almost cleared the crash but the collision spun one car into another and bounced it back, hitting their pursuer’s truck on the side. The truck fishtailed, rubber coated the pavement with its skin, squealing and it almost corrected itself but then it struck another car, flipped onto its roof and slid across the pavement.
			

			
				Jack cackled into the rearview mirror and Carrie yelled, “Stop!”
			

			
				Jack straight legged the brake and they squealed to a stop and collided lightly with an older, rusted-out hatchback. Jack’s entire body was shaking and his teeth chattering but he managed to get his dancing hand on Claire and ask, “Y-you ok-k-ay?”
			

			
				Claire lifted her young-yet-old eyes to Jack, struggling to be brave.
			

			
				“Yeth. Are we thafe?”
			

			
				In the mirror, no one emerged from the flipped over truck.
			

			
				“I th-think so.”
			

			
				“Jack. Can you help me with Sierra?”
			

			
				Jack nodded and got out of the truck keeping a wary eye on Lyle’s men. He saw a hand protruding from a window. There was blood on it and Jack thought, good.
			

			
				When he got to the other side, Carrie had the door open and was talking to Sierra.
			

			
				“How is she?” Jack asked.
			

			
				“Not good. Here, help me get her out.”
			

			
				Jack eased his arms under Sierra and they gently extracted her. Carrie helped with the legs and they laid her down on the pavement, Jack kneeling beside her and holding her head within the palm of his good hand and keeping the flipped-over truck of bad guys in his peripheral.
			

			
				Sierra’s skin was pale and sweaty. Blood trickled down her lips and her breaths were short and rapid. She never made eye contact with Jack but she did with Carrie, who stared down at her, a softness to her eyes that Jack had never seen before. Sierra was dying and they both knew it.
			

			
				A smile, blood on her teeth, ghosted Sierra’s lips. Jack had never known Sierra but he thought there was relief in her eyes. She was happy to be dying, to have her memories fade to dust where they couldn’t hurt her anymore. No more leering men with whips and torture on their minds to pepper her dreams. No more being afraid. Pity was too small an emotion for what he felt for her.
			

			
				“You’re safe now Sierra,” Jack said with blurred vision. “No one will hurt you ever again. You can sleep now. We’ll watch over you.”
			

			
				Sierra closed her eyes, chest huffing with effort and a crimson smile with froth on her lips. It didn’t take much longer for her to die. Jack gentled her head to the ground and stood with cracking knees. Carrie stomped past him, towards Lyle’s men, shotgun held at the ready and Jack walked to Claire. He reached in, undid her belt and she climbed into his arms. They both flinched when the shotgun boomed. Carrie fired it twice more.
			

			
				When Jack peeked over Claire’s shoulder Carrie was striding over to them with her shotgun over one shoulder and a duffel bag, hanging heavy, in her other hand. Blood backsplash smeared her face and clothes, but she seemed unconcerned.
			

			
				“Let’s go.” She said and got back into the passenger seat.
			

			
				He put Claire in the truck.
			

			
				“After we bury Sierra.”
			

			
				“What?”
			

			
				“We’ll leave. After we bury Sierra.”
			

			
				She was incredulous, and said, “With what? And where genius? You have a shovel? I don’t.”
			

			
				“I don’t know. We’ll cover her with something. Put her in the trunk of a car or something.”
			

			
				“What the hell for?”
			

			
				“If you don’t know the answer to that then there is no point in me telling you. All you need to know is I will not leave her here like some discarded toy. So you can help or you can wait.”
			

			
				“Or I can leave.”
			

			
				“Yes. You can do that too. I would rather you didn’t. We seem to work well together. When you’re not insulting me.”
			

			
				She stared out the windshield.
			

			
				Jack left her. Searching the wreckage, he found a quilted comforter and a sleeping bag. When he brought the items back, Carrie was standing over Sierra waiting for him and Claire watched him through the back window. The other lady never left her seat or made a sound.
			

			
				They placed Sierra in the sleeping bag and zipped it up to her neck. Jack cleaned the blood off of her lips and straightened her hair. They carried Sierra to a minivan. Jack took the seats out and they put Sierra on the floor. Jack put the quilt on her. His hand throbbed. He could tell it had swollen but looking at Sierra, he didn’t care.
			

			
				Jack said, “Now, it just looks like she’s sleeping.”
			

			
				“She is, in a way,” Carrie said.
			

			
				“You wanna say a few words?”
			

			
				“No.” Carrie walked away.
			

			
				Jack closed the back door and followed. His hand hurt, his ear ached and his chin throbbed. They still had a long way to go. He was so tired.
			

			
				Claire stared at his approach, solemn and said, “Jack. You look terrible.”
			

			
				He winked at her, “But I feel pretty good kiddo.”
			

			
				Carrie said, “Let’s go. When Lyle finds the guys in the house and when those other clowns don’t answer their radio, he’ll come for us.”
			

			
				“Are you sure? Why would he bother?”
			

			
				“If you’d met him, you wouldn’t even ask.”
			

			
				 
			

			
				. . . . .
			

			
				 
			

			
				Jack’s Fun Facts: It is estimated that for every one pound of human there are 300 pounds of insects.
			

			
				 
			

			
				. . . . .
			

			
				 
			

			
				Lyle stood surrounded by death. He was in the living room where Jack had rescued Claire. He scrunched his nose from the smell of the corpses, putting together how it went down in his mind. He leaned back against the wall, arms crossed, while his gaze flitted from corpse to corpse. He was cognizant of his pose, knowing he looked good with his collar-length hair, dimpled smile, lean frame and the gun strapped to his thigh, like an outlaw out of a Clint Eastwood flick. He considered getting himself a cowboy hat, to complete the look. He was aware of everyone else’s eyes on him. He made them nervous.
			

			
				“I count two of our guys in here. We’re missing three more.”
			

			
				Trent, Lyle’s head goon, licked his lips. Trent was the third person to be elevated to that position. The other two met their ends at the hands of Lyle.
			

			
				“That’s right. Three more.”
			

			
				Trent shuffled from foot to foot.
			

			
				“Well, Trent. What do you think we should do about that?”
			

			
				Before he could answer, Lyle pointed at someone else, “Or you, Sheldon? Can I call you Shelly? You look like a Shelly.”
			

			
				“Sure, Lyle. Shelly’s fine.”
			

			
				“What do you think we should do, Shelly?”
			

			
				“I dunno.” Sheldon peered at Trent for a rescue, but Trent found something interesting on his shirt and fingered it, avoiding eye contact.
			

			
				“You don’t know?” Lyle moved from the wall. It was a quick move and Trent and Sheldon flinched back. Sheldon’s foot landed in something that squished.
			

			
				“Good thing you’re not in charge Shelly, huh? Those type of answers just don’t cut it when you’re in charge. Imagine everyone asking me, ‘Lyle? What are we gonna eat?’ and I answer, well, jeez, I don’t know. Do you see how that answer could be unsatisfactory, Shelly?”
			

			
				“Yeah.”
			

			
				“Do you see if I answered every question with ‘I don’t know’ how that could affect the trust in my leadership, Shelly?”
			

			
				“Sure, Lyle. I can see that.”
			

			
				“Do you trust me Shelly?”
			

			
				“Of course I do, Lyle. Of course.”
			

			
				“Do you trust me to take care of you, look after you, feed you,” Lyle winked and flashed a dimple, “even get you laid, Shelly?”
			

			
				Sheldon glanced at Trent, worrying about the questions, not liking the tone of them. Sweat beaded his brow. “Of course, Lyle. You the man. You the guy.”
			

			
				Lyle put a hand on Sheldon’s shoulder and moved closer to him, still smiling. The crazy swimming behind Lyle’s eyes made Sheldon shiver.
			

			
				“That’s swell, Shelly. That really lifts my heart to hear that.”
			

			
				Lyle said to Trent, “Isn’t that great Trent? Shelly trusts me.”
			

			
				Trent was confused but glad the focus was not on him, so he answered, “Sure is Lyle. We all trust you.”
			

			
				“That’s great. Almost brings a tear to my eye.” Trent was sure he saw Lyle’s eyes mist up. Trent and Sheldon creased their brows with worry.
			

			
				Lyle let go of Sheldon and strode back to the wall to lean against it, liking his previous pose, but before his back could hit the wall, he straightened.
			

			
				“So, Shelly, if you trust me, like you say you do, how come I heard from Alicia that you’ve been putting some guns and ammo aside?”
			

