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    Chapter One


     


    Edgar was whimpering with fear and Gigi was still draped over Percy’s shoulder. He stood frozen in the middle of the destroyed train car while the machine gun fire continued outside. Instinct took over.


    “Percy,” I said, tugging at his arm. “Lie her down underneath the seats so only her legs show.” He did as I asked, and I turned to Edgar. He was staring at the broken bodies of Sasha and Phillip and I knew he was in shock. I turned his face towards me and heard a few more shots being fired, but fewer screams.


    “You have to listen to me. No matter what happens in the next ten minutes, I need you to be absolutely still.”


    I pushed him down onto the floor of the car and hid as much of him as possible behind one of the seats, hoping he understood me. My legs, still covered in blood, were going to provide me with camouflage for all four of us. Running my hand down the length of my leg, I swiped it across the back and sides of Gigi’s legs that stuck out from underneath the armrests of the broken seats. Pushing Edgar underneath the seats on the other side of the car, I tugged at his pant leg until his leg stuck out where a window used to be. I wiped my bloody hands across his pant leg quickly.


    We could hear voices coming and occasional single shots being fired which, in my mind, could only mean one thing. People were being shot, execution style, while trying to escape. Running was not an option.


    “Percy,” I whispered fiercely, and pointed to the far corner of the car, “get down and back.” Before he could go, I swiped my hand across my other leg and then on his arm. My blood smeared bright red over his forearm and I pointed to the floor. “Have it sticking out from under the seat. Go!”


    Knowing that by now my legs looked like an autopsy and my hands were covered in blood, I crawled three seats down from where I’d hidden Edgar and draped myself backwards and upside down over the edge of a seat so that my legs would be really visible to anyone who crawled up on top of the car to see inside.


    My heart pounding in my chest, I heard the sounds of footsteps on the rocks coming close to our car. Edgar whimpered and I silently pleaded with him to be quiet. If someone volleyed shots into the car without crawling up, we were all four dead. I was taking a calculated risk that they wouldn’t waste ammunition unless they saw a bunch of Americans hiding, cowering. I didn’t intend to give them the satisfaction.


    The car shifted as someone hoisted themselves up over the edge of the car. I could hear their footsteps as they walked up and down the car, scanning for survivors. With any luck, the only thing he’d see was a very dead Sasha and Phillip, and a few bloody limbs from under some seats. My face was the only thing someone couldn’t see, as I’d slid my face behind a cushion. I was contorted so I wouldn’t have to fake the face of a corpse. I squeezed my eyes closed and waited to hear machine gun fire.


    I thought about Camilla, and the necklace that I wore. I thought about Ano and Jazz thousands of miles away. I thought about Matt, and Carrie and Charlie, having picnics where it was safe; and about Carlie, possibly fighting for her life right this very minute as I was. I thought about anything that would keep me from moving, anything that would take me away from where I was right at this very minute. Oddly enough, as my body lay across the broken seats of our train car, I thought about my parents.


    The footsteps walked up one side of the car, the entire length, and down the other. We could hear foreign voices yelling, calling to each other, and I held my breath. I couldn’t open my eyes. If I opened them we were dead. If I opened them, everything happening around me was real and I would scream. I shut my eyes tighter until the footsteps stopped. The car shifted and we heard him jump down from the top of our car.


    Footsteps from all around us echoed and I wondered what was happening. Surely they had no need for a wrecked train in the middle of nowhere. Where were we? How long had it been since we’d left the station? An hour? Two? Fifteen minutes went by and the voices got softer, as if from a distance, but I didn’t move. From next to me, Edgar’s soft whimpering continued and I shushed him as quietly as I could.


    After another fifteen minutes my legs and back were aching from the odd angle. I felt the dried blood on my legs and resisted the urge to move them. Another fifteen minutes and all we heard was silence. No voices, no gunfire. I wasn’t sure that we were alone, wasn’t sure it was safe to move. Someone could be posted to remain behind to make sure no survivors escaped. If that were the case, we were dead.


    I swallowed; my mouth felt like dried cotton, and yet I kept still. The seconds ticked by and I wondered how long we should wait before moving. From where I lay, I could make out Gigi’s legs underneath the seats. She hadn’t moved, and it wasn’t a good sign. Although I’d never been big on praying, I silently asked God to spare her life, for the sake of the two grandsons who could not lose another member of their family.


    From across the car, Percy called in a low voice. “Kate?”


    “Yeah?”


    “What’d you think?”


    I hadn’t moved. I didn’t know. I wasn’t sure. We’d have to find out eventually, however, and it had been nearly an hour since we’d crashed and at least a half hour since we’d heard any movement or voices.


    “One of us will have to go check it out,” I whispered. “I’ll go.”


    “No, Kate.”


    Edgar whimpered from next to me, and we both shushed him before he got too loud. “Percy,” I hissed, “think.” Like I had back in the cave, I reminded him of his responsibilities as opposed to mine. “Stay here,” I said quietly. “Take care of Edgar and Gigi.”


    “No.” His voice was above a whisper and I knew I’d have to reason with him quickly or someone would hear us.


    “I’m not strong enough to lift Gigi out of here if something happens to you. Please…” I implored, and from the silence, I could tell he was thinking about what I was saying.


