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Chapter 1

Wrigley Field

Chicago, Illinois

The jagged slash raked across the throat of gray sky like a razor, the narrow blade splitting thin skin, drawing a blinding flash of white blood.

“Was that lightning?” Scott asked, looking toward the sky. “Is it gonna rain?”

“Weather said nothing about rain,” Travis replied, looking in the same direction as his son.

Chicago in the spring was a cruel mistress, but to catch the Chicago Cubs before their season was in jeopardy, as it almost always seemed to be by summer, Travis Page thought it was worth the risk. His son Scott had been only too happy to skip school, eagerly tagging along with his father to Wrigley Field.

The wind off of Lake Michigan was unseasonably warm, and it was clearly a beautiful day to take in a game, the air warm and soothing. The fading glow of the strange lightning high in a rainless sky seemed off and out of place.

“I’m telling you, Dad, this is their year,” the young kid enthused, a wide smile on his face. It was a pleasant afternoon and they were sitting in the bleachers at Wrigley Field, the kid’s favorite place to be. His father smiled, adjusting his cap, then reached over and rubbed his son’s head, also covered by a blue Chicago Cubs baseball hat.

“Every year is their year, Scotty—until it isn’t.”

“Hey, they won a few years ago. They can do it again,” Scott said, glaring up at his father.

“Ain’t that the truth, kiddo. I wish your grandfather had lived to see that. But he probably would have keeled over from a heart attack!”

“At least he would have died happy!” Scott said, a wide smile on his face. He looked across the vast expanse of Wrigley Field, each and every seat filled, the stadium itself at full capacity, as it usually was.

“Remember,” Scott’s dad told him, “don’t expect this to happen too often, kid. School’s important and I wouldn’t be letting you skip it if we hadn’t gotten such a good deal on these tickets.”

“I know,” Scott replied, rolling his eyes. “I got As and Bs last semester, anyway. School’s simple.”

“It won’t always be. Don’t get used to it.” Scott rolled his eyes, then tugged on his dad’s sleeve, eagerly yanking, his eyes squinting up into the sky.

“I didn’t know they were doing a flyover today,” he said.

Travis followed the direction of his son’s eyes, looking up into Chicago’s flat, steel-colored sky. Up above there was what appeared to be a swiftly moving object, and for a moment, he thought his son was right, it was a flyover, though he had no idea why it was happening today or why the aircraft was quite so high—

Out of nowhere, a whip-crack of thunder shattered the relative peace of Wrigley, drawing everyone’s attention just as the sky split again with another searing streak of blinding forks of lightning. It was so sudden and bright, the whole section of bleachers gasped in surprise, the shadow of the streaking object bracketed by the torn gray canvas of sky. For the briefest snatch of time the item in the sky looked like some sort of aircraft, silhouetted against the fading bolt of vibrant white.

Something was wrong with this picture, Travis thought. Something was very, very wrong.
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The skies above Chicago, Illinois

Captain Roger Bailey had to turn away from the gently curved window of the orbital aircraft or he feared he’d be blinded. Just outside the hurtling hull of his prototype aircraft the sky seemed to split, the powder blue canvas ripping apart, exposing an almost impossibly bright burst of sharp, yellow light. Almost immediately after the light cascaded through the tiny cockpit, a large cracking sound rocked the entire craft, as if he’d been caught directly in the center of a storm cloud during a harsh clap of thunder.

Bailey gripped the controls, his hands slick with sweat, and the smooth metal of the sticks threatening to slip free. His eyes stung from the salty perspiration, his forearms taut and strained with effort.

“The hell was that?” he hissed.

This was supposed to be easy. A demonstration, nothing more. A half-hour dog and pony show to prove how viable the Atlas Commercial Orbital Platform truly was. The first ever high-altitude aircraft for orbital transportation from one place on Earth to the next.

It was going to revolutionize travel across the globe, the first step toward a new era of delivering goods, services, and personnel.

Instead everything was going sideways.

“Atlas-One this is Atlas-Ground, your flight pattern is erratic, please respond.”

No kidding his flight pattern was erratic, his instruments were going haywire! Lights sprayed along the console ahead of him, punctuated by the shrill warble of alarm sounds echoing from within the tiny cabin of the prototype orbital craft.

“Atlas-Ground, this is Atlas-One. I’ve lost altitude readings and trajectory is all over the map. There are lights in the sky up here, something is very, very wrong!” The sticks throttled in his grasp, threatening to pry themselves loose from his closed fists as Bailey struggled to keep the controls stabilized.

“Atlas-One, this is Atlas-Ground, we’re not seeing atmospheric disturbances from the ground, please confirm.”

Bailey gritted his teeth, forcing back the curse words he had been prepared to spit back at Atlas-Ground. His narrowed eyes jolted to the right, glancing out through the sloped front window of the orbital craft. The piercing yellow glow was fading slightly, though he could see the scant pulses of other bursts, looking like some sort of strange combination of fireworks and solar flares.

Suddenly, as he tried to focus on the fading yellow light, another tear in the sky opened just above him, though it was stark white, a scorching fork of blinding lightning. It wended through the entire aircraft with a violent, shattering crack, driving the entire ship straight down, stealing over a hundred feet of altitude in less than three seconds.

“Lord help me,” Bailey hissed, his angry determination giving way to fear. “Atlas-Ground, this is Atlas-One, the orbital craft has been struck by lightning! I repeat, I have been struck by lightning. I am losing altitude at a rapid pace!”

He could hear the low chatter of people on the ground talking among themselves, the volume of their voices rising precipitously as they chewed through what he was saying and the appropriate response.

“Atlas-One, we show no atmospheric disturbances—”

“I don’t care what you’re showing!” Bailey screamed back. The cockpit exploded with lights and sounds, a cascading chorus of alarms. “Do you hear that noise? That’s my cockpit!”

“Stay calm, Atlas-One,” a voice came on, which didn’t sound so calm themselves.

“Stay calm,” Bailey replied. The smell of ozone permeated the inside of the ship, the smell so pungent it stung his eyes. “Something’s burning in here!” he said, the control sticks jerking in his hands as he tried to wrestle the high-altitude craft back under control.

“You’re losing orbital trajectory,” the voice on the radio said. “Try and level out, Atlas-One, if you take too steep a dive, the ship will—”

“I know what the ship will do, Ground! I’ve been flying jets for twenty years! I was learning to fly when the Atlas CEO was just a glimmer in his mother’s eye!”

“Atlas-One, please—”

The ship lurched violently to the left, angling down and away from the gentle curved horizon up ahead. Bailey grunted with the force of the motion, gripping the controls and trying to compensate. It felt as if his heart would burst straight through his chest and smack into the front console.

“I can’t...level...it...” he groaned as he struggled with the sticks, trying to compensate for the sudden loss in altitude and attitude. Letting go of the right yoke, he wrapped both hands around the left, pulling toward him as hard as he could. There was another violently bright fork of lightning, a jolting rip in the fabric of reality directly ahead of him, and he heard something snap.

The ship jumped back to the right, the aircraft leveling somewhat as it plunged down through the sky, dropping at a sudden and rapid pace.

“Atlas-Ground, tell me you’re seeing this!” Bailey shouted. “More lightning! Something’s broken—”

His stomach lurched as the ship pitched forward, the nose dropping as acceleration increased completely outside of his control.

“Atlas-One, this is Atlas-Ground, we are seeing several structural alerts with the orbital craft.”

“Thanks—” Bailey groaned, his entire body aching with the struggle to maintain control of the speeding aircraft. His head swam with a wave of dizziness, his stomach knotting. He’d been a pilot for over two decades and it was second nature to him. He rarely, if ever got sick in the cockpit, and the g-forces of high-speed flight had almost no effect.

Until today. Today he was struggling to remain conscious as his ship continued its downward plunge. The prototype aircraft was designed to travel in low Earth orbit, about twelve hundred miles from the surface, which would theoretically allow for much faster travel or even the occasional delivery of satellites into space. After jettisoning super boosters during take-off in order to reach the high altitudes, it would rely on aerodynamic re-entry into the atmosphere and intricate landing thrusters keyed into the ground-based navigation network.

The demo wasn’t even in low Earth orbit, it was near one hundred thousand feet in the air, and now falling fast.

Bailey tried to regulate his breathing, taking quick inhales and exhales, forcing himself to stay ahead of oblivion. The ship continued hurtling down through the sky, and he could see the curved landscape of the Earth below, ground objects blurring into focus. Returning his grasp to both sticks he pulled back, trying to bring the nose up. Around him, the ship jittered somewhat, then he heard another dull snapping sound and the aircraft pitched right.

“It’s getting hot in here,” he said to no one in particular, not even sure if the radio channel was still open.

“You’ve lost some ceramic plates,” a voice came back, sounding considerably more personal than before. That frightened him.

“Atlas-Ground, what’s going on?” Bailey asked. He felt surprisingly calm. His mind had stopped racing, slowly crawling its way out of rushed confusion. Even his heart had started to settle, as if his body was finally accepting what was happening. It was no longer fighting.

“Atlas-One, this is Atlas-Ground. You have failures in three high-altitude thrusters and your starboard wing was—”

Bailey closed his eyes. The voice had sounded almost warm, not the least bit analytical as they typically were.

“What,” he began in a low voice, then cleared his throat. “What can I do?”

There was no reply for a time.

“Do you see any bodies of water? Anything that might help break your descent?”

“From a hundred thousand feet?” he asked, his voice suddenly thick and slurring.

“Captain Bailey?” a voice asked. “Are you with us?”

Bailey started to reply, but suddenly found that he couldn’t quite form words. His mouth moved and he tried to speak, but something was preventing it.

There was a murmur of conversation from the other end of the radio, a crackle of static and the sounds of frantic talking.

“Captain Bailey!” a voice barked back. “Are you there? Are you with us? We have calculated your rate of descent and your current point of impact. Atlas-One, please respond!”

“I...I can’t—” Bailey couldn’t make his mouth say what his brain wanted him to.

“Atlas-One! If you can hear us, please respond! You need to cut your engines. Do whatever you can to alter your trajectory, do you read me?”

“Read...read you,” Bailey said, his head spinning as he tried to process the words. Darkness crowded the corners of his vision, and he tried to blink it away. He reached into the breast pocket of his uniform as the ship thrashed around him, jerking and jostling as it continued its swift, uncontrolled descent. Pinching the paper in his pocket between his fingers, he pulled out a folded photograph of his wife and two children. Moving it over, he slipped it in a gap by the side window where he could see it, then put his hands on the sticks.

“I can read—” he gasped. “Barely, but I can—”

“We need you to cut your engines,” the voice on the radio said. “If you continue at this pace you will crash into the continental United States. You will hit a populated area and we must avoid that at all costs!”

“Avoid,” Bailey replied. He reached forward and unclasped a panel where there was an emergency manual override. “Override—” he gasped, “I’m going to override.” Darkness swarmed his head and he lurched left as he reached for the override switch to activate manual control over the thrusters.

Another swift and shattering crack of white-hot lightning seared the air, so close to the ship there was an actual impact. The orbital craft bolted sharply upward, then jerked down again just as quickly, throwing Bailey back in his seat.

“Tell—” he breathed as he struggled to reach for the manual override. “Tell my wife—my kids—tell them I—”

The ship dropped and pitched. He lurched forward, the crown of his skull cracking against the cramped dashboard. His head snapped back, leaving a streak of smeared blood on the surface of the dash just above the console readouts. Slumping back, the darkness he had been battling wrapped thick, inky tendrils around him and brought him deep within, severing him from reality, pushing him blessedly into unconsciousness so he wouldn’t live out his final moments in stark, uncontrolled terror.
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Atlas Ground Control

Houston, Texas

“Atlas-One, this is Atlas-Ground, please respond!” the man in the shirt and tie was hunched over the controls, his fingers wrapped tightly around the microphone. His white shirt was discolored and clung to his narrow frame, soaked through in sweat, and his tie was loosened significantly around his neck, hanging over his chest like a wet spaghetti noodle.

“Captain Bailey, respond!” he shouted. More men and women stood around him, watching the monitor ahead, which had helpfully calculated the descent trajectory of the high-altitude aircraft prototype.

“He’s not there,” someone said in a low, hushed whisper. “God help us, he’s not there.” A woman put her hand to her chest, walking away from the group. She lurched toward a trash can, bent over, and heaved into it, falling to her knees.

“Lord help us,” someone else whispered. “What do we do?”

The man standing over the microphone turned away from it and looked at someone else who stood near the edge of the room, dressed in a full suit and tie.

“All of our fail-safes have failed,” he said. “There was some sort of unforeseen disturbance. Electrical interference. There was nothing we could do!”

“Emergency Response has been notified,” the man in the suit replied, surprisingly calm, given the circumstances. “They’re already on the line to FEMA, who has escalated it straight to the Oval Office.”

“There must be something we can do!” the man shouted. “We can’t just sit here and watch!”

The man in the suit and tie stepped forward, looking at the large monitor screen on the wall. It was comprised of several smaller screens, two of them showing broadcasts from cameras mounted on the ship itself, both of them dancing wildly as the aircraft continued its rapid, uncontrolled descent. Two others showed instrumentation from the ship, transmitted in real time over Atlas satellites. Both of those screens were littered with red alarms and flat-lined readouts.

In the center of the monitor was the largest screen, which showed a rate of descent and trajectory, estimating where the point of impact of the plunging orbital craft would be. A gradually arching red dotted line demonstrated the flight path, with an almost comical-looking explosion signaling where they believed the initial point of impact would be.

He stood there, staring at the screen, hands clasped behind his back. Behind him, someone was quietly praying.

“There’s nothing left to do,” he said quietly, then turned to face the rest of the room. “All that’s left is damage control.”
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Wrigley Field

Chicago, Illinois

The people in their section of the bleachers weren’t gasping anymore, they were shrieking.

It had only been seconds since the broken arrow of jagged lightning had ripped apart the calm summer skies, but as they all watched, the object that had begun as some sort of streaking aircraft was now a tumbling, roiling ball of fire, growing larger and brighter as it careened down toward the city of Chicago.

It was larger than anything Travis had ever seen, the collective power of the object spinning down from Earth’s atmosphere building up enough swirling energy that it now looked more like a small asteroid than an aircraft, a massive, plummeting projectile hurtling toward them. The object shattered the sound barrier as it came in over Lake Michigan, the concussive shock waves punching down at the sports fans, hitting hard enough that more than a few of them fell back or toppled over.

Then people were shrieking even louder, fighting to head to the exits, throwing each other down the stairs, punching, kicking, desperate to shove their way out of the stadium.

Travis didn’t bother. As the fireball drew down toward them, he could tell just by the size and the potency of it that no matter how hard he fought his way out of Wrigley, there was no way he or his son would get far enough away.

There was nowhere to hide from the impact, nowhere within a ten-block radius. When it hit, it would do so with the power of a chunk of space rock the size of a tanker truck.

He felt Scott hug his hips and he dropped down to his knees, wrapping his arms tightly around his young son’s shoulders, closing his eyes and squeezing harder than he’d ever squeezed anything before.

–––––––– 



Chapter 2

Outside Wrigley Field

Chicago, Illinois

Tristan Greg liked to be called “Big T” although he currently tipped the scales at little more than one hundred and thirty-five pounds. At least, he assumed he did; he hadn’t actually stepped on a scale in several years, but when you went days without eating and had no real exercise routine beyond wandering the city aimlessly, you had a tendency to lose some weight.

He sat on the hard, dirty pavement in the narrow alley between two buildings just west of Wrigley Field. Afternoon weekday games were the best. There was so much foot traffic and so many people with expendable income, he could usually count on making forty or fifty dollars in the two hours leading up to game time. All he had to do was walk the streets, his trusty Bible in hand and tell everyone about the glories of Jesus Christ.

Reaching over to his right, Tristan lifted a chicken burrito from on top of his backpack and stuffed it into his mouth, chewing off a massive hunk of wrapped tortilla, meat, and cheese. His mouth worked so hard, his jaw ached, and he swallowed it eagerly, then used the sleeve of his military jacket to wipe the remains from his unshaven face.

Tristan had a rough and scraggly beard, the kind of beard that made him look like what he was—a homeless drifter who didn’t own a place with a bathroom, much less a razor or shaving cream. On those odd days like today when he actually had cash in his pocket, he bought a rare meal at the local burrito food truck, making sure to carve out some cash for his medicine that evening.

He didn’t get his medicine nearly as often as he wanted these days. Those pills were expensive, and while they made him feel really good for a short while, he knew, as desperately as he wanted them, food and drink were a little more important.

A little.

Stuffing the last bite of burrito in his mouth, Big T folded the Bible together in his lap, picked it up, slipped it in the pocket of his baggy jacket, and then used the wall to help him up into a standing posture. Crumpling the foil wrapper from the burrito, he tossed it into an open dumpster that sat a few feet away and straightened his coat, then picked up the backpack and slipped it over his shoulders.

As it did every day, his body thrummed with a dull, persistent ache of pain. The strain of sleeping on hard, uneven surfaces, of sitting on the ground, walking for hours each day, and living on the streets. It was a rough life for the fifty-something-year-old man, but it was the life he had, and he planned to make the most of it.

As he exited the alley, a group of middle-class suburbanites came toward him along the sidewalk, chatting happily amongst themselves. Two of them wore Chicago Cubs baseball hats while the third had her hair pulled back into a tight ponytail with no hat on whatsoever. All three were women, and all three had fancy coffee cups in hand, two of them steaming with heat, but one of them was one of those frothy drinks with whipped cream.

Tristan’s eyes fixed on the coffees, knowing that what they’d paid for those three cups probably could have fed him for a week. Fishing into his pocket, he drew out the Bible he carried with him, an old faux-leather bound edition he’d brought with him to Afghanistan when he’d served there in the Marines a lifetime ago. He’d carried it with him everywhere, and Lord forgive him, he’d survived twelve difficult years. It had been enough to convince him that he should carry it everywhere. It was his most prized possession. Besides the military surplus backpack and jacket, it was more or less his only possession.

“Good afternoon, young ladies,” he said kindly, a broad smile of yellowed teeth showing through the restless tangle of facial hair. “Have you heard the blessings of our Lord Jesus Christ?” He held out his hands with the Bible clutched between them, smiling kindly.

“We’re fine, thank you,” the girl in the ponytail said, holding her hand out, the one that wasn’t carrying her frozen coffee. Her voice was kind, but her eyes were narrow and hard, and there was anger in there. “Have a blessed day,” he said with a nod, folding the Bible back and slipping it into his pocket. He turned and watched them leave, voices chattering, the girl in the ponytail looking back at him with a derisive glare. The Chicago streets were busy, as they usually were, but for a sunny spring day they seemed especially crowded, and even though he’d already earned nearly a week’s worth of wages in only a few hours’ time, he prepared to make a second run before waiting for the game to get out.

Waiting for traffic to halt, he strode across the street, moving quickly, adjusting the straps of his backpack over his shoulders, then reached the opposite sidewalk, approaching another crowd. They all looked like family, with a man, a woman, and three children. Two of the children appeared to be teenagers, he figured, with the third still in a stroller.