			
				Sheldon jumped, surprised by the question and it showed as he said, “Alicia’s lying, Lyle. She’s so fucked up she’ll say anything.” Trent sidled away from Sheldon.
			

			
				“Oh, that’s a relief!” Lyle swiped a hand across his brow, “Phew! I was really worried there for a second!”
			

			
				“Lyle. You know those broads. They’ll say anything for a candy bar! I mean c’mon!”
			

			
				“You know, Shelly. That thought did cross my mind. So I had someone check you’re RV and there was nothing.”
			

			
				“See? See? I told ya, Lyle!”
			

			
				“But, then I decided to check your truck. And, I gotta tell you, I didn’t like what I found.”
			

			
				Sheldon drained of colour and he lifted a shaking hand, “Lyle. Look, Lyle. I uh, I, um...”
			

			
				“Guns, ammo, nonperishable food items, hiking gear, fishing gear, camping gear, and maps! A little treasure trove of ‘Fuck you, Lyle!’ You’re supposed to share with the group!”
			

			
				Sheldon’s voice rasped, dry from terror, “Lyle. I just wanted to go out on my own. What’s wrong with that? Please, Lyle. I didn’t mean anything by it. I swear it. Please.”
			

			
				Lyle closed the distance, getting his hand back on Sheldon’s shoulder, speaking in a soothing tone, “I know, Shelly. It’s okay. I get it.”
			

			
				Sheldon, body convulsing with fear shakes, wrapped his arms around Lyle and cried into his shoulder.
			

			
				“Oh, hey, big fella! It’s alright. You wanted your own space. I understand that. I really do.” He pushed Sheldon back, held him at arm’s length, and said, “But still, you got caught. I gotta make an example out of you.”
			

			
				Sheldon stiffened then pulled back and in a flash of movement, Lyle pulled his gun, pressed it to Sheldon’s knee and pulled the trigger. Sheldon collapsed to the floor, his leg held together by tendons.
			

			
				“That was really loud!” Lyle shouted to Trent.
			

			
				Trent nodded. He was amazed at Lyle’s speed. The gun seemed to have materialized in his hand. Trent never saw him move his arm to get it.
			

			
				“What do you want to do with him?” Trent shouted at Lyle. Sheldon’s screams were slowly getting past the ringing in his ears.
			

			
				Lyle, drumming his fingers on his chin, pensive, said, “Well, we haven’t had an impalement in a while! Nothing like impaling someone to send a message!”
			

			
				Trent blanched and nodded.
			

			
				“Oh! And hang a sign on him! Thief! Better yet, carve it into his chest!”
			

			
				“Ok!”
			

			
				“I can’t believe how loud that gun was!” Lyle was delighted by his own surprise, “It’s so much better to fire them outside! My ears are still ringing!”
			

			
				Trent didn’t answer. Sheldon squirmed on the floor.
			

			
				Lyle pointed at Sheldon, “Don’t let him bleed out! There’s no point in impaling a dead person!”
			

			
				Trent used the walkie-talkie to have others help him with Sheldon. Before the others arrived to help, Trent thought of how to get rid of the gear he’d hidden away. Lyle was right: impalement sure did send a message.
			

			
				“Trent!” Lyle waved his hand at Sheldon, “When this is dealt with, I want you to get a few guys together to find the other three!”
			

			
				“Do you think whoever did this ran into them? They could be hurt.”
			

			
				Lyle watched Sheldon writhe and moan on the floor. The ringing in his ears was gone. Sheldon’s blood spread to Lyle’s boots. He swirled his foot in it.
			

			
				“They better be. Cause if they’ve run off...”
			

			
				Trent nodded.
			

			
				“Oh, hey. What do you think about me in a cowboy hat? It’d work, you think?”
			

			
				 
			

			
				. . . . .
			

			
				 
			

			
				Jack’s Fun Facts: Beetles account for one-quarter of all known species of plants and animals. There are more kinds of beetles than all plants.
			

			
				 
			

			
				. . . . .
			

			
				 
			

			
				The truck groaned. Beaten from crashing through the barrier, the engine rattled, ticked and smoked. Jack wanted a place to hold up, lick his wounds and get in contact with Tim. He turned off the road onto a paved driveway, thinking the people that had lived here were probably more affluent than those with gravel driveways, hoping they would have working internet. Carrie insisted he park the truck around the house, out of sight from the road, but Jack asked, “Why? The only people who have seen our truck are dead.”
			

			
				“Lyle is coming. If they see a beaten up truck after coming across their dead friends, they’ll investigate. We don’t want that.”
			

			
				Jack thought it unlikely Lyle would bother with them, but didn’t want to argue: he was too tired. He parked the truck behind the house.
			

			
				Jack walked Claire to the house, holding her hand, loving to see her safe and thankful they found a place to lay low. Jack learned the other woman’s name was Kathy with a ‘K.’ Carrie said that was how she introduced herself when they first met, so that is what everyone use to call her before she turned inward. Now, she was just Kathy. Carrie brought Kathy to the house, with a gentle hand guiding her elbow and in her other hand she held the shotgun with the muzzle pointing down.
			

			
				Jack cleared the residence, a large bungalow with big windows, a gleaming kitchen and furniture too rich for Jack to sit on, while everyone else waited outside. A wireless router sat on a corner table and Jack thought, excellent. There were no dead bodies. Jack was grateful for that. Exhaustion was a dull burn in his body.
			

			
				Carrie tended to his injuries. A chunk of his earlobe was gone, shot off. His chin had a half-inch gash, where it had hit the steering wheel and there was an ugly jagged hole in the middle of his palm, looking like a ghastly grin. The bathroom had a first aid kit, antiseptic cream, and hydrogen peroxide. After she had cleaned and bandaged him, Claire told Jack that he looked like a mummy. Claire, thankfully, was injury free.
			

			
				Jack swallowed ibuprofen tablets and chased it with a shot of rum he’d found in the cupboard. It generated a pleasant pool of warmth in his stomach. He considered taking another swig but decided against it. He couldn’t afford to be drunk. He wanted fuzzy edges. Now that he was able to relax, the fear no longer a drug in his system, his hand ached with fierce intensity and sharp needles tormented him from just moving his fingers.
			

			
				Sitting in the kitchen with Claire on his lap while Carrie made dinner, he felt normal, like he was living in a commercial for a breakfast cereal. Before he could rein them in, his emotions broke free and a cry burst from him, shaking his shoulders against the back of the wooden chair. Carrie kept stirring the pot of soup, aware of him but embarrassed by his emotional nakedness. Claire hugged him, shushed him, told him it was okay, she was there, and a laugh escaped him, morphing into sobbing, a hiccoughing of sound.
			

			
				When he was finished, wiping his face with a tea towel, Carrie placed a glass of rum and coke before him. She wouldn’t look at him, “You need this. It’ll help dull the edges.”
			

			
				He drank it and she was wrong. It didn’t dull the edges: it turned out the lights.
			

			
				 
			

			
				. . . . .
			

			
				 
			

			
				The sun crept up over the horizon, shiny, a bright lemon in the sky. The rays slanted into the window and onto Jack’s eyelids. He cracked an eye, the light burning a bright spot on his retina. He rolled away from it and onto his hurt ear. He cried out and banged his bandaged hand on the side table, screamed and cursed generously. He had fallen asleep on the couch, in the living room and Claire, never wanting to be far from Jack, slept on the love seat next to him. Her round eyes and equally round mouth witnessed Jack’s tirade with awe. When he noticed her noticing him swearing, he turned a bright red and she giggled into her hand, curls bouncing, shoulders jumping to her ears.
			

			
				“That was an example of what words not to say.”
			

			
				“Thothe were a lot of wordth.”
			

			
				He grinned, abashed, “Yes. A lot of words.”
			

			
				He made breakfast after waking Carrie with all his screaming and swearing and she glared at him from over the top of her coffee cup. Carrie led Kathy to the table but she wouldn’t eat on her own. Claire fed her, humming some tune. She was having fun, doing something grown-up.
			

			
				“What song is that?” Jack asked.
			

			
				“Caillou.”
			

			
				“A kid’s show?”
			

			
				“Yeth.”
			

			
				Carrie said, “We can’t stay here. I can see you’re liking this whole family scene, but Lyle is coming. We’re going to have to move.”
			

			
				Claire fed Kathy while watching Jack and Carrie’s interaction, feeling a tension between them and not knowing why it was there. She was nervous of Carrie.
			