    I was thinking through my exit of the train car. There was no easy way to do it. I’d have to climb up and lift myself out, making my body visible from any and all angles. Even if I hopped down fast, the noise alone would alert someone that I was here. And they’d come looking for more survivors. Oh, God.


    “Percy,” I whispered, knowing he would hate what I was about to say, “if you hear a shot...” My throat was closing up, knowing that I was likely spending the last minutes of my life right now with him.


    “Stop,” he said quietly but firmly.


    “Stay put until you’re sure they’re gone.”


    He was quiet for a minute more, but finally responded, “I will.”


    “Call Carrie. Tell her what happened.”


    His voice was hoarse and it broke when he answered, “I will.”


    I sat up slowly. My head spun from being vertical, and I swayed for a moment before moving my legs from the armrest. Edgar’s eyes peeked out at me from where I’d stowed him.


    “Kate?” he whispered. His voice sounded as if he was five, and I put a finger to my lips.


    “Ssshhh. Quiet, Edgar.”


    Before I climbed out of the bus there was something I needed to do. As quickly as I could, I reached back and unfastened the clasp of Camilla’s necklace from around my neck. I walked to the rear of the bus and Percy slipped his upper torso out from underneath the seats to reach for me.


    “No, stay down. Stay there.” It was going to be harder for me to leave if he came out, and I could touch him. I placed the necklace into his hand. “Keep it safe.”


    His entire face registered pain, but he nodded.


    As quietly as I could, I climbed up onto the upper row of seats and prepared to stick my head out of the window to the train car. I listened for any sound around us. From below me, Percy whispered for me to be careful.


    I lifted myself up and out in one swift movement onto the top of the car. In the same second my body flattened itself against it, knowing it was a long drop to the bottom. I turned my head to the side facing the underside of the car. From where the tracks had turned, I saw seven or eight of the cars that had derailed; abandoned. The crumpled bodies of people were lying scattered on the ground where they had been shot.


    Don’t look, I told myself. Just slide down.


    Seeing no one, I inched to the edge and held onto the lip of the bottom of the car and slid one leg over. The rest of my body followed, and soon I was dangling down off the edge of the train car.


    Just let go, I thought. Now!


    My fingers obeyed and I dropped to the ground, a five foot drop from where I had been hanging. Pain shot through both of my legs and I crumpled to the ground.


    There was no hiding now. I was a rabbit out of the hole, waiting to be shot. I leaned my body against the side of the car, only visible now from one side of the landscape. The overturned car kept me hidden from anyone on the other side of the accident scene and I prayed that the insurgents that had done this had moved on. There wasn’t any movement from this side of the car. No one in sight, no other signs of life. Only the sound of the wind whistling around me. I got to my knees painfully, swaying slightly. I couldn’t pass out. Not now. Holding my breath, I walked carefully around the overturned car. I slid against the exterior, and the scene before me nearly destroyed me.


    Bodies. Trails of them; some on top of one another, some singular in their post mortem state. Not more than five feet from me lay the bodies of two women that had been in our car with us; who had been shot as they’d exited the train. My stomach lurched and I turned away to lay my face against the cool metal of the train to keep from vomiting. After breathing deeply for a few seconds, the convulsions in my stomach ceased. I could do this.


    Steeling myself to face it, I slid the remainder of the way around the train car. Far to my right was the engine car. Black smoke still billowed from its windows. Behind our car were at least five others, all turned in different directions. Bodies littered the area around the crash site, some hanging out of windows, as if they’d been shot trying to climb out of the train, and others face down on the ground in groups. Reflexively, my stomach lurched again. I dropped to my knees and was sick against the train; heaving again and again until I had nothing left. I spat and wiped my mouth with the back of my hand. Horrible shudders ran through my body. I had to get back to Percy.


    Convinced that we were believed dead, the monsters that had done this had moved on, like locusts, to destroy human life elsewhere. On the side of our car was a ladder. The cuts along my legs broke open as I climbed to the top of the car. I was able to climb over and around until I could hoist my body up and slide back down into the belly of the overturned shell. My feet touched a chair and I climbed down until I stood where a window used to be.


    Percy didn’t wait for me to call all clear. He was out and holding me before I could utter a single word. I couldn’t tell if he was crying or just shaking really hard, but his hands were rough against me as he touched my back, my face, my hair. I clung to him for a second, barely aware that my legs had begun to throb.


    The sound of Edgar crying had me pushing against Percy to get to him. “Edgar,” I called softly, still afraid to use the full volume of my voice, “come here.”


    He shook his head from underneath the seat and Percy reached his leg and pulled him out until he cowered against the floor. As if he weighed nothing more than a child, Percy lifted him to a standing position and wrapped his arms around him. “It’s over,” he said again and again until Edgar returned the embrace tentatively.


    Unable to kneel with the cuts on my legs, I sat down and reached for Gigi, who was still unconscious. Percy set Edgar on the opposite side of him so his view of Sasha and Phillip’s bodies was blocked. He knelt beside me and helped me maneuver her out from under the seat.


    I lifted my fingers to her neck and felt a pulse. I flipped Percy’s wrist over for his watch and he held it steady while I counted.