That one looked like an accident.

Big T chuckled to himself as the thought came to him and he walked toward them once again pulling the worn out Bible from his pocket.

Before he reached them, he heard a sound coming from in the sky up above, a sound almost like one of the many passenger jets that flew into O’Hare every day. But it was louder and...different somehow, and as he looked along the busy streets, he could see many other faces staring and looking up, a few arms extended with index fingers pointing.

Tristan turned and looked to the sky, his eyes immediately widening.

The thing screaming through the sky almost looked like it could have been an airplane at one point in its existence, though right now it was little more than a shadowed, mangled mass of twisted steel, a projectile more than an aircraft, hurtling in a straight line through the sky, leaving contrails of smoke. As it came lower, he thought he could even see some licks of flame crawling from cracks in the fuselage. His eyes followed it as it crossed the sky, but he couldn’t move. He felt as though his boots were glued to the sidewalk.

“That’s coming in awfully low,” he heard someone say—it sounded like the mother with the accident baby next to him.

She was right, he decided. It was coming in awfully low. His eyes traced the skyline, then widened even further as he saw the tall skyscraper that appeared to be standing right in the path of the flying object. A thought occurred to him a split second later, hitting him like a hard punch in the face. He could see it all happening as the twisting trail of smoke and fire sliced through the sky. It was all happening right before him, and he could do nothing but take an uncertain step backwards. Voices along the street started to cry out and yowl, people on the ground now realizing what he’d already realized moments before.

As he watched, the flying object plowed headlong into the tall building, shearing through the front left corner of the building in an explosion of glass and rending twist of metal and vomit of rock. A massive ball of churning fire and smoke burst free, rocks and debris raining down onto the streets below. Big T stumbled back as a huge chunk of building plummeted down and slammed hard into a pair of people looking up in shock. 

The family next to him shrieked and scattered, turning and starting to run. Glass pounded down around them, a splatter of glinting shards. The mother screeched and put a hand to her hair, sprawling forward, the father turning to try and catch her before she fell. Debris punched into asphalt, gouging chunks out of the street while still more dropped on cars, shattering windshields and denting roofs.

Doors flew open and people thrust themselves out, trying to run, sprinting from the clogged traffic, dashing between buildings and caterwauling. There was a loud wrenching sound from the building as if steel itself was bending and separating, and as Tristan looked up he saw the top section of the skyscraper pulling away from the rest, starting to collapse in on itself as pieces of it broke away and tumbled down onto the roofs of nearby buildings and the street itself.

Breaking glass and shattered stone fell down, the thickening tail of smoke and flame following the projectile deeper into the city. The building hadn’t stopped it; it had punched right through it and continued on.

Big T followed its path, looking deeper into the city. As fast as it was traveling, when it hit, it would—

“Dear God,” he whispered, and started to pray. The ground beneath his feet shook with a massive jolting shift, as if the Earth itself were coming apart. Then he heard and felt the impact, a muffled wham from deep in the city, the initial sounds of the flying object striking right in the middle of downtown Chicago. Fire suddenly blasted upward and outward, and even from where he stood, Tristan could see it swallowing buildings and swarming other skyscrapers, the blinding heat consuming all in its path.

Then the shock wave came. 

A relentless, invisible blast of pure force blew apart buildings, shattered more windows, picked up cars from the top level of a nearby parking garage and threw them like plastic toys. His eyes moved in every direction as the world itself seemed break apart all around him, then the shockwave hit, the cloud of smoke, concrete dust, and debris, and everything swirled into a bottomless pit of darkness.
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Kandahar was the first word that came to mind as Tristan staggered forward, the smoke and dust choking his nose and throat, his eyes stinging and ears humming with a dull, deafening buzz. He was on his last tour, helping support Operation: Enduring Freedom and his Humvee had been struck by an RPG. There’d been a blinding flash of light, a dull, heart-slamming impact and the vehicle went end-over-end, filling his eyes, nose, and mouth with fine desert sand. By the time the vehicle had finished its tumble, he’d scrambled free, completely overwhelmed by the sounds and sights, jettisoned into another world, a place of existence where death was a hairsbreadth away. Somewhere between that world and the next, he clumsily stumbled along that narrow line, and he could feel it.

Back then he’d reached into a pouch on his vest and touched the old family Bible, pressing his fingers into that uniquely textured surface, and it had helped ground him. Bring him back to reality as the gunfire and grenades ripped apart the ground around him, tracers burning through the air like angry metal fireflies. It was many years later, but Tristan did the same as he held an arm out, fingers clasping for some kind of purchase, some indication that he wasn’t tumbling down the long fall into hell, but that he was still in the world, still breathing air, and still surrounded by physical reality.

Reaching into his jacket pocket, he touched the Bible again, running his fingers along its worn spine, and again it jolted him back to reality.

But his hope of not being in hell was shattered almost immediately as he snapped into full consciousness and saw what remained of Chicago burning around him.

His jacket had been olive green, but was now a pale shade of eggshell, coated with a fine dust of smashed concrete and smoke. Strewn across the road was a collection of jagged and broken rocks of all different sizes, and from where he stood, leaning against the wall of a parking garage, he could see bodies splayed along the sidewalk, in the road, some of them with heads slumped over in the front seats of their cars, pinned under smashed roofs and broken windshields.

Screams riddled the air around him, some loud and searching, people looking for other people. Others were cries of pain or anguish, either physical or emotional, people injured or standing over the lifeless bodies of their loved ones.

It had happened so quickly. Big T ran his free hand through the tight curls of his dark hair and pulled it away, slick with blood. 

He was one of the lucky ones. Fifteen feet away, he could see the parents that he’d approached not ten minutes ago. The father was on his side, large piles of debris all around him, a pool of red beneath his still form on the sidewalk. The mother stood a few feet away, hand pressed to her chest, her mouth pried open in a silent squall as one of the teenagers cowered behind her as if he were a toddler. The second teenager lay on the ground not far away from the father, looking just as broken as his old man.

Tristan’s eyes scanned the immediate area.

Where was the stroller?

He didn’t want to think about it. He didn’t want to wonder.

“My baby!” she cried. “Where is my baby?”

Somewhere in the distance sirens began to wail, a mixture of uneven warbles and shrill, piercing shrieks, the sounds of every sort of emergency vehicle bursting to life all at once. Tristan coughed into a closed hand, feeling dizzy for a moment. He stumbled forward, trying to maintain his balance, push through the rushing flood of bad memories from a war zone, which his home city now resembled more than an American metropolis.

Walking from the sidewalk, he put his hand on the trunk of a stalled car, helping him balance as he made his way past it into the road. He threaded his way between large rocks and strewn glass, boots crunching on the ground that was now more covered than uncovered. Smoke obscured everything. He could only see the towering shadows of buildings around him, and from the shapes of them, several looked as though they’d been cleaved off in ragged gashes, the tops knocked down, or huge chunks whacked out of the sides.

As he looked up through the smoke, he thought he saw a building actually listing to the side as if it were the spire of a boat, tipping slightly. A small, unidentifiable shape fell from near the top, and he hoped against hope that it was just a loose chunk of rock.

“My baby!” the woman shrilled again and he looked toward her. She hadn’t even moved, she was still standing there, face pale and in shock, her neck tensed into a look of strained pain.

Tristan moved through the rocks, putting his Bible back in his pocket, patting it absently as he stepped over a pile of small rubble. Whispering a silent prayer, he made his way around another vehicle, sparing a casual look at the driver, who was slumped over in the seat, her head touching the steering wheel.

A small, black object caught his eye, resting on its side a few feet ahead. Pushing through the haze of fog and confusion he walked in a drunk, crooked line toward the object, pausing for a moment to cough out some smoke. A shrill cry jolted him back to reality, a banshee wail of pain and fear.

The black object was a baby stroller. Lurching forward, he cut around more broken rock and somewhere in the smoke, the low, creaking sound of building supports straining pricked his ears. He moved faster, almost running, his skinny legs hurting as he moved. Bending over when he reached the stroller, he picked it up and set it upright, looking into it.

The baby was still there, strapped into its belt, thin streaks of blood raking down its forehead. Its eyes were pinched shut, but its plump cheeks were red and its mouth open, loud screams coming from apparently healthy lungs.

“Good girl,” Tristan said, though he honestly had no idea if it was a girl or a boy. It just seemed like the right thing to say. He’d never had children or grandchildren of his own. The stroller was surprisingly intact and he moved forward, weaving between more broken rock and stalled cars. From the smoke, a man burst free, coughing and gagging, then fell to his knees on the pavement, holding himself up with straight arms, palms digging at the asphalt.

The man was mumbling something he couldn’t hear, and Tristan cut a path past him with the stroller, moving more quickly than he had in years. He reached the sidewalk and bumped the front wheels up, cupping his free hand over his mouth.

“Ma’am!” he shouted, hoping she could hear him over the constant din of sirens, screams, and background noise of general chaos. “Ma’am!” he yelled again and she turned, her eyes wide. She was still deathly pale, but when she saw him with the stroller, she burst out in tears, running toward him, snapping out of her momentary shock.

“My baby!” she shouted, running clumsily toward him, and he gave the stroller a little shove so she could get it. He looked over toward the rest of her family, noticing that her husband and one of her teenagers were still lying motionless on the sidewalk. Neither one of them looked alive.

Big T coughed and sputtered a bit, adjusting the fit of his backpack straps, then turned and went back across the road. He’d lost track of how many people were yawping; it was coming from all directions at once, and he looked right, trying to peer through the smoke.

The vague shape of Wrigley Field loomed above the surface of the city streets, but the shape reminded him more of the Coliseum in Rome. Even through the smoke, he could see massive gaps and chunks which had been taken out of the large structure, and judging by the smell, there were fires everywhere.

The ground shook beneath his feet, a loud, rocking roar coming from somewhere behind him, followed by a vast chorus of screams before an explosion of shattering rock sounded from somewhere in the smoke. The impact was like nothing he’d ever felt before, the ground vibrating as if it might come apart, and he could see more chunks of stone peeling away from buildings and dotting the ground amid showers of glass. As he watched, a silhouetted figure plummeted from somewhere unseen and he turned away just as they struck the roof of a stalled car with a hard, wet noise, punching it inward, their limbs sprawled out from within the collapsed metal.

Tristan looked back over his shoulder, through the smoke, deeper into the city, and the shadowed form of the lilting building that he’d seen moments before was simply gone, as if it had never existed. Sirens came from seemingly all directions at once, the barrage of noise overwhelming his already delicate senses.

Shuffling forward, he came upon another pile of debris and he could see the three middle-class women he’d run into before. All three of them lay sprawled out on the sidewalk, and the one with the pulled-back ponytail had been quite obviously crushed by falling rocks. Her arm was outstretched, the cup of expensive frozen coffee spilt, melting whipped cream turning to mush on the sidewalk.

“This isn’t real,” Big T said to himself. “This can’t be real.”

He stepped over the arm of the dead woman and continued walking forward, the smoke still digging at his watering eyes, the sound of the world collapsing ringing in his ears.

–––––––– 



Chapter 3

South Brisbane, Louisiana

Joel Robertson was a man of few words and when that day came around every year, he was especially thankful that he lived deep in the Louisiana wilderness as far away from people as possible. It was still and quiet among the trees surrounding his grandfather’s cabin, which was just how he liked it. The oaks and magnolias littering the property grew thick and colorful out here, and he could barely make out the pale blue of the sky through the thick canopy of foliage. Somewhere up above, he heard the distant warble of birds. Stepping over some overgrowth, he walked to the dirt edge of the large lake just on the northern edge of his grandfather’s property.

Not his grandfather’s property, he reminded himself. It was his now. He hadn’t asked for it, and he often wondered if he really wanted it, but it was his, whether he liked it or not.

The water rippled softly as a fish snatched an insect from its smooth surface. Joel narrowed his eyes, looking at the slowly expanding circles of water. Lifting his fingers to his mouth, he pulled the cigarette from his lips and blew out a fine cloud of smoke, then placed it back, closing the corner of his mouth around it. The fingers of his opposite hand were curled around the narrow neck of a bottle of Corona. It was a little early in the day for a beer, but one of the nice things of living so far out in the wilderness was that there was a distinct lack of people around to cast judgement.

Another thing that Joel was heavily in favor of. Lord knew there was plenty about him open for judging. He plucked the cigarette from his lips again and tipped back the bottle, draining two large swallows with his eyes closed and the warmth of the sun on his forehead.

The soft sound of bells tinkling came from his left and he smirked, popping the Marlboro back in his mouth and walking through the tightly gathered trees toward the noise. In the quiet day, the pitch and volume of the bell increased, a rapid-fire chitter of metallic noise.

“Hold on, for crying out loud,” Joel growled, “I’m coming.” He weaved his body through the last group of thin oak trees and came out into a small grass clearing next to the lake. Near the shore there was an elaborate wooden contraption, an old handmade rack where three separate fishing poles were fastened, each one of them strapped in with an old belt. Tiny bells were attached to each rod, so that when a fish bit at the bait, the pole jerked and set the bell jingling as a sort of alert. Joel remembered with a smile when his grandfather had first demonstrated the strange mechanism to him when he’d been a young kid. The bell had rung, he’d eagerly unstrapped the pole, and had pulled out a raggedy clump of weeds that had apparently drifted onto the hook and tugged it with enough force to ring the bell.

Joel remembered laughing hard at his grandfather’s misfortune. He remembered even more clearly his father admonishing him for it with a hard slap to the back of his head, a blow which could have been seen as some parental fun in some circles, except for the fact that it knocked him to the ground, causing him to slash his cheek open on a sharp rock.

He’d bitten back the flood of tears. His father had no patience for his emotional outbursts, after all, but it had hurt like crazy, and he still had a narrow scar there.

Thinking back, he’d probably needed stitches, but his dad didn’t really believe in newfangled medicine, so he’d tossed a Band-Aid on it and told him to man up. He had manned up, and he’d been manning up ever since.

Stepping toward the fishing pole, he peeled back the faux leather belt and pulled on the pole, playing with whatever was on the hook. He felt it tug and lurch, and he knew it was no weed—it was lunch. Setting down the beer bottle, he grabbed the pole with two hands, reeling, letting it give, then pulling back and reeling again. The fish was fighting him, and fighting him hard, but after years of going through these motions, Joel liked his chances.

There was a hard tug to the right, and Joel compensated by pulling back to the left, then reeling again. It took several minutes, but finally he played the line, jerked, and reeled, pulling the bent pole back hard, and what must have been a twelve-pound catfish jumped from the water, twisting, trying to wrench its mouth free from the hook.

“Whoa, baby!” Joel said, smiling widely. It wasn’t going to just be lunch, it might be lunch, dinner, and lunch tomorrow. Cranking the reel and battling with the large catfish, he swung around and deposited the thrashing fish into the grass. It jumped and squirmed for a few moments before finally resting still and Joel carefully removed the hook. He took the cigarette from his mouth, dragged one more time, then stubbed it out in a small puddle of cool lake water and put it in the chest pocket of his shirt. He had some bad habits, that much was certain, but he held nature in high respect, and no matter what he might do to his own body, he wouldn’t sully nature’s beauty with human waste.

Grabbing the fish in one hand and his beer in the other, he turned and walked back toward the cabin.
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After hanging the catfish on a hook outside, keeping it there so he could descale, debone, and prepare it later, Joel walked into the cabin. He still thought of it as his grandfather’s cabin, though he’d inherited it several years back and technically the name on the deed was now his. He’d been shocked when he’d gotten the call from the man’s attorney, telling him he was listed in his grandfather’s will. Certainly old man Robertson had been more of a father figure to him than his own father had, but his family wasn’t exactly close, and he’d never pictured a scenario where his grandfather would even have anything of value to leave him.

According to the state of Louisiana, the value of the cabin and property surrounding it was dubious at best, though Joel himself knew differently. On the surface there was certainly nothing special about it. As he stood in the front doorway, he looked out upon a small combination living room and kitchen with an antique icebox, wood stove, and what looked to be handmade wooden counters polished to a neat, professional shine. The living room had a small, old-school CRT television set, a threadbare couch likely found dumpster diving, as well as a recliner and the requisite gun rack bolted to the wall. There was a large oval area rug in the middle of the living room, as well as a back door leading out into the grass and trees on the other side of the structure.

Two bedrooms were off to Joel’s left, with a common bathroom sandwiched between them. Any property inspector or auditor who came by would have seen the relatively ramshackle condition of the place and taxed the property appropriately, which suited Joel just fine.

Setting down his now-empty beer bottle on the counter, he strode to the television and snapped it on, waiting patiently for the dark screen to fade into view. The television, like most of the electrical appliances in the cabin, was in fact on the local parish power grid, a fact that made Joel uneasy. He would have preferred to be entirely self-reliant out here in the woods, to not have to rely or depend on others at all, but that wasn’t realistic, at least not at that point. Granted, he had several generators, a few months’ worth of spare fuel, and even some redundant solar batteries and generators, but for the typical day-to-day, he leeched off the parish infrastructure, such as it was deep in the bayou.

Finally the television shifted from black to a strange gray-green shade, a fuzzy picture of a newscaster appearing on the screen. Joel returned to the kitchen and opened the icebox, retrieving his second Corona of the early day, then came back into the living room, walking toward the TV to turn up the volume.

“The state of Louisiana is still bracing itself for the imminent arrival of Hurricane Alexandra,” the woman newscaster reported. “While springtime hurricanes are rare, this one is expected to make landfall within the next forty-eight hours and may hit close to category four. Residents of the following parishes are being advised to—”

She stopped speaking for a moment, staring off camera, apparently being advised of something from someone behind the scenes. As Joel watched, her eyes grew wide, and he could have sworn he saw her mouth a silent prayer of some sort as she received whatever news she was hearing.

“Ladies and gentlemen, sorry to interrupt this news bulletin, but we have some breaking news from Chicago, Illinois.”

Joel lowered himself into the recliner, and leaned forward, gripping the neck of his beer bottle with the fingers of both hands.

“During one of the final test flights of a commercial orbital aircraft from Atlas Space Exploration, there was a technical malfunction, which caused the space craft to fall from its high-altitude flight.”

Joel continued watching, waiting for the rest of the story.

“It fell through the atmosphere and to Earth with the same velocity as a decent-sized meteor. At around one thirty this afternoon it struck downtown Chicago.” Her voice broke as she spoke, clear emotion staining her words. “At this point, it’s far too early for an accurate casualty count, but losses are expected to be catastrophic as emergency agencies from state and federal authorities are rushing to the city’s aid.”

Joel shook his head as he leaned back in the recliner.

“We are unclear at this time as to what has caused this disaster, and both NASA and Atlas are working to put the pieces together. News Nine was fortunate enough to get some exclusive firsthand video of the incident, though if there are any children watching, you may want to turn off the television or change the channel. The following images may be upsetting to some viewers.”