			
				Carrie knew Jack didn’t think Lyle would follow them this far. She could tell by the way his mouth straightened into a white line whenever she mentioned him. Lyle would keep after them. She didn’t know how far they would have to go to be free of him and she considered leaving Jack and the others behind. She couldn’t be caught by Lyle again. He would be less than forgiving.
			

			
				“Okay. I just want to send Tim a message and wait for his answer. Then we’ll go.”
			

			
				Her brows drew down, “How long will that take?”
			

			
				“I don’t know, I haven’t talked to him for awhile.”
			

			
				“How long are you willing to wait?”
			

			
				“We. How long are we willing to wait, you mean.”
			

			
				“Maybe.”
			

			
				“Well, why don’t you tell me how long you’re willing to wait? That might be a better question.”
			

			
				Jack was calm to avoid getting Carrie riled up, even though that didn’t take much provocation. His calm annoyed her because, to her, it was like he wasn’t taking the threat of Lyle seriously and so she wanted to scare him.
			

			
				“Whether you believe it or not, Lyle will come for us. Once he finds his friends, lying dead on the road, he’ll wonder who did it and he’ll notice us,” she motioned to herself and Kathy, “his property, missing. No one escapes him. He likes to hunt after people and he loves it when he catches them. It’s like a big party. An announcement is made. Everyone is invited to the show and no one is allowed to miss it. One guy fell in love with a girl. If you can love someone you rape. He couldn’t stand the idea of her making the rounds, being used by anyone else but him and so he stole her. Took her and ran. Lyle found him and forced everyone to watch his punishment.” Carrie noticed Claire, right beside them, and continued in a softer tone, needing Jack to understand how much danger they were in. “At first, they cut off his hands, for stealing. Old Testament crap. They cauterized the stumps with a frying pan that was sitting in the fire. Then Lyle cut off his feet, his arms, then his legs, and finally, they castrated him. Lyle did it himself, with a machete. It took a couple of hacks to get the legs off and Lyle smiled through it all like he was having the time of his life. The man was just a torso by the end of it, lying there while drunken men hooted and hollered and spit on him. I never knew people like Lyle lived out there. That’s who we’re dealing with.”
			

			
				 
			

			
				. . . . .
			

			
				 
			

			
				Jack’s Fun Facts: Cockroaches have teeth in their stomachs.
			

			
				 
			

			
				. . . . .
			

			
				 
			

			
				From: tim.waverling@yahoo.com
			

			
				Subject: Get Over Here!
			

			
				Date: October 12, 2012 12:53:51PM EDT
			

			
				To: Jack.Claire@gmail.com
			

			
				______________________________________________________________________________
			

			
				 
			

			
				Jack! You had me real worried. Hadn’t heard from you in a long time. A lot has changed.
			

			
				Glad to hear you and Claire are okay. I met up with some people, good people. They started some sort of, I don’t know, colony and we’re like, rebuilding. We have an electrician with us and we even have a doctor! Well, she’s a dentist but she knows more than the rest of us. There are like sixty of us so far! Sixty! We have a pregnant lady with us and people are worried about the baby. What if the bugs want the child? Creeps me out just thinking about it.
			

			
				You gotta get over here! We’re at a little place called Landon. Plug it into your GPS. We’ll see you soon. Try not to get so sidetracked!
			

			
				 
			

			
				Tim
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				. . . . .
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				“See? It didn’t take that long for him to reply.”
			

			
				Carrie nodded, “Now, let’s get out of here.”
			

			
				It was mid-afternoon, the sun a white centre to the bright sky. He decided to do a once over of the truck before they left. Jack checked the engine, but not being a mechanic, he had no idea what to look for, and so he just scratched his head with a frown. He puffed out his chest when he noticed the antifreeze was leaking. He filled it with some he’d found in the garage and stood back, hands on his hips, a satisfied lift to his lips.
			

			
				“What are you looking so pleased about?” Carrie asked.
			

			
				“What? Oh, nothing.” He said, “The antifreeze was almost out. I filled it.”
			

			
				“Congratulations. You know, that truck won’t last us much farther.”
			

			
				“Yeah, I know. We’ll try to find another down the road.”
			

			
				Jack loaded Claire into the seat beside him. Carrie put Kathy back in her seat and then sat next to Claire. A small hole surrounded by starred cracks in the windshield made Jack marvel at how close the bullet had been to killing him. A fine blood mist encircled the hole.
			

			
				He started the truck and it kicked, puttered, shook and wheezed to life. The steering wheel danced in Jack’s hand and when he put it into drive, the truck jerked ahead and the engine sang an orchestra of mechanical noise.
			

			
				“We need a new truck.”
			

			
				Carrie sighed.
			

			
				 
			

			
				. . . . .
			

			
				 
			

			
				Lyle sat in a canvas chair, feet up on a cinderblock, drinking a beer and watching the sun flicker off the steel tips of his cowboy boots. Over the tops of his boots, his men worked on how to get Sheldon impaled onto a pole. Planted into the ground, sharpened and covered with lard, the pole protruded past the back of the pickup truck the men stood in as they hoisted Sheldon with jiggling legs. The men’s faces strained red, sheathed in sweat and Sheldon, with his leg hanging on by fleshy strings, screamed from the pain, and alternated from passing out to waking up with a sharp stake digging into his lower back. Lyle avoided smiling, maintaining a stoic face, observing, evaluating, so his men never knew what he was thinking or about to do. Maybe they should make a simple pulley system? Lift Sheldon with ropes?
			

			
				His walkie-talkie crackled beside him.
			

			
				“Yeah?”
			

			
				“We found them.”
			

			
				“And?”
			

			
				“They’re dead.”
			

			
				“All of them?”
			

			
				“The men, yes. The girls are missing.”
			

			
				Lyle said, “Find them.”
			

			
				“We think we can follow them. It looks like their vehicle is leaking fluids, antifreeze mostly. We can probably follow that.”
			

			
				Lyle allowed himself a small smile, more of a crease. The need to hunt released a tingling throughout his body.
			

			
				“How far are you guys?”
			

			
				“Twenty minutes away? At the most. On the east side of the subdivision, on the main road. Be careful though, when you come around the corner. There is a big car wreck here. The roads are covered in junk.”
			

			
				“Alright. Hold tight. I’m on my way. I’m in for this.”
			

			
				“Yes, sir.”
			

			
				Lyle stood, tossed his beer and made his way towards Sheldon and his men.
			

			
				The men froze at his approach, a snapshot of fear, and dropped Sheldon onto the bed of the trunk with a thump. He screamed and was told to shut up and then kicked a few times. Sheldon’s screams became groans behind a clamped shut mouth. Lyle drew his gun. The men were leery of him the way they would be if a rabid dog showed up in camp. The gun was pointed down.
			

			
				“Having trouble boys?”
			

			
				The men were unsure of how to answer. One of them farted.
			

			
				Lyle wrinkled his nose, “Relax. I was just gonna suggest that for next time, you might want to put the stake deeper in the ground. Or use some pulley system. Might make it easier.”
			

			
				“Yes, sir.”
			

			
				Lyle shot Sheldon in the forehead. The men jumped back and one of them fell out of the truck landing in the dirt, a puff of dust exploding with the expulsion of air from his lungs.
			

			
				Lyle holstered the gun, “See you boys, later.”
			

			
				Lyle contacted Trent, to let him know he was in charge while he was gone. He also contacted Billy, the man he was grooming to be Trent’s replacement, and told him to keep an eye on Trent.
			

			
				He hopped on his motorbike, started it with a kick and sped off down the road, the thrill of the hunt reverberating in his bones.
			

			
				 
			

			
				. . . . .
			

			
				 
			

			
				They drove slowly, not wanting to overtax the engine. They stopped twice, to make a switch with abandoned cars, but none of them had keys. Carrie seemed disgusted when Jack told her that, no, he couldn’t hot-wire a car and so they drove on, the sun sinking to glare into their eyes. Jack and Claire played Eye-Spy and even Carrie participated, although grudgingly.
			

			
				It was getting hard for her to maintain her emotional detachment. How could she take off on people she cared about? It was Claire that drew her in. She encapsulated hope. Carrie was afraid to feel that again.
			