    “Weak,” I announced after a moment.


    I looked around for my backpack. “I have a small medical kit.” I reached above Phillip’s broken body and dislodged my backpack from where it had been flung during impact. Pulling it free, I unzipped the top and pulled a white plastic medical kit from inside. “Here,” I said, grabbing a packet of smelling salts and breaking it open, “put this under her nose.”


    Percy waved it under Gigi’s nose with no response.


    Oh, God, I thought. What if she doesn’t wake up?


    Another moment went by, and finally her eyes fluttered open.


    “Gigi,” Percy urged, “stay still.”


    She turned her head one way and then the other, looking around us. She was confused, and touched her head lightly. “Wha…what happened?”


    Not wanting to complicate things, I stuck to the simplest explanation. “The train derailed,” I said. “Do you remember?”


    She touched her head again, and I pulled my penlight from my med kit and looked directly at her. “I want you to look right here,” I said, holding a finger up in front of my nose. “Can you see my finger?”


    “Y…yes.”


    “All right, look right here.” I shined the light in and out of both eyes.


    Percy looked to me. “Well?”


    “Lie back, Gigi. Good.”


    She turned to Percy. “What happened, Percy?”


    “The train derailed, Gigi,” he repeated, and she nodded, a confused look still on her face.


    “Gigi,” I said, “look at my finger and follow it, please.” I moved my finger in front of her face and peripherally, and then switched hands. “Good.”


    “Percy?” Gigi touched his arm.


    “Yes, Gigi?”


    “Where’s Edgar?”


    “He’s right here, Gigi,” I said softly and pointed to Edgar’s legs that stuck out from where we’d sat him behind the chairs.


    “Where are we?” she looked around. “Why did the train stop?”


    Percy looked at me in panic. “Does she have…brain damage?”


    “I think she has a really bad concussion. Her pupils are equal and reactive.”


    “What does that mean?”


    “If she had brain damage her pupils would be slower and wouldn’t constrict when light touched them.”


    “Why does she keep asking the same question?”


    “It’s really common with a bad concussion. She needs medical attention.”


    “Yeah, we need to get the hell out of here.”


    I looked behind him. “If you can open that door, we won’t have to lift her out of the top.”


    “Is there anyone out there to hear us?”


    “I didn’t see anyone,” I told him, and then thought of all the corpses lying on the ground outside the train. I stood and walked to the end of the overturned car. “Percy, keep Edgar on the side where we overturned. The underside of the train.”


    “Why?”


    I inclined my head in Edgar’s direction. He understood. “How bad?”


    I bit my lip and exhaled hard. “Bad.”


    “All right. Let’s go.”


    I approached Edgar, who had been quiet the entire time, and reached out to him. “Okay, you need to stand up now.”


    His eyes were enormous, staring straight ahead. I recognized that look from a boy I’d seen on one of my rounds that had witnessed his father being shot in South Philly. Edgar was in shock.


    Keeping my tone neutral, I said, “We’re going to do the same thing, together. I’m going to do it with you. Are you ready?”


    He looked at me and nodded. In front of us, Percy had managed to get the door that went from car to car halfway open. It was wide enough for us to slide out without crawling out the top of the overturned car.


    “I’m going to hold your hand the entire time,” I said, “and I’m not going to let it go.”


    As if in a trance, Edgar watched my hand as I slowly moved it towards him and took his in mine. I’d seen the hospital shrink do the same thing with the boy that night, and was amazed it had worked. Now, if only I had the same luck with Edgar.


    “Okay? Let’s go.”


    I helped him stand and didn’t let go of his hand as we walked side by side towards Percy, whose eyes were wide at the sight of his nearly comatose brother.


    “Almost there,” I said. We stepped through the door, ducking between the metal door and the rail and ending up outside of the train car.


    Keeping my body turned so Edgar could only face one direction, I held his hand and steered him towards the underbelly of the train car. “Good. Now, we’re going to sit here,” I said, lowering him to the ground. His hand still clutched mine and I nodded to him. “Good job, Edgar, very good job.”


    The sight of the few bodies lying haphazardly near us elicited cries from Edgar, but I limped around to stand in front of him.


    “Don’t look. I want you to look at Gigi. Keep your eyes on her and don’t look this way. Got it?”


    Percy sat Gigi next to Edgar and I tried to pull my hand from Edgar’s grip. He began to cry. I sat on the ground next to him. “I’m not going to let you go. Percy, get my pack and my kit from the floor and bring it here,” I said, and he disappeared into the train car.


    Gigi stared out blankly to the greenery around us. “Where are we?” she asked again.


    Percy returned and dropped my pack and my kit at my feet. “Edgar, can you help me?” I asked him, and my free hand reached to open the kit. “I need to bandage my legs. Can you help me do that?”


    I didn’t wait for his response, but my legs were filthy and without bandaging them, the lacerations would continue to break open and bleed. At this point, infection and scarring were likely. Percy helped open gauze pads and bottles and I tried not to cry out when the alcohol hit the open wounds. Tears formed in my eyes and I bit my lip, breathing through my mouth. Pain seared through my legs and I grabbed Percy’s upper arm and held on until the worst of the pain passed.