As Joel watched, some shaky cell phone footage tracked the motion of a strange object careening through the sky, trailing smoke, fire, and spiraling chunks of ship hull in its wake. He watched as the cell phone camera followed it down toward the city, just before it plowed headlong through a tall building, breaking apart and tumbling forward behind a row of buildings. There was a whispered exclamation, the resounding thunder of impact, then a bright, blinding light before the footage went to static-filled darkness.

A moment later, the newscaster came back on, visibly distressed by the report.

“We will, of course, bring you the latest news as we have it. To recap, an Atlas commercial spacecraft has come down in the city of Chicago, and losses are expected to be catastrophic. Emergency personnel are reporting to the scene and we will have more information as it’s made available.”

Joel stood, walked to the television, and snapped it off before taking a long slug of beer. Above the television a single shelf was mounted on the wall and he lingered there for a moment, looking at a few different photographs.

On the far left, there was a picture of him with his squad in the deserts of Iraq. He was kneeling in the center, holding an M4A1 automatic rifle, stock-first in the ground, while four other men in the same camouflage uniforms stood in a group around him. He had a wide, authentic smile on his face, and as he looked at the picture, he struggled to try and remember the last time he’d smiled like that. Also on the shelf was a carbon steel trench knife in a sleek, leather sheath, a gift for him from his squadmates when he’d gotten his honorable discharge after his routine four-year tour. 

He looked at the faces of the four other men in the picture again, realizing that it had been a long time since he’d talked to any of them. The last he’d heard, they’d all been keeping in touch on social media, even scheduling some reunion get-togethers, but he didn’t even have a Facebook account and tried to stay as far away from anything related to social media as possible. The less he had to interact with others, the better, and social media seemed to be inviting the kind of contact that he worked so hard to avoid.

He picked up the trench knife, slipped it from its sheath, and turned it over in his hand, smiling down at it. It had a hard, narrow blade, colored in black with a contoured, textured handle. A set of round knuckles extended from the hilt to the bottom of the handle, and he curled his fingers through them, testing the weight of the thing. It felt nicely balanced and solid, though he’d never even used it since they’d given it to him so many years ago.

Returning it to its sheath, he placed it on the shelf and looked at the next photograph.

He’d been delaying on purpose, not wanting to look at it, but today, especially, he felt like he had to. How could he not?

In the photograph there was a young woman, in her late twenties, sitting on a large rock, smiling broadly at whoever was taking the picture. A younger girl, not more than eight years old sat at the base of the rock, also smiling at the camera.

He stood on the ground, to the woman’s right, his arm around her slender shoulders. His face was hard, a carved stone statue, sculpted in an expression of joy. His eyes glared at the camera, and his lips were curled into a friendly, open smile. At his feet was a cocker spaniel, head tilted and looking off-camera at something obviously far more interesting than the human in front of him.

Who had taken the picture? Joel tried to remember. Had it been his grandfather? The photograph had been here on the shelf when he’d first stepped into the cabin after learning he’d inherited it. So obviously his grandfather had it before.

He cleared his throat softly and reached out a hand, gently touching the faces of the woman and the girl in the photograph, almost caressing them. Behind the three people was a nice, simple home, a white single-floor structure, a house that they had worked so hard to afford.

So many times in recent years he wished they’d never figured out how to afford that house. That life had taken them on a different turn. Where would they all be right now if they’d never moved there in the first place?

He closed his eyes and looked down at the floor, then reached up and touched the simple golden band on a chain around his neck. He kept it here now, close to his heart, even though he could no longer bear to wear it on his finger. There were days he thought about it. Days he considered removing it from the chain around his neck and placing it on his finger just one more time, just to remember what it felt like.

Not today, though. Today there was no chance of that. Today was a day, a day that happened once a year, that he could barely stand to get out of bed, much less consider actually wearing his wedding ring.

But he did get out of bed. And he would go into town later, because stewing on the events of his past did him no good, and if there were any days that he felt like he might actually need some semblance of human contact, today was one of those days.
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Joel stepped out of the shower a short time later and wiped through the fog of his bathroom mirror. The bathroom itself was tiny, more of a closet than a bathroom, the shower little more than a sectioned-off corner of an already small room. His grandfather had splurged on actual indoor plumbing for the cabin a year or so before Joel inherited it, and Joel was happy for that. He’d learned everything he knew about survival and preparation from his father and grandfather, and was perfectly capable of living his life without those so-called luxuries, but especially today, it felt good to go through a normal routine, the same routine that so many other people went through.

Looking at himself in the mirror, he barely recognized who he was. His wild, untamed beard engulfed his chin, then ran up the sides of his cheeks, meeting with the thick bush of dark chocolate colored hair. His eyes were somewhat sunken, dark circles beneath them from a lack of sleep. His chest showed the residual signs of muscle; he had been a workout warrior for much of his life, though in recent years, he’d dropped off somewhat, and fat was starting to build up around where his rigid, toned musculature used to be.

He found it hard to care anymore. 

It took him only a matter of minutes to finish his bathroom routine, combing through his unruly hair, applying some deodorant, and throwing on whatever clothes he had hanging around. 

He stopped for a moment and glanced out of the bathroom window into the wooded region on that side of the cabin. There was a large fenced-off area, thickly grown with plants and vegetables, a garden his grandfather had cultivated throughout the years, and one that Joel continued to groom into good health. Many of the complements to his daily intake of fish and other meats were hand-picked vegetables from his private garden, balancing his protein with a nice assortment of healthy carbohydrates.

Even though he’d lost track of his exercise regimen, Joel had to admit he probably would have still been in really good health if not for the unhealthy liquid carbohydrates he had been consuming in great amounts over the recent years. He spent much of his time on his feet, working on the land, and even if he didn’t take two hours a day to lift weights or do cardio, he was getting a nice amount of residual exercise. He ate healthy, natural foods, and in most cases felt pretty good about his diet.

He just had to cut down on the Coronas a bit.

That thought occurred to him as he walked around the corner and approached the icebox, opening the door to pull out his third beer. He hesitated for a moment, then slowly closed the door, not because he wanted to be more responsible, but because he knew he’d be driving down to Schmidty’s in a little bit and didn’t want get too liquored up before he went. He didn’t go to the local tavern too often, maybe once or twice a week, but considering what day it was, he knew he’d be making the trip into town, or risk getting consumed by his own thoughts.

Near the front door of the cabin, a threadbare green backpack hung on a hook and he grabbed it off, slinging it over one shoulder. On the floor below it was a hand-crank solar generator, but he left it there, preferring to just take the EDC bag for his trip into town. His Every Day Carry bag went with him everywhere, a lesson beaten into him by his father and grandfather, but one of the lessons he actually valued. It was tough to argue the necessity of being prepared for anything, and the items he had carefully stored and secured in his EDC bag would allow him to withstand all manner of challenges that life threw his way. 

Bending low, he opened his EDC bag to make sure it was properly loaded with the necessary supplies for the day. He spent most of his time here in the cabin, but on those days he ventured into town, he liked to make absolutely certain that he was ready for anything.

He slipped out the first aid kit first, unclasping the lid so he could make sure it included the tourniquet, bandages, and antiseptic ointment, as well as some low-level pain killers, liquid stitches, a sling and stabilizers to help set broken bones. He shut the kit and set it aside, then pulled out a coil of Mil-Spec paracord, and a hand-crank solar-powered radio with embedded USB adapter to charge cell phones as well as an included LED flashlight. There was a separate flashlight as well, which he set next to the med kit and hand-crank charger, and a watertight box of assorted batteries.

Next he pulled out a twelve-in-one multi-tool with several different attachments for screwdrivers or wrenches of all shapes, styles, and sizes. Reaching deeper into the slender bag, he pulled out a headlamp, an emergency breakout kit with glass breaker and a blade sharp enough to cut through seat belt fabric. There was a fire starter kit with a portable folding stove, a watertight sleeve of thirty-six vacuum-sealed energy bars, a bottle of water and a portable filtration system with extendible straw, which allowed him to use any water he found as purified drinking water.

Setting all of that aside, he reached back in and removed a Buck 808 Talon FMC fixed blade survival knife, tucked tightly into its sheath, then moved on to the slender holster pressed into the side of the bag that held his SIG Sauer P226 along with several spare magazines in concealed pouches alongside the holster.

Looking at the assortment of items, he nodded assuredly before carefully sorting and stowing it all back in the bag, which fit into a remarkably slim-fit and portable backpack, that could go with him anywhere.

The EDC bag was considerably smaller, lighter, and less full than his Bug Out Bag, which he kept loaded in the basement, but they each served a distinctly different purpose.

The basement. Those two words were simple enough and part of everyday vernacular, but they didn’t give appropriate credit to what was underneath his grandfather’s cabin. When talking about the room beneath the cabin, they often referred to it as the basement just for simplicity’s sake, but the reality was far more elaborate and far more interesting.

The fact that there was a basement this deep into Louisiana was an impressive feat as it was, and his grandfather had never fully explained how it had been possible. Joel knew a few minor details about it. It wasn’t a basement as such, but more like a hollowed out container, the same sort of container carried on ships or towed behind a tractor trailer truck.  

Ever since the basement’s initial construction, which had involved years of digging, laser cutting, welding, then with concrete layered on top of it, Joel’s grandfather had struggled with drainage issues and other things.  At the end of the day, he’d connected an advanced, automated drainage system that filtered water collected in the underground structure and piped it back to the local pond.  It wasn’t perfect and more than once Joel had heard him cuss out the persistent water leaks, but he was one of the only people Joel knew who’d actually managed some semblance of an underground facility and for that, Joel was proud of the old man.

Joel shut the door behind him as he adjusted the EDC bag on his shoulder, cinching it up as he walked toward the Jeep Wrangler parked in his dirt driveway. It was an older vehicle, one of those old-school Jeeps without the onboard computer that so many newer cars had, just in case an EMP should strike. He bought it partially because he loved Jeeps and partially because he knew his grandfather would approve, and he had. It was a four-wheel drive with huge, knobby tires and a removable hard top. Walking around to the passenger side, he opened the door to deposit his EDC bag in the seat, but heard the low rattle of an approaching engine.

Shutting the door, he looked toward the dirt road that ran past his house, a single-lane private access road that he rarely saw or heard anyone traverse. An old Ford Ranger emerged from beyond the thick group of trees that separated his side yard from the road and Joel smiled in recognition. The vehicle turned right and made its way into his driveway, the engine groaning to a silent stop and the door opening. From where he stood, Joel could see a gun rack in the rear window with a bolt-action hunting rifle attached to its metal clasps.

An older man stepped out with gray hair and hard lines carved in his face, wearing a dark blue jacket with the symbol of the United States Postal Service on the chest. The same symbol was painted on the door of the pickup truck as well.

“Mr. Dixon,” Joel said with a nod. “Afternoon.”

“Hey there, Joel,” Felix Dixon replied, an affable smile on his face. “Fine day, ain’t it?”

“It is,” Joel replied. Felix held out a hand with a few envelopes in it and Joel retrieved his mail, nodding thanks.

“Gonna be a hot one, I think,” Felix said, looking toward the sun high in the sky. Joel took the hint. 

“You’re going to need some refreshment for the road, I think,” he said, shutting the door to his Jeep and walking back toward the cabin.

“Can’t say I’d argue with that,” Felix replied. Felix Dixon was a lifetime resident of South Brisbane, Louisiana, and had been a longtime friend of Joel’s family. As the rural postman who had the route with the remote cabin on it, he remained one of the few visitors that Joel had, which suited him just fine. Every once in a while, especially on hot days, Felix would stop by and kick back for a few minutes, drinking a beer with Joel and relaying the latest town gossip, usually talking about a wealth of things Joel cared little about, but he knew it did the man some good, so he rolled with it.

Walking back into the cabin, he opened the icebox and pulled out a Corona, offering it up to Felix who smiled a mouth of scant teeth and took it from him.

“Thanks, kid,” he said. “Have one with me?”

“I was just heading into town,” Joel replied, “but next time, all right? You enjoy that one, though.”

“Oh, you know I will,” Felix replied as both of them exited the cabin once again. He looked at Joel as they walked back toward the driveway. “You heard about this hurricane comin’?”

Joel nodded. “Just saw it on the news. You think it’s going to hold?”

Felix shrugged. “We get ten of those damn warnings a year. Who knows, but probably better to be safe than sorry.”

Joel nodded his agreement. Their part of Louisiana had gotten hurricanes a few times that he could remember, but they’d always been downgraded by the time they hit land out here and rarely caused significant damage. He couldn’t see how that one would be any different.

“You’re doing great work with the place,” Felix said, stopping to survey the land around the cabin, nodding his approval. “Your grandfather would have been proud of you, boy.”

“Thanks,” Joel replied, feeling an indescribable swell of pride at the compliment. Joel felt very little need to try and impress anyone, but for some reason hearing Felix say that, especially in reference to his grandfather, felt very satisfying and important.

“So, you heading down to Schmidty’s?” Felix asked, tipping back the bottle and walking around the Jeep toward his truck.

“Probably,” Joel said.

“Just be careful,” Felix said with a wink. “Don’t drink and drive.” He opened the driver’s side door of his truck and illustrated his advice with a mock toast of his opened beer. Joel shook his head and laughed.

“Back at you, old man,” he said jovially, and Felix laughed heartily as he shut the door and put the truck into gear. The Ranger crunched out of the dirt driveway, pulled out backwards into the road and took off, kicking up dirt and rocks behind it as it vanished behind a row of trees. There weren’t many people in town, or many people in general who Joel could say he got along with. Felix Dixon was one of those rare few.

Walking around to the side of the Jeep, Joel opened the door and got in, starting the engine and preparing to follow Felix’s lead back into town.

–––––––– 



Chapter 4

Seattle, Washington

The air was brisk and cool, blowing in off the Pacific Ocean, cutting through the trees. The Pacific Northwest was beautiful, with acres and acres of gorgeous natural forests. Laura Park wasn’t in one of those natural forests now—she was jogging along a narrow walking path cutting through a local park, and a small pocket of wilderness dropped in the center of Seattle, Washington. She’d lived her life as a country girl, never far away from trees or lakes or swamps, but she had to admit, living in the city had its charms as well, and for these few moments a day, moments where she pried herself from her work and went for a morning run, she could almost convince herself she was back there again. She liked these morning routines, venturing into the local city park shortly after arriving to work in the morning. It was an unorthodox time for her to take a lunch break, but the running paths tended to be less busy and she preferred to eat lunch at her desk anyway.

Her sneakers slapped the pavement as she made her way down the narrow path cutting through the thick groupings of trees on both sides. The park was manmade, but was done in a way that certainly fooled her senses as she ran past wandering green meadows, a small cement pond, and rows on rows of various pine and hemlock trees.

There were a few people out and about that morning, two couples walking their dogs, another woman jogging the same path, coming from the other direction. Two men sat on one of the many park benches scattered about. There were constant reminders that she was, in fact, still in the city. But beggars couldn’t be choosers.

Up ahead, the path forked into two directions, branching off to the right, deeper into overgrown forests, the left heading towards a thinning of the trees which she knew would be leading to the hectic city streets. Back to reality.

Blowing out a thick breath and wiping a sheen of sweat from her forehead, she picked up the pace and veered left, already hearing the increasing sounds of passing traffic, sirens, honking horns, and all manner of other city things.

There was always a strange middle ground during her morning runs, the times when trees were still all around her, but the unmistakable sounds of civilization lay ahead, where she felt as if she were transitioning from one life to another. It was her adult life condensed into a single segment of time, her childhood in the woods, her thirties in the city, and that strange time in between.

The trees fell away and she pushed herself out between the open iron gates out onto the sidewalk and toward the crosswalk. Slowing a bit to wait for the traffic to let her through, she jogged in place, her lungs aching gently, her muscles sore. It was a good kind of pain, the sort of pain which told her she’d worked herself to near exhaustion, the kind of pain she relished feeling and gave her the energy she needed to continue through her day.

A small sedan slowed, and she bolted full tilt across the crosswalk, crossing over to the other side. She angled left, then turned down the next side street, running another block before the small road opened up into a large complex of glass and steel. From where she ran, it was a truly impressive sight, a rounded building, four stories tall, looking as if it were made entirely of windows, though she knew otherwise. If she didn’t know better, she would have thought the glass-encrusted architectural masterpiece was the corporate office of a tech giant, not a research institute, but scores of government contracts had helped fund the elaborate construction.

She glanced to the right, looking at the large sign announcing the Aurora Institute for Meteorological Studies, and slowed as she approached the guard house which stood at the entrance to the large parking lot, a simple yellow gate closed to prevent entry.

“Good morning, Ms. Park,” the guard said, tipping his cap.

“Morning, Clyde,” Laura said, smiling.

“Good run this morning?” he asked as he pressed the button for the gate to open.

“Always,” she replied. “Going to be a nice day today, I think, too. Sun’s shining already.” She moved past the guard house and began to jog again, running between parked cars to make it to the glass-covered building at the other side of the lot.

As she ran past the second row of cars, she felt the first indication of trouble from her right hip. It was a low thrum. A vibrating sensation of something lowly rumbling there. As she moved toward the entrance, she felt for the device, a small pager, and a reject from the twentieth century that she and many of her coworkers still carried because they were deemed more reliable than cell phones, even within the metropolitan Seattle city limits.

It was vibrating hard and fast, and as she neared the entrance to the Aurora Institute, she unclipped it from the waistband of her jogging shorts and pressed it, reading the narrow black and white screen staring back at her.

Urgent. Respond to Aurora ASAP. 9-1-1

The front door hissed open and she went through, walking briskly. She’d intended to go straight to her locker and grab a shower before returning to her station, but someone obviously wanted to reach her—

Her head shot up. No. Not her. Everyone.

All around here there were dozens of other staff members and researchers for Aurora, and a relentless chorus of audible pager noises going off, mixed with cell phone chimes. Everywhere she looked, everyone was looking at a device in their hands, eyes widening, some of them looking at each other for some sort of verification. People sprinted along one of the upper levels, a group of men and women in lab coats, running at full speed, coats flapping out behind them as someone else burst from a bathroom door, buckling their belt as they went.

It seemed as if every single person within Aurora’s walls was being paged. As nice as the day was so far, Laura had a distinct impression that things were about to get much, much worse.
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Laura shrugged on her long white lab coat and clipped her identification badge to the chest pocket, so she wouldn’t risk being stopped by security if she had to roam around the complex. Her jogging shorts swished as she strode quickly into the control room, her running sneakers smacking the floor. She ignored the few amused glances she got as she walked over the metal grated floor leading to a large hexagonal control center, lined by various computer screens with next-generation consoles underneath each large, curved monitor. Each console was occupied and several other people were moving frantically around, peeking over people’s shoulders or bending over to help enter data into keyboards.

“Ms. Park, nice of you to join us,” an older man with close-cropped gray hair said, gesturing to her as she entered. “Sorry to, uh, interrupt your morning run.”

Laura tried to ignore the flush of warmth in her cheeks, certain that she was turning red, as all of her peers were dressed in neatly pressed slacks and tailored shirts. She’d quickly pulled her dark hair back into a rough ponytail and had stopped in the ladies’ room to wipe the sweat from her face and armpits with a paper towel, but had no doubt she was still a hot mess.