			
				The truck’s engine overheated, antifreeze reserve long since depleted and the truck died in a haze of pungent oily smoke. The road melted into the horizon, no houses or cars in sight. Jack planned to walk on ahead alone, find a car and come back for them, but Claire wouldn’t allow it and for once, he acquiesced. They got out, carrying water, food, and sleeping bags in a wheelbarrow. It was Jack’s idea to bring the wheelbarrow, and he felt smug as he pushed it ahead of him. Carrie suggested they leave the road, but Jack didn’t want to struggle with the wheelbarrow over uneven ground and so he kept putting her off with, “In a little bit.” Jack was happy to be moving towards something again, oblivious of the menace riding his trail of antifreeze, following it like breadcrumbs.
			

			
				 
			

			
				. . . . .
			

			
				 
			

			
				Jack’s Fun Facts: African termite mounds can be 40 feet high.
			

			
				 
			

			
				. . . . .
			

			
				 
			

			
				Carrie was nervous, scared about Lyle and checked behind them so often that Jack commented, “Maybe you should try walking backward.” He received a glare in response. Their shadows, dark and tall trailed behind them. The sun became a half orange lingering on the horizon and the sky was a light purple when Jack spotted a place to stop. A barn, crumbling foundations, and half the roof long since rotted away, its wooden slats appearing like jagged teeth had appeared around a break in the trees.
			

			
				“Wanna sleep in there?” Jack asked.
			

			
				“Yes, we should’ve left the road ages ago,” Carrie said.
			

			
				He pushed the wheelbarrow down an incline cutting a line into the grass. Claire stumbled a little, exhausted and Jack picked her up and put her in the wheelbarrow. She was grinning as they bounced and rolled over the pitted grassy field while hanging onto the metal sides. Jack liked that she still smiled and was constantly amazed by her resiliency.
			

			
				The barn, backlit by the descending sun, stood like an aged monolith, weakened by the elements and the lack of anyone to care for it. The inside was dark and damp earth with grass growing in clumps, like tufts of hair, sprinkled the ground. They chose a corner and arranged the bedding in a circle. Jack found a gas can with a little liquid sloshing around in the bottom.
			

			
				“Think we can have a fire?”
			

			
				Carrie’s face scrunched, “I don’t know. What if someone sees the light?”
			

			
				Jack refrained from rolling his eyes. “How about we start one and you can go outside let us know if you can see it. If you can, we’ll put it out.”
			

			
				Carrie nodded.
			

			
				Claire said, “Can we roath marthmallowth?”
			

			
				“I wish we could honey. We don’t have any.”
			

			
				Jack poured a bit of gas on kindling he gathered and when he put a match to it, the fire started with a ‘whoomf’ and a fireball floated towards his face. He fell back on his butt and Claire squealed.
			

			
				Jack asked, “Do I have any eyebrows left?”
			

			
				Carrie leaned close to him, her face twitching as she struggled to keep a serious expression, “Yeah. But some of them are singed.”
			

			
				Worried, he said, “But they’re still there, right?”
			

			
				Carrie hid her mouth behind her hand, eyes wrinkled, she said, “Yup. Still there.”
			

			
				“Jeez. Starting fires with gas is serious business.”
			

			
				Jack’s awe at this revelation broke Carrie’s determination. She couldn’t control herself any longer. She laughed, “You should’ve have...” laugh, “seen your face!” Holding her stomach, “You were so scared...” whole body convulsing, “about your eyebrows! Eyebrows!”
			

			
				Jack didn’t see the humor in it. He stood, wiping the dirt off of his butt and with as much dignity as he could muster said, “I’ll go see if the fire’s visible.”
			

			
				Carrie’s stomach hurt and her laughter faded as he rounded the corner.
			

			
				Stars pitted the black sky and moonlight covered the field, outlining the trees and the grass in silver. Before all of this, Jack would never have noticed such beauty.
			

			
				He walked all the way to the road. The fire was faint, little flickers of light between the slats, but it wasn’t visible unless you knew it was there. It would be nice to have a fire in the night. Claire would enjoy it and so would Jack. He would tell Carrie they were fine. He felt a little guilty for the lie, but really, what were the chances that Lyle was coming for them?
			

			
				 
			

			
				. . . . .
			

			
				 
			

			
				Lyle found their truck. It had been hard tracking them, even with the antifreeze leaking. Long gaps between the spills and the small droplets meant that he had to take it slow. Lyle investigated crossroads to make sure he was still on the right trail. He came upon the house at twilight. Lyle found the empty bandage packages and a bottle of hydrogen peroxide sitting on the bathroom counter. He hoped some they weren’t hurt too much. He wanted to do the hurting. Thinking about what these people had done so far excited him. They were worthy adversaries. Killing the two at the house and the three at the crash site impressed Lyle. Two of the men at the crash site had been executed. Shotgun blasts to their heads at short range had turned their heads into pulped bloody melons. He would have to make an example of these people, there was just no way around that, but he was intrigued by them as well. He caressed the gun on his hip. He couldn’t wait to meet them.
			

			
				In the garage, he found an empty antifreeze container. It made him happy. He knew he would have a longer trail to follow. Following the trail at night was tough but none of his men complained. They weren’t stupid.
			

			
				He found the abandoned truck soon after the house. Lyle snuck up on it, hoping they were asleep inside. Lyle inspected the truck, intrigued by the blood spatter on the cracked windshield and the large, dark red stain in the back seat. Lyle reached in and pressed his fingers into the back seat. It was squishy with blood, so much blood someone must have been critically injured. Bad enough that they probably couldn’t have been moved. Maybe one of them had been killed, but then, where was the body? They didn’t bury it, did they? He hoped they did. People like that, deluded with morality, were so much more satisfying to break. Lyle closed the truck door and peered down the road, hands on his hips, headlights behind him making his shadow go on forever.
			

			
				To his men behind him he said, “You guys make camp here. I’m just gonna go a little bit farther. I’ll be back.”
			

			
				 
			

			
				. . . . .
			

			
				 
			

			
				Jack took the first watch. He alternated warming himself by the fire and standing at the corner of the barn to see the gray line of the nighttime road. Claire had snuggled deep into the sleeping bag and her blonde curls fanned out of the top.
			

			
				A rumbling in the distance caused Jack to frown at the sky. Cloudless and bright with stars, Jack didn’t think the storm would reach them. He went back to the fire, crouched with his hands extended over it and gasped noticing Kathy’s eyes were open and focused on him.
			

			
				“You alright Kathy?”
			

			
				Her mouth moved but Jack couldn’t hear her. The rumbling in the sky grew closer. He moved to her and leaned down.
			

			
				She said, “He’s coming.”
			

			
				Jack’s brows drew down and he stood. The rumbling never went away. Jack ran back to his post to look at the roadway. Stopped on the road, rumbling, was a motorbike. The headlight a bright cyclopean eye in the night. Jack rushed to the fire, desperate to douse the flames.
			

			
				 
			

			
				. . . . .
			

			
				 
			

			
				Jack’s Fun Facts: A Japanese hornet is the size of an adult person’s thumb and can spit flesh-eating poison.
			

			
				 
			

			
				. . . . .
			

			
				 
			

			
				Carrie awoke to sparks from the fire as Jack kicked at it, desperate to put it out. “What? Someone’s here?”
			

			
				“Yes.”
			

			
				Carrie scrambled out of the sleeping bag and helped Jack put out the flames, scooping dirt over it with her hands.
			

			
				“Could you see who it is?” Carrie asked.
			

			
				Claire sat up, hugging her knees to her chest, alert to the tension. The flames died, embers flickering red and black.
			

			
				“No. Someone on a motorbike.” He nodded in the direction of the road, “Stopped over there. The engine is still rumbling.”
			

			
				Carrie stiffened. She heard the engine and pictured Lyle on his bike, eager to get his property back.
			

			
				“We have to get out of here. Now!” She grabbed his elbow and squeezed.
			

			
				“You know who it is?”
			

			
				“It’s Lyle!”
			

			
				“It could be one of his men.”
			

			
				“No. It’s him!”
			

			
				The engine cut off. She peeked out through the slats. The headlight was on and it was pointed towards their location. A man passed through the shadow. Carrie gasped. It was Lyle. She knew it because it couldn’t be any other way. She had been fooling herself when she thought maybe she could get away and try to build something good from the trash of her life. She would forever be his prisoner, she could never escape him. He would catch her and do things to her and have his men do things to her while he stood to the side, smiling that smile with the crazy coming off him in waves. Hands closed on her shoulders.
			

			
				Carrie jerked away, “Don’t touch me!”
			