    Pain filled Percy’s face as he and Edgar helped me wipe the gashes across the front of both my legs. I pulled at Percy’s hand when he began to wipe the wounds a second time. “Percy, please. Enough.”


    The cuts were deep and both legs were still seeping blood, but it was clotting and drying fairly well. When both legs had been cleaned and dressed, they were throbbing and my head hurt badly. I sighed with relief when Percy closed up my medical kit and zipped it back into my backpack.


    “We need to get away from here,” I said, trying to keep my voice even. I had no pain medication with me, and the thought of standing and walking more than a few feet was enough to make me want to cry.


    “I don’t know where we’ll go,” Percy said, looking out toward the train tracks beside us.


    “We could backtrack,” I suggested. “We’re not more than an hour or two from Philly.


    “They were likely on their way to Philly. And, you’ll never make it.” He looked at my legs. “I can carry you.”


    “No, Percy. Gigi might need you to carry her, or at least help her walk.”


    In the distance, the sound of jeeps approaching made my heart start racing. Percy heard it too and we both stood at the same time. Billows of dust came out from the distance, and I grabbed Edgar’s hand and screamed at Percy.


    “Move! Now!”


    Edgar’s cry was loud. He put his free hand over his ear and I pushed against the car and stood. I pulled Edgar to a standing position. Percy helped Gigi to stand and half carried, half pulled her behind him, with me leading the way. As fast as I could, I was making my way to the end car, past the twisted cars on the tracks, with people hanging out of them.


    “Don’t look, Edgar!” I screamed to him, and hoped he could hear me as the sound of jeeps got louder. Pain tore through my legs as I ran, pulling Edgar along with me, the sound of Percy following close behind.


    The last two cars were the baggage cars. We were fifty feet from the first one when the roar of the jeeps filled our ears. If we could make it to the baggage cars, there might be enough metal around us to protect us, even if only for a few minutes. After that, I knew, we were dead.


    They were coming fast, and overtaking us. Sweat dripped down my back and I broke into a near sprint, pain ripping through my claves, to get to the safety of the baggage car before they could begin firing on us. I could feel pain rip through my calves as my feet hit the ground. With any luck, we might get there before they entered the perimeter and saw us running. No such luck.


    From directly behind us, we heard a voice booming over a bullhorn, “Stop where you are! We repeat! Stop where you are!”


    I skidded to a stop. That voice was speaking English. We stopped and turned, our arms in the air as no fewer than five jeeps approached and surrounded us, and ten more streamed past them to surround the perimeter. The dust from their jeeps billowed around, all four of us pressed tightly against one another.


    Soldiers stood in the rear of each of the jeeps, two with mounted automatic weapons, all three armed to the hilt. As the dust began to clear, I caught sight of something I’d never been so grateful to see in all my life. On the side of the third jeep was the American flag and the letters ARNG. Army Reserve National Guard.


    “We’re American!” Percy called out, and a soldier stepped from the front jeep and gave a signal to the other two jeeps to circle and look for other survivors.


    After they pulled away he stepped down and approached us. Edgar screamed and pressed his face against my shoulder.


    The soldier stopped where he’d landed out of the jeep. “Command Sergeant Major Hillson, United States National Guard.” Sgt. Hillson turned to the men in the other jeeps and made a circular motion with his index finger. “Perimeter search!” he called. The jeeps went swarming by us and dust billowed around us once again.


    I tried to quiet Edgar, and Sergeant Hillson looked at the four of us standing against the train. I could feel blood dripping down inside the bandages and I shifted weight from one leg to the other.


    “Are there more of you that got out?” he asked, pointing to the remaining train cars. He raised his voice when none of us responded. “Are there more of you?”


    I responded slowly, knowing that only I’d seen the massive slaughter on the other side of the train. “I don’t think so,” I said shakily, and Sergeant Hillson swore under his breath.


    “Somebody get me a medic!” he shouted, looking down at my legs, which were covered in blood from my knees to my ankles. The bandages I’d put on them had torn open as we’d run. Blood had soaked through the bandages and was dripping into my shoes. He reached for the walkie talkie on his belt. “Medic at the front of the line. Civilian casualty.”


    I managed to quiet Edgar, but he still clung to me as if terrified the soldier was going to start shooting at any second. Percy helped Gigi to sit, and her head lolled against his shoulder.


    Another man approached Sergeant Hillson, saluted, and confirmed the news I’d already suspected. We were the sole survivors.


    A large Army truck came towards us and two medics ran out, carrying a stretcher. They headed for me, but I pointed to Gigi. “Take her first,” I told them. “Loss of consciousness and possible head trauma. She needs a head CT and oxygen.”


    Gently, they loaded Gigi onto the stretcher and carried her to the back of the jeep. The three of us turned to follow them, and Sergeant Hillson touched my shoulder to stop me. “I need to ask you some questions.”


    I motioned for Percy to go with Edgar and Gigi, but Percy didn’t budge.


    “I’ll stay,” he said.


    A soldier approached with a blanket and wrapped it around Edgar, who continued to cower at the loud noises all around us.


    “Percy, please take him over to the medic,” I begged. “Get him checked out. You can talk to Sgt. Hillson after I do and I’ll stay with Edgar.”