“I figured it was important, Dr. Foster,” she replied without hesitation. She couldn’t help but notice that on almost every screen there was what appeared to be a scene from a Hollywood blockbuster disaster movie complete with burning skyscrapers and smoke billowing from a shadowed city below.

She got an unsettling feeling in the pit of her stomach.

“Come with me,” Dr. Foster, said, ushering her over to where several of her colleagues had gathered to look at one of the larger screens. That screen wasn’t showing a scene of a city on fire, but instead a swatch of powder blue sky with various data points written in computerized code up and down the right-hand margin and some scrolling calculations along the bottom. A date and time stamp near the top-left corner of the screen was frozen at a particular time. One thirty in the afternoon.

She glanced at her watch, rolling her eyes as she closed the fitness app and reset back to the clock face. It was 10:40 in the morning Seattle time, so depending on where the frozen picture was from, it could have happened less than ten minutes ago.

As the scientists and researchers gathered around Dr. Foster, he gestured toward the screen.

“At approximately 1330 hours, Eastern Standard Time, a catastrophic incident occurred in Chicago, Illinois. You are among the first in the nation to hear of this tragedy, so I ask that you reference our current non-disclosure agreements with the associated government agencies regarding whatever we choose to discuss in this room.”

The sickening feeling in the pit of Laura’s stomach condensed, forming a hard, rocky knot. She suddenly had a feeling that the images she’d seen on the monitor screens weren’t from a Hollywood blockbuster.

“You will be hearing far more about this event in the coming days and weeks, but we are here to focus on an element of this tragedy which will most likely not be explored by the mainstream media.”

“Dr. Foster?” Laura asked, raising a hand briefly. “What exactly happened? I haven’t had a chance to check my phone—”

“And you won’t,” Foster replied. “All cell phone use is being sequestered for the time being, until we deem it safe.”

Heads turned, looking at each other, quiet murmurs going through the assembled crowd.

“As most of you are likely aware, there was a test flight for Atlas-One today. The first live field test for a potential commercial orbital spacecraft being pitched for mass market late next year.”

Several people nodded, though Laura herself hadn’t known much about it beyond what she’d heard mentioned on the news and seen in various social media posts.

Dr. Foster put his fingers to the screen and swiped back, rewinding the video that had been paused at a specific time. As he did so, the assembled crowd could see what appeared to be some sort of aircraft scroll back into view, moving backwards as if using some reverse thrust. Halfway through the backwards progression, the screen flashed a bright, blinding white so abrupt and unexpected that almost everyone turned their heads away from the phenomenon.

Foster finished his scrolling and paused it again, the nose of the aircraft barely visible.

“We were quite fortunate we got this video,” Foster said. “An amateur sky watcher was excited about the Atlas-One launch and was hoping to capture some small, miniscule white dot on the horizon. Instead he got far more than he bargained for.”

As they watched, they saw what appeared to be a relatively normal commercial orbital space craft entering the picture from the right. Suddenly there was a stark black bolt which shot vertically up and down from a single point, almost as if a knife had sliced through the sky itself. The moment the black ripped up through the horizon, a vibrant explosion of white and yellow burst free. In regular view it would have looked like a relatively innocuous bolt of lightning. In the high-resolution super slow motion, the crowd could tell it was something different. 

“As you can see, what would have normally passed for a normal bolt of heat lightning was, in fact, something completely different.”

The murmuring voices of the crowd increased in volume and quantity, each of them looking at each other in curious inquiry.

“What was that?” someone in the crowd asked.

“What happened next?” another person asked.

“Quite simply,” Dr. Foster replied, “that strange meteorological phenomenon had a catastrophic effect on the ship, knocking out all instrumentation, shearing off a wing, and sending it into a tailspin that resulted in landfall within the city limits of downtown Chicago.”

A gasp rolled through the crowd and Laura put a hand to her mouth, her eyes as wide as saucers.

“Dear God,” she whispered.

“How many casualties?” someone else asked.

“Where did it hit? Where exactly?” another voice asked frantically. “I have family in Chicago, and—”

“Security!” Dr. Foster shouted, raising his hand toward a man in a dark blue uniform who stood several feet away. He wore sunglasses and a white earpiece with a coiled cable attached to a radio clipped to his chest pocket, and looked about the size of a defensive lineman in the NFL. He strode toward the group.

“Please escort this young woman from the building,” he said, signaling to the young lady who just mentioned her family in Chicago.

“Wait,” she said. “Don’t—”

The guard hooked her arm, and pulled her gently, but firmly from the group, walking her back across the floor.

“Is there anyone else who is going to be distracted by what’s going on in Chicago right now? Anyone else who wants to express fear for what family they have there or show concern about whether or not the baseball team survived during their afternoon game?”

No one else spoke.

“Good,” he replied. “Because we can’t afford to focus on Chicago right now. We need to figure out what this is and why it happened.” He pointed to the screen where the bright light was creating a blanket of color across the screen, the grayed-out silhouette of Atlas-One trapped within its bright splash of color. “Most importantly, we need to figure out if it’s going to happen again.”

Laura studied the screen as the crowd continued to speak, everyone trying to talk over each other, trying to explain or discuss the phenomenon they had just witnessed. Someone stepped to the screen and traced the line of the stygian tear in the sky, barking out obscure weather-related terms as if vomiting out smart-sounding, multi-syllabic language would begin to explain what had potentially caused the deaths of thousands of people in downtown Chicago.

Thousands? Or more?

Laura’s eyes remained fixed on the afterimage as well as the array of color swirling within the light. Even in slow motion it had looked like a bright white-yellow flash, but here, paused on the screen, she could see swirling cascades of other shades as well. Whether they were actual natural phenomenon or the reflection of whatever camera was being used, she couldn’t tell.

But it wasn’t the first time she’d seen something like that. It wasn’t even the second or third. She’d seen that exact phenomenon replicated dozens of times in her life, though she didn’t dare say that to Dr. Foster, or anyone else in the room for that matter.

But that was impossible. This had to be something different. Whenever she’d seen these images before it was all theoretical, nothing that was actually close to development. Nothing that was actually being put into place.

At least not that anyone had told her. That didn’t mean it didn’t happen. That clenched fist in her gut unfurled its fingers, grappled around her intestines, closed again, and for a heart-stopping minute, she thought she might bend over and throw up right there on the metal floor.

She couldn’t show weakness. She couldn’t show familiarity or anything, or she risked security escorting her out. And if that was what it resembled in her mind, she needed to be as close to it as possible. She couldn’t afford separation.

Meeting Dr. Foster’s eyes, she gestured towards a raised platform, and he walked toward her, joining her there. She was one of Foster’s prized researchers, and she knew it. If she spoke, he’d listen, and she just might have a little more gravitas than the young woman who had just been shown the door.

“What do you see, Laura?” Dr. Foster asked.

“I’m not entirely sure yet,” Laura lied, keeping her eyes fixed on the screen. “But I’d like to find out.”

“As would we all.”

“I do have a somewhat...unorthodox request, given the critical state of this issue.”

“Oh?”

“Could I take a few minutes? I need to...well, I need to change my clothes. Wash up. I suspect we’re going to be here a while.”

–––––––– 



Chapter 5

Aurora Institute

Seattle, Washington

Laura stopped only for a brief moment in the women’s locker room to splash some water on her face and change her clothes, exiting quickly and heading to her shared research lab on level one. Judging by the number of her peers inside the control center currently, she figured that the lab would be empty, and as she made her way through the sliding glass door, she was grateful to see her assumptions were correct. Glancing both ways as she entered the secure section of the facility, she punched her key code to lock the door and slipped her cell phone from her pocket. Quickly moving toward her desk in the far corner of the lab, she opened her top drawer and reached inside, feeling around toward the back of the open area. Her fingers touched what she was looking for and she removed it, a small device with a USB plug on one end. Turning it around, she slipped it into the charging port on the cell phone, and activated an app on the phone, which used the modular device to encrypt the call she was just about to make.

Yes, Dr. Foster had officially sequestered all cell phone communication, but that sequestration was an administrative one with absolutely no technical controls to back it up. As long as she wasn’t caught, she’d be okay.

Taking one last look around the room, she verified that she was alone, and dialed a number she knew by heart.

It rang twice before a hard-sounding female voice picked up.

“Director Pike’s office,” she said in a somewhat rushed tone.

“I need to speak to the director, please,” Laura said, trying to sound calm, but fearing she was failing miserably.

“I’m afraid Mr. Pike is indisposed. There is a matter of national security and—”

“I understand,” Laura interrupted. “He’s going to want to talk to me about this matter of national security. My name is Laura Park and I need to talk to him about Project: Heatshield.”

That combination of words strung together appeared to give the person on the other end of the phone pause. She cleared her throat quietly.

“Please hold.”

Laura listened as the other end of the call clicked softly. There was no hold music, just silence overlying the persistent crackle of static on the encrypted channel. She stood there for several moments, waiting patiently until there was finally another click.

“Ms. Park, this line had better be encrypted or we are going to have words.” This voice was decidedly male, though just as hard and brisk as the receptionist had been.

“Good morning, Director,” she replied. “Yes, I’m using the encryption key you provided when—”

“I’m sure you can appreciate what kind of day we’re having today, Ms. Park. I don’t have much time to be talking about old projects lying in the dustbin of history.”

“I think we both know Project: Heatshield isn’t lying in the dustbin, Director,” Laura replied. “You had me convinced it was, but if what I saw fifteen minutes ago is true, then—”

“What exactly did you see fifteen minutes ago?” Director Pike asked.

“Cell phone footage of the incident with Atlas-One.”

“So? There were hundreds of those, if not thousands. There’s nothing to see there except the catastrophic malfunction of a privately owned commercial spacecraft that probably shouldn’t have been in the air to begin with!”

“Oh, that’s the plausible deniability you’re going with?” Laura asked. “Human error on the part of Atlas? I’m sure their CEO will be quite pleased you’re putting him in the crosshairs.”

“Laura, I don’t have time to play games. Talk to me.”

“This cell phone footage,” Laura continued, once again looking toward the door of the lab to make sure she wasn’t going to have unexpected company. “It appeared to show an isolated electromagnetic discharge phenomenon localized within a single small section of the atmosphere.”

“Your point being?”

“During the design and testing phases of Project: Heatshield,” she replied, “the geo-engineering project. Using anti-gravity nanotechnology within the atmosphere to try and mitigate the increasing heat of our planet’s crust.”

“Everyone knows about that,” Director Pike replied. “It’s been a global initiative driven by the United Nations for the past eighteen months. Nearly the entire globe has already been protected by—”

“Yes, they know about the geo-engineering. They don’t know how you were monkeying with it before hand.”

Director Pike suddenly went silent.

“Director?” Laura asked. “Are you there?”

“I’m here,” he replied quietly. “Whatever you think you know, you don’t really know.”

“I was right there with you, Director. How soon you forget. You asked some very sensitive questions that made many people uncomfortable.”

“That has nothing to do with this,” Pike growled in reply. “Ms. Park, please get to the point or we’re done here.”

“Director Pike, I believe you—”

The phone crackled as she held it, the low din of encrypted static rising to a metallic scraping sound.

“Director Pike?” she asked, and she thought she heard his voice somewhere on the other end, but it was faint and interspersed with increased static. Laura took the phone from her ear and looked at the screen. The signal strength for cellular signal had lowered to half of a single bar.

“What the hell?” she asked. Did Aurora put actual technology in place to block cell signals? She disabled the cellular antenna from within the phone’s settings and connected to Aurora’s internal Wi-Fi, then activated Wi-Fi calling. She started to dial the director’s number again, then stopped.

The encryption module wouldn’t work on Wi-Fi. If she called him on an open line and he found out, that would be a significant breach of national security, and might actually land her in prison.

Laura sighed and killed the call, then yanked out the encryption module, shoving it back into her desk drawer. Suddenly, her pager started going off again, the same rapid-fire thrum at her hip.

“Great,” she said to herself, “cell towers are down, but stupid pagers apparently still work.” Checking the screen, she strode toward the laboratory door and turned right, heading back to the control center.
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“Ms. Park, I thought you’d gotten lost,” said Dr. Foster as Laura barged back into the control room at almost a full sprint.

“Sorry, Dr. Foster,” she replied, breathing hard. “Pager was going off as I was on my way back. What happened?”

“Things just went from bad to worse,” Foster replied. While the control center was mostly made up of consoles, terminals, and computer screens, the tall, angled ceiling was covered by mechanical blinds that closed off the dome-shaped structure from the outside world. Looking at the building from the east, the dome rising out of the left section of the building actually was the control center and as Laura made her way toward the consoles, Foster pressed a button on a remote he was holding.

The mechanical shades slowly began to pull away, crawling over the glass and into hidden recesses within the frames of the windows, softly grinding as they moved, shining nice, natural daylight into the strangely shaped room. Up above them the sky was a sort of mottled blue-green, the sort of color one usually saw right before a particularly brutal thunderstorm. “We’ve received reports,” Foster continued, “of additional weather phenomena. People are calling them lightning strikes, only there’s no accompanying thunder or rain, and the structure of the lightning is quite odd.”

Laura looked up through the newly exposed windows, but couldn’t see much out of the ordinary.

Dr. Foster gestured toward the large screen again, which was no longer paused on the video from above Chicago, but now appeared to be showing a live stream of the sky above Seattle itself.

“Three minutes ago,” Dr. Foster said, “the entire horizon, all of what you see there was lit up by a spiderweb of what appeared to be heat lightning.”

“The entire horizon?” Laura asked, narrowing her eyes.

“Indeed. Everything that the camera could see almost looked as if it were fractured by cracks of white and yellow. It was quite impressive. Or it would have been, if the effects had not been so dramatic.”

“Effects?” Laura asked, taking her eyes from the screen and looking at him. “What sort of effects?”

“We no longer have cellular service, Ms. Park.”

The sudden infusion of static in the middle of her call to Director Pike suddenly made more sense.

“Just here?” she asked. “Or everywhere?”

“We can’t be certain yet,” Foster replied, “but the greater Pacific Northwest for sure. We’re trying to gather more data.”

“So whatever happened has effectively cut off communications to the outside world?” she asked.

“Landlines will still work,” Foster replied, “at least for the time being. But good luck finding too many people who still rely on those.”

“So what are we going to do?” she asked.

“That is a very good question,” Foster replied. “The real question is, what is happening and can we stop it?”

“Did these fresh lightning strikes provide any additional insight?” Laura asked.

“None whatsoever,” Foster replied. “However, we did have active video feeds gathering data, and some of the analytics team is combing through those videos now, searching for potential patterns or answers.”

“But for now?” Laura asked.

“For now, we keep digging. There’s a console free over there,” Foster pointed to a desk and chair which were currently unoccupied. “Have a seat. Start looking at the numbers. See if you can pinpoint anything the others cannot.”

Laura nodded, walking toward the chair. She hesitated for a moment and looked back over at him.

“How widespread do you think this is? I know we’re still gathering data, but...first there was Chicago. Now Seattle. How far is this strange lightning storm reaching?”

“That’s what I need you to find out.”

Laura nodded and eased herself into the chair at the console. For a brief moment she thought of her husband and daughter and she froze, her fingers hovering above the keyboard. Not just her husband and daughter, but her sister as well.  She was far away from Chicago, in Wyoming to be exact, but certainly if this was happening here and there, it could be happening everywhere.

Could she call them? Should she try? She didn’t want security to escort her out, but she had to know if they were safe. She—

There was a quite hissing snap, a muffled crack of a whip, and the entire room was suddenly awash with a vibrant burst of bright light. She jerked her head upward, looking through the skylights and saw the fading afterimage of the largest fork of white lightning she had ever seen in her life. It was as if the atmosphere itself cracked in half.

She drew in a breath and pushed down the thoughts of her family, letting her fingers track the letters on the keyboard and start typing.

–––––––– 



Chapter 6

Outside Wrigley Field

Chicago, Illinois

There was plenty to remind him of those days in Kandahar, and by the looks of things it was only going to get worse.

Tristan turned and coughed, spewing out concrete dust and lingering smoke as he continued to make his way through the ruined remains of Chicago. He’d been wandering aimlessly for a while, searching for some way out of the crumbling wreckage, stopping along the way to help the folks he could and mourn for those he couldn’t. Without the usual landmarks it was unusually difficult to navigate the city he’d called home for nearly ten years, and the thick cloud of low-hanging smoke did little to help things. Up ahead, a delivery truck was buried in a thick pile of broken rubble, the front of the vehicle completely obscured by shattered rock and a fine layer of light dust. Big T made his way to the front of the truck, trying to push away rocks to look into the window to see if there was anyone he could help, but the rocks were too heavy.

Shaking his head, he made his way around the back of the vehicle and cut through two more cars, one completely destroyed by a steel girder, the second peppered with small dents and scratches, but otherwise remarkably undamaged. The driver’s side door sat ajar and the car itself was empty. Sirens blared from every single direction, and he continually saw a flurry of emergency personnel running back and forth through collapsed buildings and over scattered debris. The aircraft impact had caused enough damage that streets were blocked off, so victims were being triaged in the streets and loaded on stretchers, transported by hand through what was left of the city buildings. Where there was room, a few emergency helicopters had come in for extractions, though with all of the collapsed buildings, piled damage, and stalled cars, it had been difficult to find appropriate landing zones.

Three men in camouflage uniforms charged past him along the sidewalk, wearing tactical gear and with rifles slung on their backs, evidently members of the National Guard. One pulling up the rear slowed a bit and turned toward Tristan, moving in his direction.

“Are you hurt, sir?” he asked through rapid breathing.

Tristan shook his head.

“I’m okay, soldier,” he replied, trying to make his voice sound firm and confident. “Just trying to help.”

The soldier nodded curtly then broke back into a run, falling in behind the first three, disappearing into the smoke. A jet of water arched in the sky to his left, striking a blown-out, smoldering building as pockets of fire had ignited throughout the greater Chicago area. Somewhere in the distance a few small pops echoed, the sounds of fuel tanks exploding, Tristan figured, though it sounded suspiciously like gunfire.

Wiping more dust and smoke from his eyes, Tristan bolted left, limping down a narrow path between two relatively intact buildings, though rubble peppered the pavement in his way, evidently falling from somewhere. A group of frightened people huddled in the alley, hugging each other close, as if unable to step foot outside the relative safety of the space between two buildings for fear of things collapsing down on top of them. The man in the group looked at him as he passed with wide, frightened eyes, following the path of his movements as he shambled by them.

Tristan adjusted the backpack on his shoulder and stopped for a moment, reaching into his pocket to pull the Bible out. If there was ever a time for Jesus’s word it seemed like it was then. He paused for a moment, looking into the petrified eyes of the man staring back at him, hugging his family tight, arms intertwined, faces devoid of color, looking as if they were staring the devil himself in the eyes.