			
				“Hey, sorry, you were crying, shaking, I thought...I’m sorry.”
			

			
				“I wish you never saved me,” she said as she pushed past him, snatching her coat and backpack. She put the coat on and slung the backpack onto her shoulders.
			

			
				Claire tugged on Jack’s hand and he lifted her in his arms. She clung to him, leaning her head on his shoulder.
			

			
				Carrie’s face hardened as she said, “I can’t be caught by him again. I won’t let it happen. I’m sorry Jack, I really am. Lyle is out there right now calling for back up. You don’t have much time.”
			

			
				“You mean we, we don’t have much time?”
			

			
				“No. You guys are slowing me down.” She grabbed the shotgun, checked it was loaded and walked off into the darkness.
			

			
				“Where’th she going Jack?”
			

			
				“She’s leaving.” Jack’s injured ear remained numb, his chin throbbed and his hand ached and itched at the same time. Watching Carrie walk off, even though Claire was with him, Jack felt alone. He was glad it was dark out. He didn’t want Claire to see how upset he was. He willed the tears back even as his mouth flooded with saliva.
			

			
				“How come, Jack? She doethn’t like uth anymore?”
			

			
				“No sweetheart. She just wants to be safe. That’s all.”
			

			
				“Me too, Jack.”
			

			
				“I know, honey. We gotta go now.”
			

			
				“Why Jack?”
			

			
				“A bad man is coming.”
			

			
				 
			

			
				. . . . .
			

			
				 
			

			
				Lyle cruised at a slow pace, wanting to pay close attention to the passing scenery and find where they were hiding. The warm night soothed his face. He enjoyed the rumble of the bike underneath him as his wheels devoured the road’s dotted yellow lines and how his headlight pushed back the night like a radiant shield. He smelled the fire before he even noticed the barn.
			

			
				It was redolent of woodsmoke, sparking memories of times camping with his parents before they annoyed him so much he had to kill them. He decelerated, scanning the side of the road where the smell was coming from and saw a dark shadow of a building in the distance. He braked and did he not see a soft orange glow flickering from gaps in the building? Yes, he did. He licked his lips, a tingle in his groin as he put the kickstand down.
			

			
				He depressed the button on the walkie-talkie, “Bill? You there?”
			

			
				“Uh, yeah, but I’m Henry.”
			

			
				“Ok, Bill. You and the boys get your asses over here. I’ll leave my bike on the road. Southeast of me is a barn. Go that way.”
			

			
				“Yessir. Won’t you be there? To meet us?”
			

			
				“No. I’m going hunting.”
			

			
				 
			

			
				. . . . .
			

			
				 
			

			
				“Kathy. C’mon. We gotta go!”
			

			
				She was pliant, yet slow and robotic and Jack knew she wouldn’t be doing any running. He’d have to pull on her the whole way, negotiating a field full of divots and holes concealed by the night. He wanted to leave her, but he couldn’t.
			

			
				“Kathy. Please. We have to go quicker. Lyle is here!”
			

			
				Jack thought he’d dislocate her shoulder if he pulled any harder. A flashlight beam swept the ground behind them. It wasn’t close, but it wasn’t far either. The light switched off. That was worse. At least with the light, he knew Lyle’s position.
			

			
				He considered ducking into the tall grass, hiding, crawling away. Lyle was tracking their trail through the grass and if they stopped, he would find them. Jack patted the gun in his waistband. Maybe Jack should ambush him? If he sent the girls off ahead, he could hunker down on the trail and shoot him when he got closer. But what if he missed? What would happen to Claire? He hated Carrie for leaving, to abandon them with a monster so close behind. Maybe Lyle went after Carrie. It scared him to think of Carrie being pursued by Lyle but a part of himself hoped Lyle was after her and not them. The light beam backlit Kathy’s head and Jack pulled her down, out of the light’s path. The light flicked off. He was so much closer! A warm wetness trickled a line down his chin. He had gnawed on his lip so much it was bleeding. He led in a crouching walk, pulling Kathy in one hand and holding Claire’s in the other. He wanted to have his gun out, but he needed to guide them all.
			

			
				Jack chanced a look back and light blinded him. He dropped down, bringing Kathy and Claire with him. Before they were hidden by the tall grass, a shot caught Kathy in the head and warm blood splashed into Jack’s mouth. Kathy crumpled. Claire screamed.
			

			
				“Shh! Claire. You have to crawl out of here. You have to go. Stay below the grass and don’t stand up for any reason. Try not to crush the grass. Crawl through it, as best you can. Part the stalks, don’t crush them. You understand?”
			

			
				“No. I can’t Jack. I’m tho thcared!”
			

			
				“Me too, but you have to. Get back to the barn and hide. Hide until these men are gone.”
			

			
				“No. Jack. Pleathe.” Claire cried and her body shook and Jack’s heart was breaking.
			

			
				In a wet voice, he said, “You have to Claire. Please. You just...have to. Just pretend it’s hide and seek. I’ll find you later. I always do.”
			

			
				“I can’t. It’th too dark. The bad man ith coming.”
			

			
				“I’m gonna stop him and then I’ll come find you. At the barn.” His voice was harsh, tinged with worried frustration, “Now go. Claire, you have to go.” His heart cleaved in two as he watched her small, indistinct shape in the dark worm away and disappear.
			

			
				He pulled the gun out of his waistband and waited. His heart flailed around on a string in his chest and his dry mouth stuck his tongue to the roof of his mouth. Footsteps approached, crunching through the grass with a lackadaisical confidence. Jack rose up, to see above the grass, gun at the ready. A silhouette hovered towards him, seeming to float on the waves of waist-high grass. Jack aimed the gun, waiting for him to get closer, terrified of missing. The light flashed on and hit Jack in the eyes and Jack squeezed the trigger. At the same time, he heard another gunshot and a terrible pain exploded in his head and then Jack knew only darkness.
			

			
				 
			

			
				. . . . .
			

			
				 
			

			
				Tim’s Fun Facts: In the U.S. wasps kill more people than snakes, spiders, and scorpions combined.
			

			
				 
			

			
				. . . . .
			

			
				 
			

			
				It was so dark in the grass where the moonlight couldn’t reach. Bugs squirmed through the dirt, jumping between the stalks, buzzing with menace. Jack told her to stay down because a bad man was up there, above the grass, hunting them. There wasn’t anyplace for her that didn’t hold some terror. It seemed to her she moved from place to place in a constant state of fear with only brief breaks. Why did Jack tell her to leave? She was so scared without him.
			

			
				When the two gunshots rang out she flattened onto the soil and buried her head into the ground, forgetting about how much she hated and feared bugs. The shots were so close. She waited, forgetting to breathe until her little chest expanded to take in the needed air. Claire clung to the grass, listening for Jack to call to her. He would if he was alright, wouldn’t he? He promised he wouldn’t leave her. He promised he wouldn’t die on her. He had to be okay. Why wasn’t he calling to her? He would meet her at the barn. He said he would and so she’d better get there quick. She parted the stalks and rose to her knees. A voice from behind made her freeze. She must be quiet. A coldness flowed into her, filling her up like a cup.
			

			
				“Bill? You here yet?”
			

			
				Some time passed, as slow as honey dripping from a spoon before a voice replied, tinny, and loud. How did he get closer without her hearing him? Her teeth chattered and she zippered shut her lips over them.
			

			
				“Just got to your bike now, boss.”
			

			
				“Okay. I got two of them. I saw another trail heading west from the barn. You guys start following that. I’ll catch up to you in a bit. The kid is still missing.”
			

			
				“Right, boss.”
			

			
				Looking through the last house Lyle noticed drawings lying on a table. Pictures drawn by a kid. The name had been scrawled on the bottom in an unsteady, just-learning hand.
			

			
				Lyle said, “It’s okay, Claire. No one is going to hurt you.”
			

			
				Claire’s eyes bulged. The voice drowned out the bugs buzzing. How did he know her name? Bad men always knew such things. Even if Jack never told her a bad man was coming, she would’ve known he was a bad man. She was smart that way. His voice carried undertones of cruelty. Moving with care, she crawled forward, hearing every noise amplified, cringing with every rustle and creak.
			

			
				“Now, Claire, I know you must be close by. I don’t know what Carrie has been telling you, but they were all lies. I’ll take care of you. Bring you back to camp. You can grow up in a place of safety, in a warm bed with a full belly. Many women would love to look after you. Treat you like the little doll you are. Why you wanna stay out here all alone?”
			