    Reluctantly, Percy walked to the medic truck with Edgar and I turned to Sgt. Hillson.


    “What’s your name?”


    “Kate. Kate Moore.” I shifted my weight again and Sgt. Hillson motioned to one of the medics.


    “All right, Kate, what was the origin of this train?”


    “Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.”


    “What was your destination?”


    “Um, Virginia.”


    A medic directed me to sit on the passenger side of the jeep while he examined my legs. As he peeled the bandages away from my wounds, spots danced in front of my eyes. I clutched the side of the door for support.


    “How long ago did this happen?”


    “We left the station at about eight this morning. We had only been on the train for an hour or two before… there was an explosion, and we felt the train leave the track.”


    Two soldiers joined Sergeant Hillson to stand in front of me and listen, and I answered their questions as best I could.


    The medic regarded Sgt. Hillson. “Sergeant Major,” he said and waited to be acknowledged. “We need to take her to the hospital.”


    I was nauseous and felt weak. I leaned heavily against the seat next to me, unable to protest as the medic lifted me in his arms and lowered me to the stretcher. Percy appeared beside me.


    “Edgar?” I asked.


    “Sedated and in the medic truck.” Percy looked to the medic who was stringing an IV into my arm. “How is she?”


    “She’s lost some blood and she’ll need a surgeon to repair those cuts on her legs.”


    Sgt. Hillson nodded to the medic, who lifted me with the help of a Corpsman.


    “Sergeant Hillson,” Percy asked as he climbed in his jeep. “Are you going to follow them? The men who did this?”


    “Yes we are.”


    Percy looked at the destruction and death that surrounded us. “God help you.”


    The jeep started up and he commanded the medic to get me to the hospital. “God help us all,” he replied, and his jeep swerved quickly around the rear car of the train in pursuit of the murderous band that had over an hour’s lead time on them already.

  


  
    Chapter Two


     


    Two nights of working the graveyard shift and sleeping all day had Carlie’s internal clock confused. They arrived back at David’s flat at two a.m. hoping to get at least six hours sleep before having to go in again; not knowing when or if the attack would come.


    They entered the flat in the easy silence that comes when you know someone so well that speech isn’t always necessary. David locked the door; silly now because of the deserted city, but comforting to Carlie nonetheless. She never thought she’d be the kind of girl content with domestic life. The kind of girl who wanted to cook dinner and lie on the couch together with a glass of wine and talk for hours. Never, that was, until she met David.


    He was everything she wanted in a man, in a partner, and a friend. She needed someone strong, someone who could challenge her both physically and mentally. The more time they spent together the more time she craved, until she was content simply being next to him throughout the day. Deep in her heart, in the place she would never admit to, she knew it was more than friendship, more than companionship. Carlie had finally found the man who ‘got her’, and she was completely, hopelessly, and irrevocably in love.


    They slid into his bed, side by side, neither one of them having adjusted to the new schedule. Stripping off his scrubs, David flipped the covers over both of them. Carlie had not even bothered to disrobe before crawling onto her side of the bed and laying her head down on the pillow next to his. David slipped an arm over her waist and pulled her to him; the simple act of having her against him was enough to lull him into a comfortable sleep.


    Two hours later, Carlie’s eyes blinked open. Her stomach was churning and she barely made it to the bathroom before she threw up. Within seconds, David was beside her. “What’s going on? Are you okay?”


    She pointed towards the door. “Out.” She leaned against the porcelain of the lid.


    Grabbing a washcloth from the cupboard, he rinsed it with cool water from the sink then placed it on the back of her neck. “Relax.”


    She sat on the floor until her stomach calmed, and then wiped her mouth, flushed, and got up, , swaying.


    “Easy,” David said and held her gently by the waist until she’d steadied herself.


    Carlie smiled weakly. “God, I’m sorry. It’s my nerves. I’m not sleeping well, and I can’t help thinking about it. All the time.”


    “You sure you’re okay?”


    “Yeah. I’m fine. Let’s go back to bed.” She brushed her teeth and rinsed her mouth before following him back to bed.


    David clicked off the light but couldn’t relax. Sighing, he rolled to her. “Carlie.”


    “Mmmhmm?”


    “Have you been eating something I don’t know about?”


    “No. Dave, I’m fine. Just nerves, like I said.”


    “That’s the third time you’ve thrown up this week.”


    She let out an exasperated sigh. “And I barfed before I took the USMLE, too. Nerves. I get nervous. I have a nervous stomach. That’s all.”


    David was silent for a few moments, and then, unable to sleep, he rolled onto his back. “Carlie?” he whispered, and she didn’t respond. “Carlie,” he tried again, and this time she stirred and rolled towards him, slipping an arm over his hip. “I need to ask you something.”


    Her voice was tired. “What?”


    This was not the kind of question he had ever wanted to ask a woman. “When was your last period?”


    Carlie giggled softly, something striking her funny in the way he said it. “Shut up,” she said, and continued laughing.


    “I’m serious, actually.”


    David leaned back to smooth her long brown hair back from her face, and she suddenly stopped laughing. “I just had it.”


    “I don’t remember you just having it,” he commented. “When?”