“Jesus saves,” Tristan promised, with a warm smile, then left his Bible in his pocket and turned to continue moving down the alley. As he came to the other end of the passage, four uniformed police officers ran in front of him, darting left toward another pile of rubble. Small tongues of flame licked up from destroyed buildings, and a police car slowly navigated the road, which remained mostly cleared of debris. Tristan moved around the car as it sluggishly ambled toward him, and he saw on the right side of the road that a brick structure, which appeared to have been a police station at one point, was mostly collapsed, the roof caved in, front windows shattered, and a Chicago police car parked out front ruined by collapsing brickwork.

As Tristan threaded between the crushed police car and the collapsed station, he carefully stepped over a pile of scattered rocks, moving gingerly, but quickly in an attempt to find his way out of the chaos. If there was a way out.

He stopped for a moment, pausing on the sidewalk, turning his head slightly.

“Someone help me,” a quiet voice said, a voice he’d thought he heard, but wasn’t sure. 
“Help!”
Tristan turned toward the police station, eyes scanning it for any signs of entry, but he couldn’t find a thing. The main door had been crushed by collapsing brick and the whole structure looked as though it had imploded, but he could clearly hear someone shouting for help somewhere in the pile of rocks and steel.

Moving to the right, he entered a narrow gap between the police station and the coffee shop next door, which was missing its entire right side, an open, gaping wound revealing the ornate architecture of the small, artistic eatery.

He looked left and right, trying to see past the crumbling walls, stepping carefully over the cascading pile of brick-colored rubble. 

“Help!” a voice called again, and he looked toward the rear of the police station and saw that the back of the building was mostly intact, an emergency exit door wrenched from its hinges and laying on the ground among an array of broken rocks. Tristan moved to the opening in the wall, stepping over the broken door and going into the rear of the building. He emerged into an open rear section of the police station, seeing several holding cells lining the back wall. A woman stood in the third holding cell, wrapping her fingers around the bars and pressing herself close to the cell door.

“You there!” she shouted. “Help me, please!”

Tristan’s eyes widened. He hadn’t expected to run into a prisoner who needed help, that much was for sure. “They all abandoned me!” she shouted. “The police took off and ran as soon as the roof started coming down, they left me here to die!”

Tristan looked left and right, searching for someone else in the building.

“No one else is here!” the woman pleaded. “I don’t want to die in here.”

“What did you do?” Tristan asked nervously. “Why are you here?”

“Really?” the woman asked. She was young, probably in her late twenties, with the majority of her head shaved, leaving a thin cluster of hair pulled over one side of her head. It was dyed a deep purple, and there was a tattoo etched along the left side of her bald scalp. She had a thick piercing through one eyebrow and a smaller one through her nose, and was wearing a bright red leather jacket and blue jeans.

“Does it really matter what I did?” she asked. “Whatever it was, is it worth leaving me to die?”

Tristan chewed that over for a moment, working his options out in his head. He placed his hand in the pocket of his jacket and touched the book inside, looking for guidance, but finding none.

“Come on, dude,” the woman said, pushing herself up tight against the bars. “You leave me, I’m going to sit in here and starve to death slowly. Come on!”

Tristan nodded and turned away.

“Let me find a key,” he said and moved through the door deeper into the police station itself. There was a small guard room pressed up against the holding cells with a desk and chair. The doorway into the administrative offices and lobby of the station itself was completely blocked by collapsed walls and roof, but he moved right and walked toward the desk.

Out in the city somewhere a loud explosion rocked the streets, the building itself feeling as if it might crumble into dust. Flecks of dirt and rock dropped down on Tristan’s head as he approached the desk and he put up a hand to block it from falling on top of him.

The small chunks of debris skipped away from him, peppering the floor as he moved around the desk and began opening drawers. There was a sharp crack from the back of the station and the women in the cell yelled as the sound of rocks crashing to the floor followed.

“I’m coming!” Tristan shouted, flinging drawers madly open until he found a pile of brass-colored keys in the last one he opened. Snatching them out of the drawer, he moved back toward the door joining the guard room and the holding cells, and almost tripped over fresh chunks of wall and ceiling that had fallen.

“I think the concrete walls of the holding cells are keeping the back of the building upright,” the women said, gasping. “But it’s not going to last.”

“I got ya,” Tristan replied, fumbling to find the right key. “Don’t worry, we’ll get you out of there.” After four tries, he finally found the key that fit the lock and crammed it in, snapping it to the left to unlatch the door, which sprang open.

“Thank you!” she shouted and plunged out of the cell, rushing toward the fire exit, which still sat open, exposed to the alleyway beyond.

“Do you have anything?” Tristan called back after her.

“Not here!” she replied, and the two of them moved out of the police station and back out into the burning city.
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Tristan put a hand to his eyes as a wicked fork and blinding white light seared the sky, so bright that when it faded, vague afterimages were visible against the slate sky. Lightning illuminated the entire city; every time one of the flashes happened, Chicago’s streets glared as if under a spotlight, then fell back down into gray monochrome.

“No rain, no thunder, just that crazy lightning,” the woman said as they both worked their way through the wreckage of Chicago. “What’s your name?” Tristan asked as he followed along behind her, trying to keep up.

“Shawna,” the woman replied, turning and extending her hand so Tristan could shake it. “Shawna Wieder. You?”

“Tristan. But you can call me Big T,” he said with a wide, gap-toothed smile.

Shawna cackled.

“Big T? You weigh like a buck forty soaking wet, buddy.”

Tristan glowered at her.

“I was a big guy in the Marines. That’s where I got my name. Don’t much matter how big I am physically, my spirit’s the size of the Sears Tower, lady.” He said it with a certain air of pride and honor that Shawna couldn’t help but appreciate.

“Well, good for you,” she said. “Former Marine, huh?”

“I ain’t former nothing,” Big T replied. “Once a Marine always a Marine. Will be until the day the Lord takes me.”

They continued together, stepping around more rubble. Up ahead a quick bleat of a siren sounded and Shawna jerked to the right, moving behind a crashed car, pressing her back up against it.

“I think the cops have more to worry about than putting you back in jail,” Tristan said, moving up next to her.

“I’m not taking any chances,” Shawna replied. She leaned over and glanced around the front of the vehicle.

“Where are you headed?” Tristan asked. “Do you have a place to go?”

Shawna lowered her head and sighed deeply.

“I don’t really know,” she said. “I was living with my boyfriend. Both of us got taken in at the same time, but he’d been transported to maximum security while I was stuck in a holding cell. No idea where he is now.” She looked out over the hood of the car, squinting into the pale smoke again.

“What are you looking for?”

“There should be an elevated platform here somewhere for the L. If I can get my bearings, I can make my way back to our apartment.”

“Do you think that’s safe?” Tristan asked.

“From what I heard the cops saying that plane landed west of Wrigley. My apartment is way in South Chicago, should be far away from where the impact was. I think it’ll be safe.” She moved around the car and continued down the road, sticking to the sidewalk. A gaggle of running people dashed across the street, then down past them, chattering among themselves. Tristan followed along behind her, trying to keep pace.

“You—you don’t have to follow me,” Shawna huffed, turning to look over her shoulder. “I mean, thanks for setting me free. But I can handle myself.”

“I believe in seeing things through,” Tristan replied. “I’ll help you get home, then I’ll be on my way, if it’s all the same to you.”

Shawna gave him a curious look, but eventually shrugged and continued on.

“Whatever,” she said. Up ahead, another bright cascade of lightning forks sundered the pewter sky.

–––––––– 



Chapter 7

Washington, DC

Director Cameron Pike was having a very bad day. He stood in his office, his arms crossed as he glared out of the window, looking at the flat canvas of sky outside his Washington, DC high-rise. Typically stationed out of Fort Meade, Maryland, the events in Chicago had necessitated a quick change in plans, and he’d come to the capital where he’d been inundated with meetings and phone calls for the early part of the morning.

Unfolding his arms, he pulled his cell phone from his pocket and glanced down at it, remembering the uncomfortable conversation he’d had with Laura Park not long ago. What had she been insinuating?

How had she already connected the dots? Who else had the pieces to the puzzle? Anyone? He tapped the back side of his phone against his palm as he worked through these issues, struggling to try and assemble the puzzle himself. In the sky above Washington he could see the sporadic flashes of lightning arcing through the atmosphere, though the colors were duller and more vague, not as bright or sharp as he imagined they looked over Seattle or Chicago.

Still, something was happening, and it would gather the attention of others in short order. He had to have an explanation ready and quickly.

A soft knock came at the door and he strode to it, easing it open. His receptionist stood on the other side. The woman had traveled with him from Fort Meade, taking up residence in an empty office within the building two blocks from the White House.

“The president is assembling a group to talk through some questions,” she said quietly. “He’d like you in the video conference room in five minutes.”

Director Pike nodded, reflexively opening and closing his fists. 

So it began..

He tugged his neatly tailored jacket around his waist, buttoning it up and checking it in the mirror on the back side of the door. Drawing a deep breath, he ventured out into the hallway, then followed its path around a corner to where the videoconferencing room stood, off to his right, surrounded by tinted glass. There were several men in the room already, all of them in suits and ties, and Pike didn’t recognize very many of them. The Secretary of Commerce was there, as well as the Director of Homeland Security, and a smattering of other important-looking men and women.

He cleared his throat and made his way to a chair at the corner of the table, sliding it out and easing himself into it. While he was a director, he felt considerably out of place in that crowd. He was in charge of a fringe department of the National Security Agency and wasn’t a high-ranking government official like so many others in the conference room. He could feel their eyes burning into him as he rolled his chair more closely to the U-shaped conference table and rested his elbows on the faux wood surface.

A nearly eighty-inch monitor screen with a camera mounted to the top dominated the wall ahead, configured, Pike knew, to sense who was speaking and move to focus on that speaker so the person on the other side could see with whom they were speaking. There was murmuring in the crowd as the well-dressed men and women spoke to each other around the table, some of them clearly more familiar with each other than Pike was.

A low cough interrupted the conversation as the screen faded into clarity and the President of the United States looked back at them, sitting in what Pike could only assume was some sort of situation room in the White House.

“Good afternoon,” he said in a gruff no-nonsense voice, and a voice Pike had gotten accustomed to hearing, though he’d rarely met with the man directly. Greetings went around the table.

“What do we know so far?” the president asked.

The Director of Homeland Security spoke up.

“Sir, what we know so far is that commercial orbital spacecraft prototype Atlas-One crash-landed in the city of Chicago at approximately 1330 hours this afternoon. The technical malfunction and ensuing collision appear to have been precipitated by a celestial or meteorological phenomenon, a phenomenon which has continued throughout the afternoon.”

The president eyed the crowd, then gestured to a middle-aged woman who Pike recognized as the Administrator for the Office of Response and Recovery.

“FEMA is on the ground in Chicago,” she said, “and our first responders are making every effort for search and rescue operations. The National Guard was dispatched less than five minutes after first impact, and has been making several passes throughout the city to rescue survivors.”

“How stable is the city at this point?” he asked, apparently to no one in particular.

The Director of Homeland Security responded.

“We have been impressed by the boots on the ground, and the relative cooperation by all local law enforcement and civilians. The American people are coming together in a time of need and are working together to extract the survivors and care for the injured.”

“What about physical stability?” the president asked. “Is there a risk of further collapse?”

A man lifted his hand, someone who Pike noticed likely worked for the Department of Transportation, who oversaw the Office of Infrastructure.

“While we don’t have significant data from the ground to base our theories on,” the man started, “we believe the initial impact and devastation has been localized and contained. We’ve performed a few forced demolitions to take down weakened structures so we could prevent them from falling unexpectedly, but beyond that, we feel confident that the city structure is stable enough for emergency services to continue doing their selfless and valiant work.”

“Good,” the president replied. Then his eyes drifted over the crowd and fixed on Pike. “Director Pike,” he said, nodding to him. “Please introduce yourself.”

Pike cleared his throat and stood among the crowd, nodding around the room.

“Good afternoon. My name’s Cameron Pike. I’m the Director of the Special Research Group, a division of the National Security Agency.”

There were whispered comments and murmurs throughout the room as people considered the impact of having an NSA representative in their midst.

“If you can pardon me for asking,” the person from the Office of the Interior asked, “why do we need the NSA in the room?”

Pike’s eyes returned to the president, who held his gaze.

“Sir,” he said, talking specifically to the face on the screen, “most of what I can say about the events of today is eyes-only, Mr. President. I am not authorized to—”

“You are now, Director,” the president replied. “I just got off the phone with your boss, and we are immediately lowering the classification of Project: Heatshield. You are free to discuss what you know among this crowd. Everyone in the room has been debriefed and has signed the requisite non-disclosures.”

Director Pike felt his chest tighten. He didn’t like it. He didn’t like it one bit.

“Very well, Mr. President,” he replied, his eyes darting around the room, trying to gauge who he could and couldn’t trust. Who was he kidding? He was part of the National Security Agency. He didn’t trust anyone.

“As most of you are likely aware, over the course of the last eighteen months, the United Nations has been headlining a global initiative to deploy nanotechnology into the atmosphere as a geo-engineering project. The attempt is to create an invisible but reflective surface, bouncing back some of the heat from the sun and thus cooling the Earth and reducing the impact of climate change.”

Heads nodded around the table. Most of the people in the room had been very involved in the conversations leading up to that global initiative.

“What most do not know is that the National Security Agency played a big role in the development and deployment of this technology for purposes that were in the best interests of national security.”

The nods stopped and eyes all around the table homed in on him.

“Wait,” someone said, a young woman who Pike didn’t recognize. “Are you saying the incident in Chicago was somehow caused by Project: Heatshield?”

Pike cleared his throat again.

“That is unclear, but the side effects of the lightning that you see in the sky are indications of a potential localized malfunction within the nanotechnology’s operating system. We witnessed similar phenomenon in the testing phases, but had gone through several levels of successful remediation before we deployed the technology over the past year.”

“So, what exactly are you suggesting?” the Director of Homeland Security asked.

“I am strongly suggesting,” Director Pike said, “that we ground all domestic and international air travel immediately.”

That suggestion seemed to take even the president by surprise and he visibly winced on the other side of the video screen. The room erupted into spirited conversation, people spinning around in their chairs and barking incredulously at each other.

“You can’t be serious!” the Secretary of Commerce exclaimed. “Do you know how many billions of dollars that will cost us? What it will do to the stock market?”

“What it will do to the stock market is nothing compared to what it will do to the American people if planes start falling from the sky,” Pike warned.

“This was a single, localized event,” the Director of Homeland Security replied, with a casual shake of his head. “An overreaction at this stage could be even more catastrophic than the initial crash.”

“If you want to see catastrophic,” Pike warned, “leave those planes in the sky. You’ll see catastrophic.”

“Director Pike, calm down,” the president growled. “Explain yourself,” he said. “What makes you think this should happen?”

Pike chewed his lip. As much as the president thought he knew about Project: Heatshield, he knew almost nothing. Heatshield had been a work in progress for nearly a decade, and Pike knew there were only three people in the world who knew exactly what it did and the damage it could do. He was the only one in the room who was one of those three.

He knew he had a decision to make. He could reveal Heatshield’s sinister secrets to the room full of Washington elite, or he could keep his secrets and risk further damage. He’d hoped they’d take his suggestion seriously without demanding clarification, but he should have known better. It was a gamble, and he had lost.

“Mr. Pike?” the president repeated. “Can you please clarify?”

“I—” he started to say, but closed his mouth. “It’s...just a hunch, Mr. President.”

“Just a hunch?” the president asked.

“You want to ground our entire airline fleet on a hunch?” the Director of Commerce asked.

“I would think a hunch would be enough,” Pike replied. “We’re talking about hundreds of thousands of human lives here.”

“And how many other lives would be ruined if the stock market crashes? Our entire nation could be at peril,” the Secretary of Commerce pointed out.

Pike knew he was right. He had no proof for what he was saying, and a part of him thought he was being overcautious. No matter what Heatshield’s premise was, that had been a localized event, and while lightning continued to strike and burn the skies above various cities, there was no evidence that future mechanical issues would ensue.

The President of the United States clasped his hands on top of his desk, glancing down at them briefly, before lifting them back up to the camera.

“We’ll revisit in three hours,” he said. “Until then, contain the emergency in Chicago, but do not ground any more flights beyond what’s already been grounded through O’Hare. Re-route as necessary, but keep those planes in the air.”

A chorus of agreements and nods went around the table.

Cameron Pike remained in his chair, casually checking his watch. He’d have to call his boss before the next three hours passed and see just how much he could share and who he could share it with. Keeping the planes in the air was a mistake, of that much he was sure, but he couldn’t yet reveal how much of a mistake it was without revealing the secrets behind Project: Heatshield, and no matter what the president said, there was no way the core of that program was being declassified, even for the Washington elite who were sitting in that room.

–––––––– 



Chapter 8

South Brisbane, Louisiana

“Come on, Dad, could you be any more obnoxious?” Helen Zhou asked, shaking her head and rolling her eyes in that way that only teenage girls seemed to be able to do. She angled around him and swung open the passenger door of the blue sedan with an audible sigh as Wayne pulled his arm down from where he’d waved, trying to catch her attention outside of South Brisbane High School. As Wayne opened his own door and tucked himself into the driver’s seat, Helen sighed again, using the power of her entire fourteen-year-old psyche.

“I don’t understand why I can’t just take the bus, Dad. Instead of having you stand out there waving your stupid hand at me every day.”

Wayne smiled broadly. He took a perverse pleasure in knowing how embarrassing he was to his teenage daughter.

“I’m pretty sure giving you a hard time is in the father/daughter service level agreements,” he said, shifting the car into drive and pulling away from the curb.

“That’s not how SLAs work, Dad,” Helen replied, shaking her head. “I’m only in freshman Introduction to Technology Systems and I know that.”

“I’ve been around my fair share of SLAs, kid,” he replied, steering the car out into traffic.

“Yeah, I’m sure you deal with them all the time when you’re running the Chinese restaurant. Give me a break.”

“I wasn’t always running a Chinese restaurant, Helen,” he started to say, but she held up a hand.

“Yes, yes, I know, you had a whole life in China that you’re always certain to bore me with every chance you get.”

“Hey, come on. Our time in China was an important part of my life before my mom and dad came to the US. You should talk to your grandparents about it someday.”

“Why, so Grammy can tell me for the fifth time how the government didn’t approve of their religious choices? This is the twenty-first century, Dad, governments aren’t like that anymore.”

“You’d be very surprised,” Wayne replied, navigating a gradual right-hand turn onto an adjoining street.

They rode in silence for a few moments, the well-aged blue car traveling alone, leaving the other traffic on the main street behind them. Another left-hand turn brought them to Wok and Roll, South Brisbane’s only Chinese restaurant, the lights dim behind the darkened windows.

“How much homework do you have tonight, anyway?” Wayne asked.

“Same as always,” she said in a low voice.

“I’ve got to get the place ready for dinner,” Wayne said, cutting the engine. “You know the routine.”

“Yeah, yeah, take my backpack into the back room and work on my math. I know.”