			
				Alone? What happened to Jack? He couldn’t be dead. He promised! Tears cleaned her cheeks. Jack will meet me at the barn. She stuck her lip out. Keep moving. Jack will be there.
			

			
				“Carrie will look after you too.”
			

			
				The voice sounded farther away. She could make it!
			

			
				A light flashed over her head, tipping the stalks of grass with lighted frost. Claire stopped.
			

			
				“I will find you, little girl.”
			

			
				He was almost upon her. How did he move so quick! All pretense of sweetness drained from his voice. He growled out the last word.
			

			
				“I will find your trail. I find everyone’s trail. You might as well give up now.”
			

			
				His foot landed near her left hand. She stared at the boot, darkness obscuring the details and she pictured the flashlight turning on and pinning her in its rays. She slid her hand under her chest. A pounding rhythm beat on her hand. The flashlight beam waved above her. Don’t look down! Please, don’t look down! The bad man’s foot lifted and turned away. She waited until she could no longer hear his steps and she crept forward, parting the stalks with her hands like Jack told her to.
			

			
				She made it to the tree line and stood, pushing down a cry bubbling up in her throat when she couldn’t see the barn. She walked deeper into the darkness, hoping she was going the right way.
			

			
				Back in the field, Lyle played his flashlight over the grass. His knees lifted high to clear the grass reminding Claire of a flamingo she had once seen at the zoo. Claire saw he was moving in a direct line for her, picking up speed. The flashlight bounced, a mini sun on a string and then it shone into her eyes. He was still too far off for it to blind her, but that didn’t matter. He had found her.
			

			
				Claire ran. Her little feet slapped the dirt as she moved under branches and darted between trees. But she couldn’t outrun a bigger person. Her father had always caught her in tag, even when he pretended she was so fast. Light flittered through the branches behind her, creating finger-like shadows ahead of her. She wanted to lie down, hide, wait for Jack to find her. He would look for her even if she didn’t make it to the barn. Her feet slowed, her limbs flagged and her breath burned out of her mouth. She stumbled to a tree and sat down under it, hugging her knees to her chest, making herself small, picturing herself as a ball. Claire’s tears salted her mouth. Light fanned through the trees.
			

			
				“I’m coming for you, Claire.” She jerked when he spoke.
			

			
				“You’ll like it with us. You and Carrie. Sure, when you get older and have to earn your keep like the rest of them, you may not like us so much, but you’ll have a good few years before then. Come on out, now.”
			

			
				She didn’t answer. His words landed on her like physical slaps and she cringed with every one spoken.
			

			
				“If you come out, I’ll give you some ice cream and a nice cold Coca-Cola before bed. How does that sound?”
			

			
				Branches groaned around her.
			

			
				“Come out now you little brat!”
			

			
				Hands pulled her up by the shoulders.
			

			
				 
			

			
				. . . . .
			

			
				 
			

			
				Tim’s Fun Facts: A cockroach can hold its breath up to 40 minutes.
			

			
				 
			

			
				. . . . .
			

			
				 
			

			
				Branches plucked at her clothes and she stumbled over roots in the dark. Lyle was back there, coming for them. It was what he did, it was who he was; a predator. Panic tickled at her nerves urging her to go faster, but she suppressed it knowing to run full out in the dark would invite injury. She needed her wits and had to use the night to cloak her escape. She couldn’t be caught again. The nightmare would return.
			

			
				She remembered the long line of men Lyle had waiting outside of an RV, ready to take their turn on her. He loved to torture her. He knew she didn’t like men. She’s always gravitated towards women. They were what she had always been attracted to. When Lyle had found out he’d just laughed. “Can’t repopulate the world that way, honey! You’ll just have to do your duty. Like the rest of them.”
			

			
				He stayed in the room with her while it took place. He tied her hands and legs to posts he installed at the corners of the bed. He’d sit in a corner of the room and watched his men take their turns on her while sipping on a glass of Sprite heavy with ice. The procession of grunting men, dirty with sweat, hirsute chests and saliva collecting in the corners of their mouths never ended. The memory weakened her knees.
			

			
				She knelt on the ground, sucking in air, hands damp and shaky on the shotgun. Did she do the right thing? Is this how she was supposed to live the rest of her life? Running out on those she cared about? Jack saved her from that and she left him. The wind sighed through the trees. No lights followed in pursuit. Did Lyle go after Jack, Claire, and Kathy? She didn’t know how to feel about that. She wanted it before, but now, thinking about tiny Claire, did she want what had happened to her to happen to Claire? Her stomach lurched. She didn’t know what to do. When she heard the gunshots, two of them, she flinched as though she’d been punched. She didn’t want to hear the third. They would all be gone if she heard a third shot. She had no doubt Lyle was doing the shooting. She’d seen him in action. He was so fast! What if Claire was lying dead out there? A little girl, alone, and Carrie had abandoned her. A breeze cooled the wetness on her cheeks, chilling her. She turned in the direction of the shots, clutched the shotgun to her chest and ran. Maybe she could save one of them. Maybe. Images of Claire lying dead, a red rose blossoming on her chest, caused her to choke back a sob.
			

			
				A light filtered through the trees ahead and Carrie froze. It jiggled towards her, held by unsteady hands and she moved out of its path. She crouch walked, keeping the light in view and then sat behind a tree waiting for it to pass. She didn’t think it was Lyle. It seemed to her that only Lyle could’ve done the shooting and those sounds were a far way off. She didn’t know why she felt so sure of that, but she did. This must be one of his goons. Was it one of the men who leaned over her, breath redolent of cigarettes while she begged for him to stop? Her hands squeezed the shotgun. She didn’t want to fire off a round. It would bring people running.
			

			
				Footsteps disturbing rocks and branches approached. She turned the shotgun and choked her hands up on the barrel like she’d hold a baseball bat. A shadow moved past her. She stood and followed on her toes. She didn’t think she knew him even though the light provided by the flashlight wasn’t directed at his face. It was obscured by shadow. With held breath, she swung the shotgun and it hit the man on the side of his head, where she thought the temple would be. He made a sound, ‘Ug-gack!’ and he toppled on his side. Carrie tripped on him and landed on his soft stomach with her knees. She saw the flashlight swinging toward her. She was off balance and couldn’t move out of the way. It struck her in the face, at the jaw and she felt a tooth crack off in her mouth. Its remnants were gritty on her tongue. Pinpoints of light hijacked her vision and terror swelled up inside her so she swung the gun again at where she thought his head would be and she heard a crack. She scrambled to her feet, put her back against a tree and when she could see, there was a dent in the man’s face, just above his eyebrows. Blood filled it in. Carrie picked up the flashlight and shone it on him. He was still alive. He gurgled and blood bubbled on his lips. His eyes roved and his right arm twitched, fingers clawing the dirt. Carrie caved in his head with the butt of the shotgun. It took two more hits before he stopped moving. His blood decorated her face in warm droplets. She noticed a walkie-talkie clipped to his belt. She took it and turned the volume low. She left him in the dirt, hoping she was going the right way and wondering how many more of these guys would she encounter. It didn’t matter. She would kill them all to get to Claire and she would have a good time doing it.
			

			
				She stopped at the edge of a tree-line. Her breath hot in her mouth. She inhaled through her nose, out through her mouth, to help slow down her heart. She worried about walking into an open field of grass. The moonlight was strong and would silhouette anyone running through it. Another light bobbed at the edge of the field, not too far from her. It moved quickly. She swallowed a hard knot. It was Lyle and he was looking for someone. She was sure of it.
			

			
				She stayed on the edge of the trees, running as fast as she dared, getting ahead of the light. She had to be there first. Should she whisper out for Claire? What if it wasn’t Claire? Would Lyle hear her? The cool air stabbed her cracked tooth and she sucked in the pain with a hiss. A shadow lumbered off to her side. She squinted. It was a big man, rounded and heavy on his feet. It wasn’t Lyle or Jack. Why didn’t he have his flashlight on? Was he trying to sneak up on someone? She crept up to him, ready to take him out. She raised the shotgun to her shoulder, marvelling at how loud this guy was, but thankful as well. Carrie, close enough to swing, gripped the shotgun and the man knelt with reaching arms and pulled up Claire by her arms. Realizing the little girl was Claire, Carrie froze, the shotgun level with her shoulder. Claire squealed. Carrie gritted her teeth and swung. He must’ve sensed something, felt her vibration because he turned and Carrie could see the shotgun moving in slow-motion towards Claire’s head and she couldn’t stop it, but it passed by Claire and hit the man across the bridge of the nose. He dropped Claire and fell back against a tree. Carrie didn’t give the man anytime to move away or dodge. She swung the shotgun against his head over and over until he fell to the ground and his blood fed the soil.
			