    The smile that had been on her face faded and Carlie got an irritated ‘I can’t believe you’re doing this now’ look in its place. “Um, let’s see.” She held up her hands and counted on her fingers. “Okay, it was about um, three weeks ago. Happy?”


    “How are you figuring that?”


    “Because I started the same night right after the first Boeing warehouse collapsed.” She gently slapped him on the chest. “You’re an idiot.” She rolled back over but he wasn’t letting it go.


    “That was seven weeks ago. Not three. Three weeks ago was the bus accident. The one that killed the five people in the diner. Seven weeks ago Boeing collapsed. I know because I had a meeting with the chief that day to discuss the offer we’d received for more help from Bellingham.”


    “No, it was—” she stopped dead.


    “Seven,” David repeated. “Weeks.”


    She moved away from him. “I know I just had it. I know I did.”


    “Do you keep a planner or something with it marked?”


    “No, I used to, but not since I came here. I haven’t had time. Besides,” she said, turning towards him, “we’ve been careful every time.”


    David’s face relaxed and he moved against her, kissing her neck softly. “Every time?”


    “Yes. I’m…”


    “The shower? On my birthday?”


    Oh. Well, maybe not every time. She gritted her teeth. “Dave, it’s not possible. I’m not having any signs of pregnancy.”


    He sat up in bed and folded his arms across his chest. “Really?”


    “Really. I am a doctor. I would know.”


    “Mmmhmm. Okay. Vomiting three times in a week.”


    She shrugged. “Nerves.”


    “Telling me yesterday that my salad smelled like rancid fish.”


    “Um, it did.”


    “You’re exhausted.”


    “No more than you are.”


    He sighed. “Do your breasts hurt?”


    “Nope.”


    “Carlie, would you do me a favor? Just to appease me?”


    She sighed heavily.


    “Will you let me do a draw on you and test your HCG levels when we get in tomorrow?”


    It wouldn’t hurt, and it would make him stop obsessing about it, so she agreed. “Yes, fine.”


    He smiled. “Thank you.”


    They both lay back down, but neither one of them were going to go back to sleep. She turned away from him onto her side and slowly, mentally counted in her head. No, she simply had been wrong. Remembered it wrong. She couldn’t be pregnant. Her hand slipped to her chest and gently pressed against her breasts. They weren’t sore exactly, it was more like tender. Like right before your period kind of tender. She smiled at that thought. She was probably really close to getting it. Any day now. However, her eyes stayed open and she couldn’t relax.


    Behind her, David lay awake with his arm draped over her hip. They’d been careless; reckless…he was a complete fool. Most days he waited for the evening to come, when she was completely his. There was no caution in the way he’d fallen for Carlie. Something inside of him had come back to life when he met her, and he’d become addicted to it. But, my God…he thought. She’s twelve years younger them me. We’re not married. We’re in this war zone, waiting for death to find us. He’d never considered the possibility of becoming a father. Ever.


    However, the thought of being a husband to Carlie and a father to their child? He could only be that lucky. The look on her face told him that she wouldn’t be happy tomorrow if the draw came back positive. If she was carrying his child. His child. Even the sound of it in his mind made him smile. He set his jaw. She’d be even less happy when he drove her to the bus station himself and put her on the next bus back to Denver where she’d be safe. Where they’d both be safe.


    Without warning, an explosion rattled the windows in his flat so hard that they both flew up out of the bed. They ran to the window and scanned the darkness for light; signs of activity in the distance. From the horizon, a light flashed, and an explosion sounded several seconds later. The glasses in David’s cupboard rattled and Carlie was slipping her shoes on as fast as she could, David climbing back into the scrubs he’d worn minutes ago. He called over to her.


    “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”


    “Coming with you.”


    She pulled a rubber band around her hair, securing it into a bun behind her head. David had warned her that a ponytail was easier to grab, and so she wrapped her hair as tightly as possible at the nape of her neck.


    “The hell you are.” He grabbed his physician’s badge from the nightstand and stalked through the kitchen towards the front door.


    She met him at the door and stood against it, mouth in a hard line. “You leave me here,” she warned, “and I’ll be on the front lines searching for you.” Her chest rose and fell with each breath, and her heart was beating a mile a minute. “You leave me,” she said again, “and the war out there will be nothing compared to what you find when we both come home alive tonight.”


    He set his jaw at her stubbornness, but knew he’d never keep her here. And having her close where he could protect her was better than nothing. “Get your gun,” he said through gritted teeth. “And the extra clip from inside the drawer. There’s a war going on outside.”


    David slipped one of the heavy jackets he’d bought a month ago on her, and zipped it up. They descended the stairs from his flat and took their first steps out into the war zone. They ran the three blocks to the trauma center in the dark, lit only by the occasional flashes of light from bombs exploding in the Sound. Maria and Ynez were both behind the front desk, and two of the three attending doctors greeted David as he walked in through the door.


    The chief wore an Army jacket with the words MEDIC emblazoned on the back, and was busy packing the remainder of the red emergency kits they would use in the field.


    “Chief,” David greeted him and helped him fill the remaining items in the extra kit.


    Four more residents joined Carlie to stand against the counter.


    “I’m hearing friendly fire being returned.” David said, addressing them all.