“It’s important stuff, sweetheart,” Wayne said. “You don’t want to be stuck in South Brisbane your whole life. Don’t you still want to go to LSU?”

Helen nodded sheepishly.

“Well, LSU’s not just about football; you need some good grades if you want to go there, so come on, let’s head inside.”

“Fine, Dad,” she grumbled and stepped out of the car to follow him in. She stopped in the parking lot, glaring up into the ashen sky. “Did you see that?”

“What?” Wayne asked, turning to face her. Helen was pointing skyward.

“I just saw some weird lightning. Really bright and it wasn’t going up and down. It was like going sideways or something.”

“Sideways?” Wayne asked, putting his hand over his eyes and looking up into the collecting clouds of afternoon. “I don’t know, hon, I don’t see anything.”

Helen shrugged her backpack on and walked past him toward the door.

“There is a hurricane coming,” Wayne said as she passed him. “I suppose that can do some weird things to the weather.” He unlocked the door and opened it for her.

“Hey,” she asked as she stepped inside. “Did you hear about what happened in Chicago?”

He followed her inside, shutting the door behind them.
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Helen slid into one of the booths as her father scuttled around in the back room, turning on lights, moving pans, getting the kitchen ready for the evening dinner rush. Picking up the remote, she flipped on one of the televisions mounted in the corner of the small eat-in area of the restaurant, watching as a newscaster came on to the small, flat screen.

“Still looking for answers for what happened with commercial orbital prototype Atlas-One, which appeared to have lost control and plummeted into downtown Chicago just a few hours ago. Details are still sparse, but from what we can piece together, there was a technical malfunction as the spacecraft began its return from low Earth orbit. It is believed that the pilot, Captain Roger Bailey, a twenty-three year veteran of the United States Air Force, may have passed out at the controls due to the high-velocity descent back into Earth’s gravity.”

Helen looked at the screen as they shifted from the news room to cell phone footage of the disaster. One choppy, static-filled screen showed the flaming shell of the Atlas-One arching through the sky, plunging toward the tall skyscraper which it would eventually collide with. The newscaster droned on, but Helen didn’t hear much of what she was saying as she was mesmerized by other video footage from different angles, all showing the same disaster. One particularly haunting clip was taken from the ground, looking up as the ship cut through the sky not fifty yards above the phone user’s head, showering debris down toward the camera before it cut out to static.

Whoever took that video must still be alive. How else could they have sent it? She tried not to imagine being on the ground, looking up into the sky and seeing the debris screaming down toward her, but the harder she tried not to imagine it, the more it invaded her thoughts.

“Helen, sweetheart?” her father said as he walked back into the seating area, holding out his hand. “Can I see your phone?”

“Why?” she asked defensively. “What’s wrong with yours?”

“I don’t know,” he replied, “I can’t get a cell signal and I’m trying to call Calvin. I need him to come in early to do some prep. Those lazy jerks didn’t clean the stove last night.”

Helen fished in the pocket of her jeans and held out her cell phone, a three-year-old hand-me-down, but it had been her first smartphone ever, and she cherished it.

Wayne took it and thumbed a few things, then scrolled through the settings and checked a few more.

“Huh,” he finally said. “Nothing.”

“No cell service at all?” Helen asked, starting to sound a little nervous.

“I’m sure it’s fine,” Wayne said, holding the phone back out to her. “Don’t worry, honey, okay?”

“Dad,” she said in a low voice, her eyes looking at the television. Wayne followed the direction of her gaze and stood there for a moment, watching what was happening in Chicago. The two of them remained there in silence, unable to take their eyes away.

“What’s happening?” Helen asked.

“Oh, honey,” Wayne said, recognizing the hint of fear in her voice. He lowered himself to her level and wrapped his arms around her shoulders. “It’ll be fine, okay? This thing in Chicago, it’s just a one-time thing. A terrible tragedy, but that’s it. Everything will be okay.”

“Then why don’t our cell phones work?” she asked. Her father’s face looked stoic, as if he were trying to hold something back, fighting against some kind of emotional outburst. So far he was winning, but just barely.

Helen had always been an exceptionally smart young girl, and for the most part that had served her well, especially in school. But now as she looked at two completely separate incidents, her mind couldn’t help but try and connect the dots.

“More to come on the tragedy in Chicago, but for now we turn our attention back to Louisiana—”

Both Wayne and Helen turned back to the television.

“Hurricane Alexandra continues to move closer to shore, gaining strength as it pushes through the Gulf of Mexico and experts fear it may hit Category 4 before it makes landfall on the southern edge of the Louisiana coast.”

Helen reached out instinctively and grabbed her father’s hand. They’d had hurricanes before, and ninety percent of the time the strength almost completely dissipated before it made landfall. But there had already been so much trauma today, Helen’s mind immediately wanted to veer off into the worst possible outcome.

“Several reports of cellular outages have been coming into the newsroom throughout the evening,” the newscaster continued. “Meteorologists believe this may be related to the air quality from the coming hurricane, as top experts are looking into that as well as the strange heat lightning spotted within the past thirty minutes.”

Helen looked at Wayne as if to say “I told you so”, and she noticed the color had started to drain from his cheeks a bit.

“Strange weather patterns. This thing in Chicago. Cell phones not working? Something bad is happening, Dad.”

“Don’t think the worst,” he said, bringing himself up into a standing posture. “Things will be okay. We’ll be fine. Trust me, okay?”

Helen nodded. Her dad placed a calming hand on her back, then turned to walk toward the kitchen and, for the first time in as long as she could remember, Helen actually wished her mom was there.

–––––––– 



Chapter 9

Aurora Institute

Seattle, Washington

“This isn’t right. None of this is right!” one of the young researchers pounded a clenched fist down on the keyboard, her bones cracking against plastic. Three keys broke loose and flipped in the air as the wireless device tumbled from the console. She pushed herself into a standing posture, her swivel chair rolling slowly behind her.

“Sorry,” she said softly, her fists clenched at her side. “I don’t get this. We’ve got atmospheric disturbances everywhere I look. Strange discharges of electricity. Localized bursts of electromagnetic pulses. Things that seem almost like lightning, but they are clearly not lightning.”

Laura walked across the floor to her console, putting a calming hand on her shoulder.

“Show me,” she said, and the woman leaned over, using the mouse to navigate to a section of the data export. As Laura put her finger to the screen, tracing the data that scrolled past, the woman bent over and picked up the keyboard, returning it to the tray by the screen. She struggled to type in a few commands, avoiding the missing keys, but the results scrolled by, sorted alongside a few diagrams showing air quality and ozone count.

“Did you extrapolate for the Heatshield nanotech?” Laura asked. “Don’t forget the reflective nature of that technology can cause some deviation from expected norms.”

The woman nodded, pinching her eyes closed. It was all so new to them they were learning on the fly how to accommodate for it when doing their weather predictions and analysis. The woman typed some calculations into a query screen and results scrolled past, much closer to the expected.

“That’s better,” the woman said. “Sorry, I should have remembered that.”

“Heatshield is an unknown quantity,” Laura replied. “Still. It’ll be a while before any of us are used to it.”

“So what does Heatshield mean for what we’re seeing?” the researcher asked. “Could it be related to what happened in Chicago? Or to what’s happening in the sky above us right now?”

Laura followed the path of the woman’s eyes, looking up through the large series of skylights above them. Intersecting bolts of twisted lightning arched just as she looked and she had to turn away momentarily as the entire sky brightened with an aggressive flash of brilliance.

She wasn’t sure how to answer the researcher’s question. Much of what she knew about Project: Heatshield was still classified top secret, but she had her suspicions about the role it might be playing in what they were seeing. She figured the researcher knew what the public was allowed to know—Heatshield was a United Nations project leveraging nanotechnology in an attempt to slow the super-heating of the Earth’s crust. A preventative measure designed to diffuse the sun’s rays.

But the initial plans she had seen drafted by the NSA went far beyond that. They were far more dramatic and more sinister, but also buried under several layers of black operations budgets.

And to her knowledge none of them had even ever been considered for actual implementation.

Or had they?

She thought back to her conversation with Cameron Pike earlier that day and felt a sudden urge to talk to him again.

“Oh my God,” a quiet but frantic whisper came from behind her, from the direction of the open glass dome. She heard feet pounding across metal.

“Oh no,” Dr. Foster said and Laura pulled herself from the computer screen, sprinting across the metal floor back toward the glass-domed control center.

“What is it—?” she started to ask, but the words choked off in her throat.

As a climate research corporation, Aurora’s state-of-the-art facility had been built with the glass dome so they could get a relatively unfettered look at the sky and horizon around them. It helped immerse them in the area of science that they were researching. It had been a brilliant idea and had served as inspiration to all of them throughout the years.

But now it revealed a scene of horrors.

Clouds had gathered in the sky, dull gray and mottled like old flesh, thick and clumpy, and streaks of blinding lightning ripped through the cloud cover like pulsing veins of white blood. Bracketed against the strobing staccato of blinding, burning illumination was the darkened silhouette of a Boeing 787 passenger jet as it made an approach toward Seattle-Tacoma International Airport. Shadowed against the bright backdrop, the plane was clearly listing to one side, the wings vertical against the clouds. But it wasn’t banking in the air—the nose wasn’t pointed in the right direction for that. It looked for one horrific moment like the aircraft was caught in an invisible spiderweb, caught in some frozen moment of time, as if the entire world had been paused just so the men and women in Aurora could relive the horrors of what they were seeing.

As they watched, the large aircraft tried to compensate for its unexpected loss of power, but repeatedly failed, slowly tipping forward, angling right, and plummeting, hurtling toward the ground with a strange, aimless purpose.

It was far enough away that nobody there was concerned that it might hit their building, but it was clearly going to hit somewhere nearby, and no matter where you turned from where they were, thousands of people were on the ground.

“It’s going down,” whispered Dr. Foster. “Lord help me, it’s going down.”

Laura couldn’t tear her eyes away, watching as the large aircraft disappeared behind a collection of tall buildings, but even as far away as they were, she could hear the muffled roar of impact and detonation. The tall buildings that had blocked the view of the crashing plane were illuminated in an orange blossom, flames shooting and rolling upward as smoke tumbled free, swarming the skyscrapers and enveloping the city.

The woman who had broken the keyboard fell to both knees, her eyes wide and vacant as she kneeled there on the metal floor. Dr. Foster stumbled slightly as if he were about to lose consciousness, but the person next to him put a hand on his back to support him. Laura put a hand to her stomach, petrified for a moment that she was going to lose what little food she had in her belly right there on the floor in front of everyone, but she fought it back, kept it down, and took an uncertain step to the right. The control center was speechless and motionless, everyone hypnotized by what they had just witnessed through the transparent glass dome of the weather station.

Laura finally peeled herself away, turning and running back across the floor toward the exit. As she moved toward the door, the lights above and around her dimmed suddenly, threatening to blink out entirely before compensating, then illuminating again. Every screen in the control center dimmed to almost black, then came back on again, though more sparsely lit than they had been previously.

Laura burst through the door out into the hallway as two members of Aurora security came toward her.

“Ms. Park,” one of them said, “we’re being ordered to shelter in place, please return to—”

“Encrypted landline,” Laura demanded, without even acknowledging what he was saying.

“Excuse me?” the guard asked.

“I need a secure landline. Right now.”

“Ms. Park, perhaps you didn’t hear me—”

“I heard you loud and damn clear, now you listen to me. People are dead and dying out there right now and if I don’t get to an encrypted landline there will be thousands more joining them. Show me.”

The guard’s eyes moved to the other man and he shrugged.

“Fine,” the first guard finally said. “Follow me.” He turned on his heels and strode back down the hallway, Laura close behind him.
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The guard opened a door buried deep within the myriad hallways within the Aurora research lab, and Laura was pretty sure that in spite of working here for several years she’d never been in that part of the building before. It was easy to tell that it wasn’t the primary security office, but rather one of several smaller stations, as there was a simple desk and chair, a bank of nine monitors bolted to the wall in an array, three wide and three high, and a few phones connected to wall jacks to the right of the large desk. With its myriad of government contracts, Aurora had encrypted landline phones in several, if not all, of their security stations, and the guard directed her toward one of them. She pulled out a chair and sat as the guard loomed over her.

“I’m going to need some privacy,” she said, looking over her shoulder. “This is above Top Secret level clearance only.”

The guard looked increasingly uncomfortable leaving her alone in the room, gently tugging on the bulge of his blue uniform, which was stretched tight over a protruding stomach. He pressed his fist to his mouth, coughing slightly, thought things over for a moment, and then looked at her.

“Fine,” he said, “but be quick. We’re on lockdown here. If my boss sees that you’re in here without supervision, he’ll have me escorted off the premises.”

“I’ll be quick,” she promised as the guard was already stepping out of the door. He closed it behind him, and she immediately dialed the number she’d had committed to memory. She hadn’t called it in years, but she’d called it often back then. It was a different number than she’d called that morning, but her hope was that it would end up at the same person.

“This is Pike,” a voice said on the other end, mixed with the low hiss of encryption static.

“I was hoping you’d be at your desk,” Laura replied.

“Ms. Park? I thought we had this conversation this morning already.”

“Things have changed.”

There was a heartbeat of silence on the other end, just long enough to tell her that she’d taken him aback by calling him directly, and that her announcement was likely confirmation of something he’d already been worried about.

“Go on,” he finally replied. “Assuming you are on an encrypted line.”

“I am,” she replied. “We all just saw a plane fall out of the sky above Sea-Tac.”

She could have sworn she heard a sharp intake of breath on the other line. But the inhalation was all that came, there were no follow-up questions or exclamations. Laura sat there for a moment, waiting for outrage or shock that never manifested.

“You knew this was going to happen,” she finally said. “Or that it could happen.”

“I need to get off this line, Laura,” Pike said.

“Why the hell hasn’t Washington grounded all flights?” Laura demanded. “If you knew this could happen, why on Earth would you—”

“I did request that all flights be grounded,” Pike spat back. “I was very clear and very adamant in that request. News flash, Laura—they don’t take orders from me.”

“Maybe if they knew what Project: Heatshield was really about, they would—”

“Stop right there,” Pike said. “I don’t think you want to finish that sentence.”

“Are you kidding me right now?” Laura asked. “We’ve got thousands dead in Chicago, I just saw an airliner drop from the sky like its strings were cut, and I assure you there are more. And you’re still getting all angsty about operational security?”

“Laura, I don’t think you realize what’s at stake here,” Pike replied.

“The only thing at stake here is your boss’s ass, and maybe if you focused more on worrying about humanity and less about covering for him and your agency, I wouldn’t have just watched three hundred people die!”

She slammed the phone down harder than she intended, pressing her fingers to the insides of her eyes. She could feel tears burning there, but she forced them back, not wanting to cry. She couldn’t cry. She worried that if she started crying, she might never stop.

#
[image: image]


Washington, DC

“Well, that was interesting,” the man in the corner said as Pike held his hand over the hung-up phone on his desk, staring at the black receiver.

“I’m not sure that quite covers it,” Pike replied. He released the phone and leaned back in his chair, looking at the man as he stepped out of the dimly lit corner of Pike’s office. He was dressed in black and looked almost like a living shadow, the archetypal spy from any of the scores of action films depicting them. His head was clean shaven, though he had a curly, dark-colored beard, and his narrow shoulders were covered by a jet-black suit coat. The coat was buttoned up the front of his trim torso and he wore no shirt or tie beneath, just black tailored slacks and dress shoes, spit-shined to a gleaming resonance. The telltale bulge in his jacket told Pike that, like always, the man was armed with a weapon tucked into a shoulder holster.

Corvan was the man’s name, the only name Director Pike knew him as. He was a walking enigma, an almost infamous lifer within the agency, though according to most folks Pike spoke with, he didn’t actually work for the agency.

Not his agency, anyway. “She’s a little distraught,” Pike said, pushing back his chair and standing. “I can’t blame her. She just saw a plane fall from the sky right in front of her.”

“I’m surprised there aren’t more reports coming in,” Corvan replied, stepping toward Pike’s desk as Pike turned away and walked to a window, crossing his arms behind his back.

“There will be,” Pike replied in a low voice.

Corvan nodded—Pike could see him doing so in the reflection of the mirror. He looked out upon the busy streets of Washington, the sky above the nation’s capital a dull gunmetal. Every few minutes strange streaks of lightning would tear apart the sky above the clouds, and he half expected to see a jumbo jet drop to the streets in front of him as he watched.

“I must admit,” Corvan said, “I’m a bit surprised at how aggressively you fought to ground the planes. I never saw you as the empathic type.”

Pike glowered over his shoulder at him.

“It wasn’t about empathy,” he said. “I couldn’t care less about the lives of those people on those planes.” He turned and looked back out the window. “It was about operational security. You can bet that once more of those jets crash to Earth, some very hard questions are going to start being asked, and they will be questions none of us want to answer.”

“That’s why you get paid the big bucks,” Corvan replied and Pike could tell that the smug jerk was actually smiling.

–––––––– 



Chapter 10

South Brisbane, Louisiana

Schmidty’s reminded Joel of an old home for someone who had grown up in a troubled household. There was an air of familiarity about it, a tepid comfort and warmth, but beneath the surface was the always-present miasma of danger, threats, and hostile memories.

Still, the beer was good, and it was the middle of the afternoon on a workday so there weren’t many people to deal with. Schmidty’s Tavern itself was as about as generic as you could get from a bar standpoint. It was a decent size, a large, open structure with two always-in-use pool tables near the rear of the seating area, ringed by a gathering of four tables and chairs. Stools lined the bar itself along the left-hand wall and several standing tables filled the remaining empty area. Looking at blueprints of the bar, it would have looked like every single other small-town bar in America, but Schmidty’s at least had a little spirit to it. A little style.

Joel gave the credit for that style squarely to Almira Schmidt, the current owner and proprietor of the place. She was young for a bar owner, only in her late thirties, having inherited the tavern from her father who passed away far too early from a disease far too nasty.

Almira’s mother had died even earlier, and their only child had become a caretaker and bookkeeper of sorts for her father, filling in where her mother had been in the family business. She helped coach South Brisbane’s main tavern through some very difficult times, weathered the storms, and came out the other side even more polished and unique than it had been before.

She’d added some panache to the look and feel of the place, putting funky art on the walls, replacing some of the old, rippling windows with soft stained glass, and bringing in a score of different craft beers. Along with inviting local breweries to special custom-tap events, she also started bringing in live music and karaoke once a month, and less than two years after getting the bar from her father, she’d turned it into a trendy nightspot. The rare times that Joel came by for a beer at night, he was often the oldest one there, even though the nearest college town was twenty-five miles away.

From a personal perspective, he couldn’t stand the more trendy aspects of the place, but it was hard to deny that the moves had paid off financially, and if those events helped keep the place open, he could hardly complain.

“Afternoon, stranger,” Almira said, coming in from the back room of the bar, a white towel thrown over her shoulder. She looked back at the waitress, who was walking the other way. “Jo-Ellen didn’t tell me you were here.”