			
				Carrie spun and picked up Claire. She found her!
			

			
				“I got you now, honey!”
			

			
				Claire’s body vibrated against her.
			

			
				“Where’s Jack sweetie?”
			

			
				A light blinded her. Carrie moved behind a tree. A gun fired.
			

			
				 
			

			
				. . . . .
			

			
				 
			

			
				Tim’s Fun Facts: With over 300,000 different species, one out of every four animals on earth is a beetle.
			

			
				 
			

			
				. . . . .
			

			
				 
			

			
				Thunder cracked overhead. Jack groaned. His head felt as brittle as a soft boiled egg. Parts of his skull moved under his skin and stabbing pain pricked behind his eyes. Face down in the dirt, he exhaled puffed smoke. Dirt became mud in his mouth and he spit it out. He twisted his head, opened his eyes and panicked when he couldn’t see out of his left eye. Did he lose his eye? Was it hanging on his cheek right now, a useless orb? He was afraid to reach up to touch his cheek, certain his fingers would probe and find what he imagined would feel like a peeled grape.
			

			
				He rolled onto his back, taking his time, cringing and moaning with every movement. The stars overwhelmed the sky. The moon, bloated and bright, loomed large and in his vulnerable state, it appeared godlike. Jack’s unsteady hand floated to his cheek. His eye was still in his head and his face on that side was tacky and wet. His chest lowered, expelling a breath. His hand probed upwards, the pain in his skull constant, and his fingers found a gash just above his eye. It was deep and a gush of blood coated his fingers. What happened? Jack couldn’t remember. Where was Claire? He stiffened, croaked out, “Claire?”
			

			
				His voice was weak, his mouth dry. It resembled the voice of a zombie in a low budget film. He rolled his tongue around his mouth, “Claire!” That was better.
			

			
				No answer. He pushed himself onto his elbows. Dizziness blurred his vision and he waited for it to pass, his stomach convulsed and he pushed acidic bile back down.
			

			
				Thunder again. It was closer. Where the hell was Claire? A wailing cry floated over the stalks of grass.
			

			
				That wasn’t thunder, those were gunshots. Jack remembered. Lyle had shot him. Now he was after Claire. He stood, wavered from the sudden movement and almost fell down. He steadied, peering into the trees where the screams echoed from. It wasn’t Claire who screamed, he was sure of that, but it was female. Carrie?
			

			
				Jack stumbled toward the woods and his boot kicked something heavy. He reached down, darkness encroaching on his vision with the effort and picked up his gun. Bandaged hand, missing earlobe and now a chunk of skin shot off above his eye, Jack flashed bloody teeth as his fingers closed on the butt of the gun, thinking about how messed he was. His smile didn’t last long. It hurt too much. He hobbled in the direction of the last scream with sharp pulses digging into his skull, throbbing through his brain. Jack didn’t think he would make it out alive, but he didn’t care, as long as Lyle died with him. Voices carried from the woods. He moved to intercept. Jack was on a mission of murder.
			

			
				 
			

			
				. . . . .
			

			
				 
			

			
				Lyle thrummed with excited energy. He’d shot two people already. He could’ve used Kathy some more, around the camp, but near the end there, before she’d been taken from him, she just lay there, like a corpse. Borrrinng! Although, there were some guys around camp that did go for that sort of thing. Kathy was right up their alley, but fuck them. That was just…well, wrong.
			

			
				He thought his men were somewhere to the east of him, following Carrie’s trail and so he crept through the woods, alone, playing hide and seek with a little girl. He tingled all over. Man!This shit is fun! He should do this more often. Offer some of the women their freedom. Give ‘em a couple days head start, then go and hunt them. There was just nothing like it! He wouldn’t kill Claire though unless she was one of those crying kids, never shutting up, always bawling, just noise, noise, noise. If she was one of those kids and she got on his nerves enough before he could dump her off on one of the women at camp, then maybe he’d drown her or something. He didn’t like to kill kids, but he didn’t dislike it either. It would be a waste to kill a future breeder but if it had to be done, it had to be done. This one seemed smart, though. Stomach crawling in the grass to the edge of the trees. If he hadn’t turned at the right moment, he might never have seen her break from cover to run into the woods. He still would’ve found her, there was no doubt there, but it would’ve taken longer. Then, he ran in here after her, following her trail, and she stopped running, hunkered down and went silent. That was smart, too. A smart girl like that would know when to stop crying. And that was a genetic trait worth preserving and passing on. Lyle was hopeful he wouldn’t have to murder her. She could grow to be a useful plaything in camp. He liked clever people.
			

			
				He flinched when a shadow popped up in front of him. The silhouette was too skinny to be one of his fat bastards. He popped the light up, fired, but he knew he missed as he pulled the trigger. The person moved before the light was even on them. Fast. Faster than most. Lyle laughed. This may be a challenge. Who was that person, though? Kathy and Jack were dead. Carrie? Had to be.
			

			
				He called to her, “Carrie?”
			

			
				No answer. He backed behind a tree, picked up his walkie-talkie, “Boys? Where you at?”
			

			
				No response. He tried again. Silence.
			

			
				Did she take them both out, without Lyle hearing it? With what he knew about Carrie, it was possible.
			

			
				He spoke into the walkie-talkie, “Carrie, darling, is that you out there killing my men?”
			

			
				A minute passed with no answer. He sighed, getting ready to continue the hunt when she spoke, “Yeah, Lyle, but I never killed any men. Only rapists.”
			

			
				Lyle smiled and said, “You have spirit. I’ll have to have the boys take you for another spin. They liked you, Carrie. Said you had the sweetest honey pot. Everyone wanted a taste.”
			

			
				“Go fist yourself, fucknose.”
			

			
				He chuckled, “You truly are a lady.”
			

			
				“Stay the fuck away Lyle. I’ve got a shotgun. Just let us go or I’ll splatter your brains on the nearest tree.”
			

			
				“A shotgun? Well, I gotta counter-proposal for you. How about you put that shotgun down and bring Claire and yourself over to me. I promise I’ll let the girl live. You? Well, let’s just say you’ll have to prove your worth. Over and over and over again. What do you say to that?”
			

			
				He strained to listen for the click of the walkie-talkie button depressing, to pinpoint her location. He couldn’t hear it. She must be too far from him.
			

			
				“Wow! You really sold me on that one.”
			

			
				“That shotgun ain’t gonna stop me. I’m gonna fuck you with it. That barrel is going to break you in. I’m coming for you, Carrie. Run, run, run, as fast as you can.”
			

			
				 
			

			
				. . . . .
			

			
				 
			

			
				Jack’s Fun Facts: I fucking hate bugs.
			

			
				 
			

			
				. . . . .
			

			
				 
			

			
				Jack heard voices. A man’s voice, following a click. Carrie’s voice floated out to him, tinny sounding, her words accompanied by the hiss of static. He trudged towards the sounds. His feet weighing so heavy, like he had cinderblocks tied to them. His left arm tingled and throbbed. He struggled to curl his fingers into a fist and although he managed it, he couldn’t feel it. It was like watching someone else’s hand. He wasn’t worrying about it. He likened himself to a broken down car. Some parts didn’t work as well as they used to but they still functioned. He moved forward, stumbling, spikes of pain shooting through his brittle head. He used spit and the back of his other hand to clear the blood out of his crusted eye, wincing with the pain and almost falling to the ground from dizziness. He fluttered his eyelids open. His vision was fading in the blood covered eye. The dark trees blurred on that side and ghostly spots appeared like vapor across his retina. He smiled and a tooth dribbled out over his lip. All that work to get his eyelid open and he couldn’t see out of it anyway. He bumped into a tree with his shoulder, stumbled back and fell onto his side, his useless arm unable to support the weight. The loose parts of his skull shifted and compressed. Time passed, lost in a fugue. He heard a voice say, “That shotgun ain’t gonna stop me. I’m gonna fuck you with it. That barrel is going to break you in. I’m coming for you, Carrie. Run, run, run, as fast as you can.” Lyle. He was closer. Jack, with elaborate care, stood and with a bloody slash of a grin, followed the voice.
			