    “The only way we’re going to be of any help is to go out there and attend to our men, our soldiers who are fighting for us and dying, right now. The battlefield is downtown Seattle and we’re taking the Bellingham bus in as far as we can go.”


    He sighed, and the chief handed each of them a bright red medic kit. “It has stretchers and if we’re lucky, they won’t bomb it before we can load it with American soldiers and bring them back here. The order of triage on the battlefield is this; no pulse, move on. Amputation; tie off and load onto the bus asap. Heavy bleeder; pack it and rack it. Get them on the bus. Get them back here. Save as many as we can and get all of our asses out of there safely.” He looked to their faces. “Any questions?”


    They were all silent.


    “Make sure you have extra ammunition and your safety is off. Get on the bus.” The chief’s voice was quiet, and they all grabbed their kits and filed out of the trauma ward and onto the bus bound for downtown Seattle.


    The ride was bumpy. One of the two former medics who had driven the bus the last few months to and from the unit to Bellingham had stayed. He knew the back roads, the ones that weren’t blocked, and they swerved and swayed together, sitting on the floor of the bus, headed towards the sound of those bombs. The sound got louder and Carlie wanted to cover her ears by the time the bus came to a complete stop alongside an old building that used to tower over the Seattle skyline but was now, in fact, an empty shell – half its former size. They could hear the rat-tat-tat of machine gun fire from the distance, but it was getting closer. David looked at her, his face filled with fear – but not for himself.


    “Remember our location!” the medic yelled. “I’ll be waiting here! I’ll be crouching fifty feet from the bus and I’ll have extra stretchers outside.”


    They all exited to the rear, in pre-determined teams, carrying a stretcher each. From their position, they could see all of Seattle Harbor, and all stood in awe and terror at what they saw. No fewer than three large battleships were in the harbor, and at least five smaller ones; mostly headed for shore. Black smoke billowed up from one of the smaller ships and Carlie had no idea if the ones headed for shore were friendly or not. They ducked as low as possible as they approached the crest of the hill. The streets of Seattle were being used to fight this war, and they were about to enter the fray.


    On their stomachs, they looked down on the scene below them. Carlie’s stomach lurched and her first inclination was to run. Machine gun fire actually hit the building to their right and they flung their hands over their heads and pressed closer to the dirt.


    From where she lay, Carlie could see groups of men approach from the harbor, and the sound of gunfire echoed off the empty streets. One at a time, a line of men ran from the cover of one building to another no more than two hundred yards below her. She caught her breath in her throat when she recognized the color of their uniforms and the shape of their helmets. They were American. Another explosion sounded and something hit the corner of the building the soldiers were coming from. Carlie covered her head once again as pieces of the building fell all around them. The sound of machine gun fire joined the sound of something else: voices calling out. The sound of men dying.


    Next to her, Rob and Tate grabbed their stretcher and pulled their collars up high. Both men crawled on their bellies to crest the hill.


    “Now!” David said to her, and he pulled the stretcher forward, and her along with it, over the crest.


    With every shot, she worried that she’d been hit or that David would go down. Low to the ground they ran, then ducked behind the cover of the opposing edge of the building that had been hit moments ago. Three men lay fifty feet from her, and David pushed her back against the building with his hand before she could react.


    “Stay!” he commanded, and ran out to the first soldier, grabbed a leg and dragged him back behind the shelter of the corner of the building. “Mannis!”


    Carlie ran forward and grabbed the other leg and managed to pull him to safety with David. She felt for a pulse while David and Rob ran out and retrieved the second soldier. His helmet was missing and she looked in his face. He was so young. Younger, even, than her. The entire right side of his face was covered with blood and shards of glass, but his pulse was strong. She reached behind her and slid her bag towards her. He was screaming, his hands trying to pull at the glass that had embedded itself in his chest and face.


    “Stop,” she said, her voice shaking badly. “I’m going to get you out of here.” Another explosion sounded near her and she covered the soldier’s body with her own.


    “Who are you?” he cried out. “Where’s my captain? He was right next to me!” His head rolled back and forth and he cried out in pain.


    “Be still,” Carlie urged and flipped open the top of her kit. “I’m an American doctor. You’re going to be all right.” She tore open one of the prefilled syringes with morphine in it. Remembering what David had told her, she tore open the front of his shirt and flipped over his dog tag. No allergies. She injected the syringe into his shoulder and his cries gradually diminished.


    David and Rob returned with the second soldier, lifted the first patient onto the stretcher, and went to retrieve the third. From the crest of the hill she saw the second two teams run out low to the ground around another building further away. Gunfire echoed all around her and Carlie crawled to the second man and felt for a pulse. The upper half of his thigh was gone and he was bleeding, badly. His pulse was weak, but there.


    She reached for a tourniquet in her kit. She tore open the front of his shirt and flipped over the tag. “Hey! Donald! Come on!” She wrapped it tightly around the leg at the hip and saw the gush of blood slow. She grabbed a battle pack and tore it open, pouring it on the gaping wound until it stopped bleeding altogether. Pulling the second stretcher closer to her, she laid it out next to him as David and Rob came back together, without the third soldier.


    “Where is he?” she asked, and the ground rocked with the detonation of a bomb nearby.