“I like to fly below the radar,” Joel replied, lifting his beer glass in mock toast. It was less than a quarter full with a shifting, amber liquid.

“What’re you having?” she asked, reaching for the glass.

“What do I always have?”

Almira took the glass, shaking her head in frustration.

“It wouldn’t kill you to try something new,” she said, bringing the glass toward a row of taps. “This new pale ale from Broken Wheel is amazing—”

“I swear to God, woman,” Joel replied sternly, “if you try to force feed me one of those new IPAs I will dump it straight out on this bar.”

Almira laughed as she topped off his glass with an unlabeled tap.

“I wouldn’t dream of wasting a good IPA on your uncultured ass,” she said with a soft wink. She set the beer down and he cautiously picked it up, then took a long sip. He paused, keeping the liquid in his mouth for a moment.

“Oh, don’t pull that garbage with me, Joel Robertson,” Almira said. “You chug that junk so fast you don’t even taste it.”

“Trust me, with some of these craft beers, it’s better that way.” He finished swallowing and set the glass back on the bar, then narrowed his eyes.

“What?” Almira asked, following the direction of his gaze to the television mounted on the wall behind the bar. There was a layer of strange static and the screen flickered slightly.

“Yeah, that stupid thing. Satellite signal has been glitchy all afternoon,” Almira said. “I’m wondering if I need to get on the roof and take a baseball bat to it.”

“Not that,” Joel replied. “Turn it up, would you?”

Almira nodded and picked up the remote from the bar, clicking it to turn up the volume. On the screen, through the streaks of static and warbling reception, there was the same harried newscaster Joel had seen earlier in the day. She was wearing makeup, but he could still see the pale pallor of her cheeks and an almost stunned, vacant look in her eyes. As they watched, everyone who was in the bar stopped what they were doing and walked over to where Almira stood, watching the television. Soon there were about ten customers huddled in a small group, everyone inside the building watching the news broadcast.

“Reports are still coming in,” she said, and Joel noticed for the first time that her fingers were bent, as if she was tightly clutching to the table in front of her to avoid falling over. “From what we’re hearing, the current count of downed planes is now at eight. There is no immediate explanation for exactly why planes are suddenly falling out of the sky, but the FAA has grounded all flights effective immediately and has begun investigating this phenomenon.” She cleared her throat and shuffled papers aimlessly before her, then looked back at the camera. “For any of you who are just joining us...over the past few hours, reports have been coming in of plane crashes across the world, including eight right here in the continental United States. These plane crashes have occurred throughout the globe, but even all eight here in the US have happened far away from the tragedy in Chicago, leading authorities to believe something larger is going on, though what that is, nobody seems to know.” She ran a hand through her tangle of long hair, and blinked heavily, showing visible signs of trauma and exhaustion.

“Some weird stuff,” Joel said, looking at Almira, who stared at the television with wide eyes.

“The government has not provided estimates about the loss of life, but it is expected to be in the thousands, potentially the tens of thousands, immediately making this the worst year ever in the history of aviation. Still no comment yet from the National Weather Service on what impact the scattered lightning storms may be having on these events.” Her face changed slightly as she tried to look somewhat more optimistic. “Now, let’s try going to Chicago where national correspondent Phillip Wieger is standing by—”

The screen shifted to a man looking at the camera, the picture even worse than the news room, and in the background, Joel could see the Chicago skyline, a few buildings broken off and jagged, thick plumes of smoke rising from the remains of the city.

“I’m not sure if you’re seeing me,” the remote reporter began, “satellite coverage has been terrible today—”

Almira lifted the remote and turned down the volume, shaking her head morosely. Slowly, the gathered group dispersed, two men wandering back to one of the pool tables as the others sat back in their barstools. The entire tavern was awash in a stark, uncomfortable silence.

“What an awful thing,” she whispered. “Can you imagine?”

“Bad things happen to everyone,” Joel replied, his face somber as he brought the beer back up to his lips and took another swallow.

Almira looked at him, her face contorting slightly, first in confusion, and then in realization.

“Oh, goodness, Joel,” she said. “Is it today?” she asked. “The anniversary, I mean?”

Joel didn’t reply, he didn’t even look at her, he just offered the beer up in toast, then returned it to his lips and drank. His mood had suddenly angled precipitously downhill, which was saying something given his typical state of affairs.

“Oh, honey,” Almira said, stepping over to him and bending over the bar. “I’m so sorry. Drinks are on the house today, of course.”

“You don’t need to do that,” Joel replied. “Had to fix Dixon’s mail truck last week, so I’ve got some play money.”

“Don’t even think about it,” Almira replied, rising to a standing position. “Order whatever you need, okay? My treat.”

“Thanks,” Joel replied, looking at her, and Almira smiled sheepishly, her cheeks blushing. For a moment Joel felt guilty. Ever since he’d been a kid, he knew Almira Schmidt had a crush on him, and if the rumors were true, she’d been devastated when he’d gotten married. Part of him had known she’d take care of him today once she found out, and he tried to tell himself he wasn’t taking advantage of her kindness and emotions, but he knew that at least part of him was happy for the gift.

It made the hardest day of the year just a tiny bit less hard.

“What else can I get you?” she asked. “Want some fries? I added poutine to the menu. I saw all these recipes on Pinterest, and—”

The lights in the bar suddenly dimmed, all of them fading into darkness at once, though not going completely out. As Phillip was in mid-conversation live from Chicago on the television, the screen snapped to blackness. The low din of music from the jukebox halted. 

Voices murmured throughout the bar and the two guys playing pool looked around curiously. It was silent and gloomy for a moment, then the television popped back on, the music scrawled and started playing again, and the lights brightened.

Joel took another sip of his beer, he and Almira meeting eyes.

“You think this is related to the hurricane?” she asked.

Joel shrugged. She was probably right. But part of him didn’t think so. He took another slow sip of his beer, and then with a sudden, muffled clack, the lights didn’t just dim, they went out. Like clockwork, the television blinked off, the music halted, and every single light in the tavern plunged into blackness, leaving the entire place in a strange lugubrious haze.

“Well, how do you like that?” Almira asked.

Joel didn’t. Joel didn’t like it at all.
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Almira, to her credit, had lit a number of candles, setting them around the bar and offered the limited number of patrons a glass of beer on the house, but in spite of that, the crowd began to disperse. “You have a generator in here?” Joel asked, standing and adjusting the backpack slung on his shoulder. He always made sure to have the EDC bag in his car, though with the news from Chicago today, he’d decided to actually carry it with him. It lent him a mild sense of security in an insecure world.

Almira nodded. “I’ve got one in the basement, yeah, though it’s basically just powerful enough to run the refrigeration units and not much else,” she replied, then looked at the lights in the ceiling which were still dim. “I was kind of hoping the power would be back on shortly. Usually when this happens, it’s back on in a couple of hours.”

“Based on everything else you’ve seen today,” Joel replied, “do you think that’s likely?”

Almira shook her head, furrowing her brow.

“Stay safe, okay?” Joel asked, stepping away from the bar and walking toward the exit. “And let me know if you need help with that generator.”

“I’m a big girl,” she replied, smiling softly.

Joel returned the smile and nodded, then stepped outside, into the dim, chalky light of the cloudy afternoon.

He didn’t see the woman until she was almost on top of him, striding down the sidewalk at a rapid, determined pace.

“Oh!” she exclaimed and he stepped backwards, trying to get out of her way, but not quite fast enough. Their shoulders brushed, and she dropped her cell phone onto the sidewalk at her feet. She cursed softly.

“Sorry,” he said and the woman turned. His stomach twisted into a knot. “Oh,” he continued. “Hey, Anita. I, uhh...I wasn’t expecting to see you here.”

Anita looked at him, then her eyes drifted to the Schmidty’s sign above his head, a condescending look sculpting her face.

“Isn’t it a little early in the day for that, Joel?” she asked, dusting her phone off on her pant leg, and investigating the screen.

“Not today it’s not,” Joel replied.

Anita closed her eyes and slipped the phone in her pocket.

“Stupid phone’s not working,” she mumbled quietly, then nodded and opened her eyes, which were moist with unshed tears. “It’s a tough day for all of us,” she said. “The anniversary always is.” She pulled her eyes away and looked off into the sky where several arcs of lightning streaked within the loitering clouds. “Storm’s coming,” she finally finished.

Storm’s been here a while, Joel thought, but didn’t say.

All along the main road, the street lights were dim, which was unusual when the cloud cover was that heavy. Typically the photocells detected the low levels of light and turned them on, but they remained dark, as did most of the stores up and down the small, quaint roadway of downtown South Brisbane. The tiny Louisiana town had a very old-school feel, with all of the big-box stores on the outskirts, relying on smaller, independently owned businesses for much of the day-to-day foot traffic through the town.

There were two traffic lights within view and both of them were out as well, swinging softly on the cables that stretched over the road. The wind was picking up. “Are you ready for the hurricane?” Anita asked, looking at Joel, who remained somewhat lost in thought, looking out toward the sky. “Joel?” she asked again.

“Oh, sorry,” Joel replied, looking back at her. “Yeah, I think so. We’re far enough inland, they always seem to peter out by the time they get here.”

“Usually,” Anita countered, “but the storm clouds don’t usually look like this.”

“No, they don’t,” Joel agreed.

“Do you remember the last hurricane warning?” Anita asked, a soft smile once again creasing her lips. “You and Winnie were over at the house. The horses were going crazy. Paul had even pulled out some wooden planks from the shed in case we had to board up the windows.”

Joel shifted on his feet, obviously uncomfortable with the conversation.

“Yeah,” he finally whispered in a flat tone devoid of emotion. “I remember.”

Anita glared at him, a look that was barely above a scowl, but he pretended like he didn’t see it, continuing to stare up into the clouds.

“You don’t have a monopoly on grief, you know,” Anita finally said, her words edged with venom. “She was my sister. Tia was my niece. I’m allowed to be sad.”

“I never said you weren’t,” Joel replied, a bit more harshly than he intended. “It’s just that—I—I don’t know,” he finally finished, shaking his head.

“No, you sure don’t,” Anita replied and walked away, the tall heels of her dress shoes clapping loudly on the sidewalk. Above her head, another jagged, narrow fork of lightning lit the afternoon sky with an almost supernatural brilliance.

Like it or not, Anita was right. The storm clouds had never been so omnious before with all of the previous hurricane warnings. Something bad was coming, or something was already here. Regardless, he had better be prepared for it.

The local market was the next street over, and suddenly Joel felt like he needed to stock up.





Chapter 11

South Brisbane, Louisiana

Joel knew something was wrong before he even turned the corner to merge onto the street that the grocery store was on. The windows were down in his Jeep and he rolled to a slow turn at the traffic light, hearing some noise from around the corner. There was a collection of voices speaking, some of them in elevated volumes, and as he came around, he could see a few cars parked on the street as well as a chock-full parking lot, with a crowd of people huddled around the storefront. It was almost like Black Friday at Walmart, like those videos he would watch online where people were almost trampling each other trying to get a new television set that was way too big for their entertainment center, or a new computer that they didn’t need. He’d never seen anything like it in person, certainly not here in South Brisbane, but there was a crowd right in front of him, so thick around the store that they were spilling out into the road.

There was a police car parked across the street and he could see a few uniformed officers mixed in with the crowd, hands raised as they tried to calm the would-be shoppers.

Joel swung his Jeep to the right and parked alongside the opposite sidewalk, pulling in just behind the police car, then killed the engine as the driver’s side door opened and a familiar face stepped out of the vehicle.

“Sheriff Masterson,” Joel said, nodding.

“Get out of here with that ‘sheriff’ business, Joel,” Blake Masterson replied, pounding him lightly on the shoulder with a meaty palm. “You’ve always called me Blake, even when I didn’t want you to.”

Joel smiled crookedly and shrugged.

“Yeah, I was a tough kid to rein in, wasn’t I?”

“Man, you were in my car more than I was, I’m pretty sure. But you turned out okay, somehow. Don’t ask me how.”

“Just clean living,” Joel replied. He looked over at the clutch of officers slowly corralling the people standing in line. Outraged voices shouted above the din, and there was some gentle shoving before one of the taller uniformed men stepped in and forced people apart.

“So you’re just standing here letting the kids do all the dirty work?”

Blake laughed.

“I’ve done my fair share of crowd control,” he said. “They’ll be all right. People are mad and anxious, but we’re still a long ways from a riot.”

“What’s going on, anyway?” Joel asked. “I was just hoping to grab some bottled water.”

“You and everyone else within forty square miles,” Blake replied. “The hurricane had them wigged out enough. Then, with what happened in Chicago and now these damn planes falling out of the sky, the lightning, all of a sudden people are convinced they’re witnessing the end of days. Looks like more trouble than it is, though,” he said.

“Doesn’t look pretty, that’s for sure,” Joel said. “But I do need some bottled water.” That was actually a lie. He was hoping to refill his cache of cigarettes, but he figured if he told the sheriff that, he’d get one of those trademark Masterson side-eyes and he really didn’t want to deal with that today.

“Then you best get in line,” Blake said. “Or there won’t be none left.”

Joel looked up and down the line, his eyes narrowing on a familiar face mixed in among the crowd. Malcolm Conway was looking back at him, their eyes meeting from a hundred yards away. Malcolm’s mouth twisted into a scowl the moment he set eyes on Joel, and he could almost feel the radiant heat of his angry stare from all the way at the end of the line. Conway and his grandfather had history, history that long predated Joel coming back to town, and ever since his grandfather had died, he’d sensed no small amount of hostility from the longtime South Brisbane resident.

“Ignore him,” Sheriff Masterson said, seeing the staring contest going on between them.

“What do you know about the Conways, anyway?” Joel asked, without taking his eyes away.

“Malcom’s brother is one of my deputies. Every year I consider dropping him from the force, but every year it gets harder and harder to hire new guys, so for now, I’m sorta stuck with him.”

“The Conways knew my grandfather, right?”

“They did,” Masterson replied. “They were part of the same survivalist network. Your grandfather ran the local chapter, so he worked alongside all those boys.”

Joel shook Blake’s hand briefly and cut between the two cars, then wandered across the street, falling into the loosely grouped line of people waiting to get into the store. From where he stood, he could look through the windows and see the crowd inside, grabbing things off of shelves and rushing to the few cash registers that were there.

As a small, independently owned market, there were only a handful of registers and even fewer people to run them, and even from outside, Joel could tell they were getting overwhelmed. Next to him, someone pushed forward, trying to work their way into line.

“Hey, take it easy, buddy,” Joel said. “We’re all going to get our turn.”

“I’ve got a sick kid at home, buddy,” the guy snarled. “I need some meds.”

“Yeah, I bet you do,” another voice in the crowd said, and the guy whirled toward it, fists clenched.

“Who said that?” he demanded. “Which one of you said that?”

Joel put a hand on his shoulder.

“Just relax, brother. No reason to start trouble.”

“Keep putting your hand on me, you’re going to be the one starting trouble,” the guy snapped back. Joel looked at him long and hard. He’d never seen him before, and he knew the majority of South Brisbane residents. He figured the guy was an out-of-towner, though what he was doing here, he didn’t know.

“Where you from?” he asked. “I haven’t seen you here before.”

“None of your business,” the guy snapped, rolling his eyes.

“Look,” Joel insisted, “I’m not trying to be a jerk. Just trying to figure out what’s going on, okay? Same as everyone else.”

The line moved slightly, the crowd of people working its way into the overwhelmed store. Joel saw a handful of folks exit, a few of them carrying bottled water, though as he watched, he noticed that many more people were carrying beer or cigarettes than milk, bread, or other essentials. He shook his head, though he wasn’t all that surprised.

“Can’t believe this place,” one of the passersby growled, his two twelve-packs of beer straining as he clutched their handles with his fingertips. “No generator or anything. Doing their math with calculators and paper for crying out loud.”

Joel lowered his head and considered getting out of line for a moment, but decided to stick with it.

“St. Clair,” the man next to him said, and Joel turned his head.

“What?”

“You asked where I was from,” the man replied. “St. Clair. About thirty miles east of here, heading toward New Orleans.”

“What are you doing here?” Joel asked.

The man’s eyes widened.

“I’ll tell you what,” he said, “it’s scary out there.”

“What do you mean?” Joel asked, suddenly interested.

“News reports are talking about eight planes coming down in the United States,” the man said.

“Yeah, I heard,” Joel replied.

“Full of crap,” the man replied. “If what I heard is true, six planes came down in New Orleans alone.”

“Say again?” Joel asked.

The man nodded. “Louis Armstrong International. Two planes dumped right into Lake Pontchartrain. One of them wrecked the bridge.”

The Pontchartrain Causeway was a bridge that crossed over the entirety of the huge lake, connecting New Orleans with Mandeville and points north, and was one of the primary throughways in Louisiana. If a plane had truly wrecked that bridge—

“I haven’t heard anything about that,” Joel replied. “Are you sure?”

The man nodded. 

“They’re trying to cover it up, I’m telling you, but word is spreading. My local stores have already been ransacked. From what I hear, New Orleans is on lockdown. The bridge is wrecked, and one of the planes dropped dead center of the French Quarter. Thousands dead; the city’s in flames.”

“No way,” Joel replied, shaking his head. “There’s just...there’s no way.”

The man shrugged.

“Keep telling yourself that, buddy. I’ve heard otherwise.”

“From who?” Joel asked with a scoff. He’d had his own experiences with the rumor mill, especially the virulent ones that form in and around small towns. As if mourning what had happened to his family wasn’t hard enough, there were the whispers and finger-pointing and innuendo. Even today, years later, he couldn’t help but notice some curious side-eye he garnered from some of the folks gathered in line outside the small market.

“People on the ground,” the guy whispered, his eyes darting around comically. “People who would know. With all that going on, plus the cell network going out, power fluctuations, all that jazz—anyone who doesn’t see something sinister at play is just fooling themselves.”

Joel decided to let it drop. Clearly the guy wasn’t going to listen to him and had his own ideas, and even worse, it sounded like there were many others out there who shared them. Traveling thirty miles just to go to a tiny small-town market to get supplies? Was that really where things stood already?

Joel looked up and realized that they had already nearly made it to the store entrance. Inside the glassed-in register area, he could see one of the workers using an old-school imprint machine to take a print of someone’s credit card before stapling receipts together and filing them in a rolling filing cabinet they’d pulled close. Old-school all the way.

The line had progressed past the police officers, who were moving through the back of the crowd, walking along each side, doing a better job of penning the people within them, taking a potentially disorderly crowd and funneling it into a rudimentary line. However, once the door was breached, Joel could tell the crowd dispersed and filled up the empty space of the store within, becoming just as disorganized and unruly as they had been earlier.

As they pushed through the door, the crowd grew and spread out, walking through aisles, rushing to grab items off the shelf. At first they went to the beer and soda coolers, then they moved to water bottles, bread, and milk. Joel shook his head as he watched a large crowd of people charging toward the dairy cooler, wondering if they realized that without power, anything they bought would spoil shortly. There were likely some people in the crowd who had generators, but certainly not all of them.