			
				 
			

			
				. . . . .
			

			
				 
			

			
				“Here. Climb on my back.”
			

			
				Carrie crouched and Claire scrambled up her back.
			

			
				“Try not to choke me, okay?”
			

			
				Claire hung onto her shoulders and her feet pressed into Carrie’s hips, like stirrups.
			

			
				A snapping branch from behind elicited a moan from Claire.
			

			
				“He’th coming, Carrie.”
			

			
				“I know. We’re getting out of here.”
			

			
				A warm breath on her ear, “What about Jack?”
			

			
				Carrie doubted Jack was alive. The knowledge settled like a stone in her stomach.
			

			
				“We’ll come back for him. The most important thing is to get away from here.”
			

			
				Carrie picked her course with care. It was too dark in the trees to see much and she placed each foot making sure to avoid branches and crunchy leaves. It was slow going.
			

			
				“Caaaaaaarrrrrrrrrrieeeeeeee?” Lyle queried in a sing-song voice. It issued from the walkie-talkie, echoing, his voice untainted by static close by. Carrie turned off the walkie-talkie, afraid Lyle was using it somehow to track them. It was awkward doing all of that and carrying Claire on her back with a shotgun in her arms. Maybe Claire should walk. She dismissed the idea, believing Claire would make too much noise.
			

			
				Another branch snapped. Feet shuffled through leaves. Carrie pivoted, shotgun braced against her hip. A silhouette navigated the trees. It was moving towards them.
			

			
				Carrie breathed, “Shit.” A shiver coursed through her body as she crouched, “Get down honey. Make yourself as small as you can. Be invisible. Don’t move, okay?”
			

			
				“I’m thared, Carrie.”
			

			
				“Me too. I’m gonna draw him off you okay? So no matter what you hear, don’t move. I’ll come back for you.”
			

			
				“Okay.”
			

			
				Carrie retreated, sweaty hands gripping the shotgun, teeth grinding. When she thought she was far enough away, she didn’t care where she placed her feet. Her goal was to make noise. She couldn’t believe she was doing this. She was free and clear. She could’ve been miles away by now. Lyle would’ve come for her, though. It was a certainty. Better to deal with it now than to have a shadow on her trail. She stilled. Listening and looking. A shadow weaved between trees. He would pass in front of her. Maybe she should lay down, ambush him, blow him out of his goddamn boots. She eased herself onto her stomach. She hated waiting. It gave her time to imagine everything that could go wrong. What if she missed? She would get one shot at this. If she missed, Lyle would make her pay. And Claire would pay with the rest of her life.
			

			
				The steps crunched closer. She tracked him with her barrel. Breathing was forgotten. She focused on her front site and the man at the end of it. A bright flash of light hit her from the left. She flinch-pulled the trigger thinking, that can’t be right, Lyle is in front of me and then seeing in the muzzle flash the blood covered face of Jack. Jack dropped. Carrie screamed, “Jack!” Pellets tore into the trees and a splinter of wood lodged itself in Carrie’s cheek.
			

			
				From her left, over the ringing in her ears, laughter pealed. A boot stomped on her wrist. She rolled to get up and Lyle’s fist connected with her jaw. She fought the darkness crowding in, certain that if she passed out it would mean her death. The shotgun was snatched from her hand and a boot stepped on the back of her neck. Enormous pressure bore down on her and tingling ran up and down her spine and throughout her limbs.
			

			
				Lyle said, “You shot Jack you silly bitch! Haha! That’s the funniest thing I’ve seen in, I don’t know, forever! You thought he was me didn’t you?”
			

			
				She keened through her teeth, dirt thick on her lips.
			

			
				“Where’d you leave Claire? You didn’t shoot her too, did ya? Haha!”
			

			
				Two rapid pistol shots sounded. Carrie waited for the pain, knowing Lyle shot her. He must have. The pressure eased off her neck and she heard Lyle say, “Oh.”
			

			
				A thud beside her. Carrie spun to her back and sat up. Lyle was sitting on the forest floor. He fingered two dark holes in his chest. He glanced at Carrie. Blood coated his lips as he smiled, strangely amused. He lay back, taking his time. Carrie stood. A slash of moonlight catching the red of his mouth.
			

			
				“The stars,” he said. He exhaled once and was still.
			

			
				 
			

			
				. . . . .
			

			
				 
			

			
				She wasn’t supposed to move. She thought of herself as a mouse. So tiny, so fast, able to hide anywhere. She listened to Carrie leave and when she couldn’t hear her anymore, a tremor passed through her. Maybe Jack would find her and take her away from the bad man. Jack would always find her. A bug crawled over her fist and she squealed and flung it away. She clapped a hand over her mouth picturing the bad man smiling with teeth like a wolf, happy to have heard her. He was moving closer to her, ready to grab her and eat her. She could see his white fangs dripping with drool in her mind. Please, Jack! Please find me first!
			

			
				A boom filled the night and Claire felt sure she almost jumped out of her clothes. Then Carrie screamed ‘Jack!’ and Claire grinned, excitement rippling over her body. Jack! He found us! Then the bad man laughed said Jack was shot. Jack was hurt? No! Not my Jack!
			

			
				Carrie told her not to move no matter what and she knew it was because she wanted Claire to be safe, but she had to see Jack. She had to help him.
			

			
				She stood and moved towards the sound of the bad man’s laughter. She saw him, holding the flashlight, standing over Carrie. His boot was pinning Carrie to the ground and she squirmed underneath him, making a horrible sound, like she was hurting. The light played around the woods and she saw it light up a body. Jack!
			

			
				She scurried over to him, staying away from the light. He wasn’t moving. There was blood all over him. She tasted her tears on her tongue. She knelt by him, reached a hand out and pushed on his chest, trying to shake him out of it. “Jack?” Her hand was warm and wet with blood.
			

			
				“Hi, honey.”
			

			
				His voice was a whisper. She could hear the smile in it. She hugged him and he groaned. She let him go, afraid she hurt him.
			

			
				“Can you help me, Claire?”
			

			
				“Yeth, Jack. Don’t die, Jack.”
			

			
				“I don’t plan to sweetie. I need you to help me hold my arm up. Move over on this side.”
			

			
				She stepped over him and knelt again. He lifted his arm and Claire saw the gun in it. He lifted his shaking head, barely able to keep it up. He looked down his arm and squinted his bad eye closed.
			

			
				“Hold it there.” She grabbed it, moving it off the target and Jack readjusted. His arm was so heavy. Claire held the arm up and watched the bad man take the shotgun from Carrie. The flashlight almost caught them in its light but it instead highlighted the tips of Jack’s shoe.
			

			
				The gunshots were loud and after the second one, Claire let Jack’s arm drop and clamped her hands over her ears. She couldn’t help it. It was so loud. The bad man fell.
			

			
				“You got him, Jack.”
			

			
				“We did.”
			

			
				 
			

			
				. . . . .
			

			
				 
			

			
				Carrie brought the flashlight over to them, the pain in her neck dissipating with every step. She shone it on Jack and turned the beam away. He didn’t look so good. She forced herself to check again. The buckshot from the shotgun had spread. Some of it was caught by the trees and some of it sailed into the dark. Jack was hit by a few pellets. Some in the hip, along his ribcage and his shoulder. They weren’t bleeding much, which was good. Penetration was probably minimal having to go through those trees. It was the head wound that worried her. His head looked misshapen, like it was made out of putty and someone had pinched a side of it. If the brain swelled too much, well, we’ll just have to wait and see.
			

			
				Carrie stripped Lyle’s shirt off him, rolled it up and put it under Jack’s head.
			

			
				“Claire? Can you sit with him while I get a fire going?”
			

			
				Jack asked, “What about Lyle’s men?”
			

			
				“They’re all dead.”
			

			
				He attempted a smile, “Good.”
			

			
				Carrie walked off, gathering kindling in her arms. Claire sat beside Jack, her fear for him evident in her downturned lips and liquid eyes.
			

			
				“Can you put your head on this shoulder? I love having you close.”
			

			
				She parked her head on his shoulder, the one not covered in blood, and listened to his heart.
			

			
				“I’m tired honey. Mind if I sleep?”
			

			
				“No, Jack.”
			

			
				He closed his eyes, exhaustion burning in his body. His breathing slowed and Claire fell asleep to the lulling rhythms of his heart, a smile ghosting her face. She was so happy. Jack had found her.
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