    “Gone!” Rob shouted, and he and David pulled the second man onto the stretcher. He looked around quickly. “Where the hell is Tate?”


    “He was right behind you!!”


    They looked behind them, to where the third soldier lay and saw Tate’s leg draped over his body where he’d fallen.


    “NO!” Carlie shouted.


    David made a grab for Rob as he ran back out to Tate’s body. He half pulled, half carried him back, the front of his medic jacket covered in blood.


    “No, no, no, no...” Rob said over and over, and David tore open the jacket and saw where the bullets had entered, and exited.


    “He’s got a pulse, he comes with us.” David looked to Tate and then Carlie.


    “I’ve got Tate. Carlie, you get the back of the first stretcher, Rob get the front. Follow me and stay down, Goddamnit!”


    They rushed to do as he’d commanded. Carlie struggled under the weight of the first body on the stretcher. Her medic kit was strapped to the handle and she moved her hand against it. At a lull in the gunfire, David signaled to them to move.


    Carlie ran, trying not to trip. She held the two poles of the stretcher up to the crest of the hill. They ran with everything they had, Rob half pulling Carlie most of the way. Her arms strained and pain shot through right to her shoulder with the weight of the body and the incline of the hill. Ahead of them she saw David, Tate slung over his shoulder, cresting the hill and running even under the weight of another man. The sound of shots behind them got louder, but she couldn’t turn to look back.


    Somehow they made it. Frank ran to meet them and helped David load Tate onto a stretcher and onto the bus. Rob and Carlie loaded the second stretcher and ran back outside at the sound of approaching footsteps. The second team ran, stretcher between them, Dan yelling the whole way like a paratrooper. Carlie helped the third team onto the bus with another stretcher when they saw the chief and Marco headed for them, an injured soldier in each of their arms.


    “Lost the stretcher halfway down the hill!” he called and they rushed to help him.


    As they loaded the last of the five bodies onto the bus, Carlie looked around them. “Hey, Frank!” she called out in alarm. “Where’s David?”


    “Went back down. Said something about a second stretcher.”


    Frank was busy setting up the soldiers on the lower racks so that if they were fired on, they wouldn’t be injured worse than they already were. Carlie ran around the bus holding her breath. Like a shot, they appeared, David and Todd, at the top of the crest, the soldier with the massive leg wound between them.


    “Go!” he was calling to them. “Start the bus! Go!”


    They clambered on the bus just as something was fired into the building next to them, shattering glass everywhere. Pieces of it fell on the bus as David and Todd were pulled inside and the soldier slid into the last holding space underneath the safety net.


    “Frank, move this thing!” David screamed, and the bus roared to life and turned the opposite direction that they had come.


    It seemed to Carlie that they would have to backtrack to return to the trauma center but she didn’t care. As long as they were away from the machine gun fire and bombs. The bus surged back and forth as Frank navigated at a breakneck speed out of the hot zone, back towards safe territory.


    Within five minutes she felt the ride even out and they were turning back in the direction of where they needed to be. They were all crouched down next to the men they had saved, and the sound of pain was all around them as they drove quickly towards the trauma center.

  


  
    Chapter Three


     


    “Matt,” Carrie called, “bring me that basket from the car and the pie cutter.”


    Returning with both, he set them down on the table of food that the women had set out. Born and raised in California, Matt had never been to a barn raising, or a town meeting, or for that matter – anything having to do with a town. Looking around him, however, he couldn’t understand for the life of him why not.


    Carrie waved at a few of the new people passing by.


    “Can’t let a soul go by without an introduction,” Charlie muttered. Matt grinned and bit his cheek to keep from laughing.


    “I’m so glad you decided to come!” Carrie said and nodded towards Charlie. “This is my husband, Charlie.” She motioned to the couple in front of them that looked to be a little younger than she and Charlie. “This is Mandy and Greg…”


    “Craig,” he corrected.


    “Craig Oppengard.” She smiled at them again. “And their son…uh…Peter?” Peter nodded in acknowledgement. “And their daughter Sarah.”


    Peter and Sarah were older; in their early twenties from the look of them; in any case much too old to be traveling – or moving – with their parents.


    Carrie turned to Matt. “And this is our…” she didn’t really know what to call Matt, and with a laugh, he finished for her.


    “I’m a friend of the family,” he said, and shook Craig and Mandy’s hand. Sarah smiled at him and Peter looked bored with the whole process.


    “How are you liking it in Fall River so far?” Carrie asked Mandy.


    Charlie whispered in Matt’s ear, “Should have been a tour guide.”


    “It’s very nice,” Mandy said, though it wasn’t quite sincere enough to be convincing.


    “Sarah, Mandy tells me you’re a teacher.”


    Sarah was petite, around five feet tall with golden brown hair and really fair skin. The freckles on her nose made her look younger than she likely was. “I am…was…an elementary school teacher. Before we left Texas.”


    “We need a teacher around here,” Carrie said, although she had no idea if the school was open or not.


    “What do you do, Matt?” Craig asked, and Matt leaned against the side of the truck with Charlie.


    “Right now I help Charlie out on the farm.”


    Charlie clapped him on the back. “We’ll make a wheat farmer outta him yet.”
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