Joel immediately made his way toward one of the nearest registers, glancing behind it at the cigarette case, which sat mostly empty. He wasn’t the least bit surprised. He’d often heard his grandfather rant and rave that it wasn’t the water, bread, or milk that drove people crazy after the end of the world, it would be the shortages of cigarettes and booze, the mindless sheep of the world trampling each other for the next hit of whatever addiction they had.

Now, here he was. One of those sheep, looking for cigarettes. His grandfather would have been so disappointed. Realizing that didn’t stop him from standing there, looking longingly at the cigarette case, working out in his head how he would get access to it without looking like a shameful nicotine addict in front of the whole town standing behind him.

Why did he feel guilty? He had every right to engage in a vice or two considering what he’d been through in his life. Cigarettes were pretty mild compared to what he could have been doing.

“Come on, lady!” a guy ahead of him yelled, waving his hands. “Let’s go, you’ve got paying customers over here!”

An exasperated woman looked over, clearly stressed as she was trying to take an imprint of a credit card belonging to a particularly impatient-looking woman with close-cropped blonde hair.

“I’ll be right with you,” she said, trying to be as polite as possible, though clearly near the end of her rope.

“I’ve been here for ten minutes, sweetheart!” the guy called back and the woman shot a well-deserved angry glare back in his direction.

The guy stopped shouting, but started grumbling under his breath to another man next to him and Joel realized the second man was Malcolm Conway. Joel purposefully took a step back, trying to be less conspicuous, not wanting to get into any sort of confrontation with Conway or any of his irate and nicotine-deprived friends.

There were a few more minutes of tense, angry silence before the man shouted again.

“Any time now!” he snarled, looking directly at the harried cashier, who did the man a favor and didn’t return his gaze. “This is bull,” the man growled. He stepped forward toward the display case and Joel matched his stride, a bad feeling settling deep inside his gut. With zero hesitation, the angry man reached forward, hooked his fingers along the near edge of the case and wrenched to the left, tipping the six-foot case over and sending it crashing to the ground.

The glass exploded on impact, spraying out in a wide arc all over the tile floor, customers shouting and screaming as they scrambled backwards, expecting the sound to be a breaking window or something.

“Thanks for nothin’!” the guy snorted and bent over, scooping up as many cartons  of cigarettes as he could under his arms and trying to squeeze through people toward the exit.

“Hey,” Joel said, stepping forward and coming between him and the doorway of the store. “That’s not cool, man. Put that back.”

“Excuse me?” the angry man asked. Behind him, Malcolm Conway laughed dryly.

“You, Robertson? You, of all people? Back when you were a kid you would have done that yourself.”

“What can I say?” Joel said. “I matured. Some people don’t.”

Conway’s eyes narrowed, and the guy with his arms full of cigarettes sneered.

“You’re gonna wanna get out of my way, Robertson,” he said. Joel didn’t think he knew him, but figured the guy was following Conway’s lead.

“You’re going to want to put those cigarettes down,” Joel replied.

“I suppose you’re going to make me—”

Joel didn’t let him finish. He slammed an open palm down on the armful of cigarette cartons, knocking them from his crossed arms and sending them tumbling to the tile floor. The stunned man gaped at him for a brief second right before Joel closed his hand into a tight fist and cocked back, ramming it hard into the bridge of his nose.

The angry man was no longer angry, his face crumpling under Joel’s knuckles, and he went down like a weight through water, thudding to the floor, shoulder first, a sheet of blood covering his mouth and chin.

“Oh, you’re gonna regret that,” Conway said and lurched forward, shoving Joel hard, knocking him back and off balance. Joel collided with a group of people behind him, who stopped his progress and broke his fall, allowing him to stabilize himself and charge back at Conway quicker than the other man was expecting. Conway threw a punch, but Joel was already within his swinging radius and drove his own fist hard into the man’s gut, pounding his left ribs.

All around him things broke down. He heard a police officer shout, followed by the crowd screaming, the frantic thudding of feet crashing all over the store as people dashed away, afraid that the violence was going to boil over onto them. Arms pushed and someone stumbled back, falling through the door and knocking three more people down, spawning further chaos.

Shouting, shrieking, and slamming ensued, and one of the aisle shelves was struck by a stumbling person who sent it toppling over sideways, spilling boxes and cans, items clattering across the floor.

Conway swung a counterpunch and landed it that time, the fist plowing into Joel’s left temple, sending stars dancing across the backs of his eyelids. As his head snapped around, he fought to remain focused and pushed himself backwards into Conway as he came forward, shoulder-checking him hard. Conway's feet went out from under him, sliding on the tile floor, which was now slick with some unknown liquid. He went down fast and hard, the back of his head whacking against the tile just as his angry friend started to pick himself up, pressing a hand to the free-flowing blood streaming from what was most certainly a broken nose.

“You’re screwed, Robertson, you hear me?” the guy hissed, wiping the back of his hand over his red face. “You are so screwed.” He stepped forward and pulled a knife from his pocket, mouth contorting as he came forward, the blade dancing in his tight fist.

“Hey, come on now,” Joel said, holding out his hands. “There’s no need for that.”

“You started this, man, this is all on you,” the angry man said jerking forward and stabbing with the knife, sending Joel backpedaling. Instinctively, Joel reached back, touching the EDC backpack still slung over his shoulders. His finger touched the light, hard bulge in the back along the right side, and he knew his SIG Sauer P226 was tucked into a concealed holster there. But the last thing he wanted to do was to pull a gun in a crowded market with people trampling all over the place, bumping into each other and causing chaos.

He had to get out of here.

Joel turned away from the man and charged forward, trying to push his way through the crowd, to just put some distance between him and the guy with the knife, but it was tough to fight through the thick bunch of restless, antsy customers who pushed and jostled as he tried to make his way out. Getting more forceful, he burst through the last group and plunged into the parking lot, angling to the right, trying to make his way toward where his Jeep was parked.

Fingers clenched around the strap of his EDC bag and pulled, yanking him back and throwing him down, and before he could react, he hit the pavement, shoulder first, the side of his face digging into hard asphalt, scraping skin.

A knee drove hard into his ribs and he saw the blade come down in front of his face, the angry man descending upon him.

“Conway’s gonna love me for this one,” the man hissed, putting the sharp edge of the knife close to Joel’s face. “He’s wanted to take a chunk out of you for a long time.”

#
[image: image]


Joel tensed, trying to squirm, trying to roll his way out from under the dead weight of the man pressing down on him. The knee was sharp and heavy, driving hard into him, keeping him from drawing deep breaths, and he could feel the burn of hard pavement scraping away the skin on his face and right temple. “Where should I start?” the guy asked angrily. “Ear? Nose?”

“You can start by getting your crazy ass up offa him, sonny,” a voice said and Joel could feel the man tense, then relax. Lifting his head slightly, he let his eyes drift around and saw Sheriff Masterson walking slowly across the parking lot, arms locked tight, and the police-issue Glock clamped in two hands, pointing straight at the guy with the knife.

“Step off him, tough guy,” Masterson repeated, gesturing with the pistol. “This doesn’t have to go a bad way.”

The knee pulled away, releasing the pressure on Joel’s ribs and the knife came away as well, no longer in his field of vision. Boots scuffled on the pavement, and Joel pulled himself up, looking over as the angry guy got to his feet, Conway coming up behind him and glaring at Joel through narrow, enraged eyes.

“C’mon, Joel,” Sheriff Masterson said. “Get on up and back to your car.”

Joel crawled to his feet, gingerly touching his face where the skin was raw and corraded, leaving reddening streaks. Blood had collected in the shallow scrapes and he could feel the light trickle roaming down the contours of his cheek and jawline.

“Big, bad old sheriff coming to your rescue?” Conway said. 

“Watch what you say,” Masterson replied. “Just because your brother is one of my deputies, don’t think I’ll hesitate one second to put you in lockup.”

Conway smirked, extending both arms.

“But, Mr. Sheriff, sir, I haven’t done anything wrong. I was just an innocent bystander when your buddy Robertson over there started punching my friend.”

“Just back off and let it go,” Masterson replied.

“Oh, we’re backing off,” Conway replied, the two of them taking steps backwards. “We wouldn’t dream of touching a hair on your little boy’s head.” Conway and his friend turned to walk away, but Conway cast one more look over his shoulder. “You know, it wasn’t that long ago, Robertson there would have been the one you were throwing in lockup. Times sure do change, don’t they?”

The two men left, all eyes from the customers lined up outside the market following their movements back around the corner and toward their cars.

“Thanks, Sheriff,” Joel said, touching his face again, wiping away another coating of blood.

“Don’t thank me, Joel, just try and stay out of trouble,” he replied. “They’re not wrong, you know; you have a history around here. You’ve turned a corner, and I’m proud of you for that, but a lot of your friends and neighbors have very long memories. It won’t take much to put you back in a bad light.”

“I get it,” Joel replied.

“Now get out of here and stay safe, okay? Try not to get mixed up in any more trouble.”

Joel nodded and cinched up the EDC bag over his shoulder, walking to the street and heading back toward his Jeep. As he made his way to the car, he wondered if there were any other places in town he might be able to find cigarettes.

–––––––– 



Chapter 12

Aurora Institute

Seattle, Washington

There was a stunned silence around the Aurora control center, even several hours after watching the plane go down over downtown Seattle. Several researchers continued their work, bent over keyboards, huddled around monitors, and crowding consoles. Fingers hunted and pecked at keys, voices spoke in soft, murmured whispers, and figures walked back and forth throughout the room, checking each person’s monitors in turn. Laura stood by the window, looking out into the city, shattered buildings bathed in a faint orange light from the fires within. Sirens cascaded between structures, audible even from inside Aurora, the distinct red and blue warbling lights reflecting off the glass and stone buildings that remained intact.

Laura looked to the left and saw a military transport pulling through a crowded street, snaking around a few stalled vehicles, sending pedestrians skittering away as it stopped a block away from where a building was smashed and on fire. Men and women in camouflage dispersed from the transport and sprinted across the sidewalk and pavement, charging toward the building. An ambulance pulled up next to it as a firetruck angled in from a side street, everyone working in concert to try and knock down the flames and rescue whoever remained. She stood there, watching the city before her burn, somewhere between the reality she used to belong in and the one that was heading toward them like a full-speed freight train.

A starfish of bright, white lightning split the sky, slicing through the clouds, so bright she had to shield her eyes for a moment. In conjunction with the lightning bolt, all of the lights in the command center dimmed simultaneously, monitors fading for a brief moment before coming back on, the straight-lined rows of ceiling lights fading to gray, flickering slightly, then illuminating again.

“Those are going to go out eventually,” Dr. Foster said, coming up on her right. “Kind of surprised they haven’t.”

“We’ve got redundant power circuits coming from two separate grids,” Laura said. “Otherwise we’d be down and out, I’m sure. Probably don’t have much power left.”

“Can our generator handle it?” Dr. Foster asked.

“Generator can handle it for sure. How long depends entirely on how much fuel we can truck in here regularly.” She looked back out at the city streets. “Based on what traffic looks like out there, I’m not sure we can expect reliable fuel delivery. We have pretty large underground tanks, probably enough to last us a week, maybe a little longer if we get creative with the systems we’re supporting inside.”

Dr. Foster turned around, looking at all of the computer screens.

“So what happens then?”

Laura shrugged.

“To be honest? Not a whole lot. Once the power’s out and our gas starts running dry, I’d say our priorities shift from research to survival.”

Dr. Foster nodded.

“Almost sounds like you’ve already started moving that way.”

“Not necessarily,” Laura replied. “Just thinking.”

They stood in silence for a short while, watching as yellow-hued smoke curled up into the sky, crawling from between buildings, reaching up to link fingers with the cloud cover.

“You have family, right?” Dr. Foster asked, seemingly out of the blue.

Laura nodded.

“I do,” she said.  “Ex-husband and daughter.  My sister in Wyoming.”

“Been able to reach them yet?”

She shook her head.

“I called a few times. Circuits were busy twice, and the third time it just rang and rang. That was all on one of our landlines, too. Forget trying to use cell phones.”

“I’ve heard the cell networks are out everywhere. Something going on with the satellites.”

“Same thing that happened with the planes, you think?” she asked, turning to look at him. They’d purposefully kept the news out of the command and control center to avoid distractions, but both Dr. Foster and Laura had been checking from time to time, and the news wasn’t good.

“How many planes are they saying now?” Foster asked.

“Last I heard was twelve,” Laura replied, “at least in the United States. But I’m not sure I believe it.”

“What do you mean?” Foster asked.

“Twelve planes down in the US?” Laura asked. “How many planes do you think were in the air today? Flight data says there can be anywhere from eight thousand to twenty thousand flights in the air at once. Granted, that’s worldwide, but I have to think there were probably four or five thousand planes in the air when all this went down. You’re telling me, out of four thousand flights, twelve planes went down? Twelve?”

“They were scattered throughout the nation, too,” Dr. Foster replied. “It’s not like they were even concentrated in a single location.”

Laura nodded. 

“Something smells fishy.”

Outside a low rumble caught their ears, the shifting sound of collapsing rock and stone, and the ragged remains of an already broken building vanished behind another, blasting up a cloud of gray dust. Cries echoed in the night, while someone in a camouflage uniform shouted frantically, pointing toward the area where the smoke billowed. It was pure chaos in the streets, and Laura felt her tenuous grip on reality starting to slip.

“I’ll be right back,” she said, and turned, walking out the door, letting it hiss closed behind her.
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“I’m going to need some answers, and I’m going to need them right now,” Laura said, her voice low but angry, speaking into the landline receiver in the same security office she’d used before. When she’d walked down the hall that time, she’d been surprised to find the office vacant. Whoever was on duty was either elsewhere in the building or simply gone, she wasn’t sure which.

The important thing was that her ID badge had allowed her to open the door, and she’d had unfettered access to the secure landline.

“I don’t have time to go through this right now, Ms. Park,” Director Pike snapped back. “I’ve got a meeting with the president in twenty minutes, and—”

“Good, you can tell him he’s a moron for not grounding the flights before thousands of people got killed!”

“Ms. Park, I assure you that we had no desire to put American lives in jeopardy. There is much you don’t know. A lot of moving parts.”

“I weep for you,” Laura replied bitterly. “You know who doesn’t have moving parts? The thousands of people who died in plane crashes today. Think about them when you’re sitting in that comfy chair across from the president.” 

“There is no need for that,” Pike replied. “Last I checked, we were on the same side.”

“That was before Project: Heatshield apparently malfunctioned and—”

“There is zero evidence of that, Laura,” Pike replied. She could hear something moving on the other end of the line and thought it sounded like he might have pushed his chair back and stood up. 

“Zero evidence?” Laura asked incredulously. “I stood in those simulations right alongside you. I saw what happened when we ran those tests. Localized electromagnetic pulses. Static discharge and abrasive feedback. Pretty much exactly what I see when I look out at the clouds over Seattle, Washington right now.”

“You’re jumping to conclusions, Laura. Dangerous conclusions.”

“Then tell me why you’re meeting with the president in twenty minutes. I assume that’s just because he values your insight and not because this is somehow related to the only official project you’ve been involved in over the past ten years?”

There was a long pause on the other end of the line and she could almost hear the gears turning inside the man’s head. 

“Ms. Park,” he finally replied, his voice thin, low, and hard, “I’d watch my tone if I were you. You’re treading dreadfully close to insubordination.”

“Insubordination?” Laura asked, honestly baffled. “I don’t report to you, Cameron. You’re not my boss. Or my commanding officer, or whatever.”

Pike sighed deeply on the other end.

“Never forget where I found you,” Pike replied. “A broke storm chaser in Nebraska, desperate to become Internet famous. Living off of scraps, doing what you were doing out of a supposed love of it. Barely scraping two nickels together.”

Laura opened her mouth to reply, but bit back the words before she spoke them. It was difficult to argue with Pike on that point. It was the truth.

“When we met, I gave you the opportunity of a lifetime. The chance to contribute to a humanity-saving project on a global scale. I didn’t have to do that, Laura, but I did.”

“You told me I was one of the most naturally gifted climatologists you’d ever met,” Laura replied.

“Very true. And you were a key component of Project: Heatshield. I’m not denying that. But the fact remains that I offered you that opportunity based on not just your intelligence and your acumen, but based on your loyalty.”

“I am being loyal,” Laura replied. “Loyal to the human race.”

“You wouldn’t have the job you have now if I hadn’t made a personal recommendation to the executives at Aurora. After Heatshield got pushed through approvals domestically and approved at UN Climate Summit, we could have cut you loose. Your work was done.”

“That was never a possibility,” Laura replied. “You told me as much. Those top-secret protocols you went through with me? All of that sensitive-eyes-only intelligence? If you’d cut me loose, you knew that would get out.”

“Laura, you’re walking on thin ice, and besides, none of those top-secret protocols made it to the UN approval—”

“Don’t lie to me,” Laura replied. “The lightning I saw in the sky today? It wasn’t normal lightning. But unlike most of the people in this world, I’ve seen that lightning before. That exact lightning. You can pretend it’s not, but deep down, I think you know it is.”

“Be very, very careful what you say,” Pike said, his voice even lower, which Laura didn’t think was possible. “This goes far above my paygrade, and if you make trouble, it won’t turn out well for you.”

“Are you kidding me with this?” Laura asked. “Planes are falling from the sky! Thousands of people are dying out there, cities are on fire, and you’re threatening me over maintaining security? I’m not sure anyone’s going to be left alive to point fingers after this is all over, Cameron.”

“You’re being melodramatic.”

Laura lowered her head, feeling the unrelenting threat of tears, but forcing them back.

“Obviously you’re not seeing what I’m seeing,” she replied. “I look out my window and I see broken buildings. Fires. I can see dead bodies in the streets of Seattle, Washington for crying out loud. We are swiftly moving beyond maintaining operational security.”

That seemed to catch Pike off guard, and he fumbled over a reply, then eventually, fell silent.

“You’re a good man, Cameron,” Laura replied. “I know that. I saw that side of you. You can bluster and call me ‘Ms. Park’ all you want, but we were more than just co-workers back then.”

“That was a long time ago,” Pike replied.

“Not that long,” Laura said.

“So, what are you trying to tell me?” Pike asked.

Laura took a deep breath.

“We need to go public with this. If this is indeed related to Project: Heatshield and those secret tests, we need to tell people. Get prepared. Try and develop some sort of counter-measures to—”

“You don’t know what you’re asking,” Pike replied. “Not even the president knows about this. If this were to go public, it wouldn’t solve anything. It would just create more problems.”

“Problems for who? The National Security Agency? We’ve got thousands dead and dying, Cam. I think we’ve gone past ‘creating more problems’.”

Once again, the silence on the other end was a palpable thing, something that Laura could almost reach through the phone and touch.

“I need to get ready for my meeting,” Pike finally said, his voice strangely distant.

“All right,” Laura replied. “Let me know how we’re going to proceed.”

“Will do,” Pike replied and he started to hang up.

“Cam,” Laura interjected, hoping to get him before the phone clicked. There was a soft scrape, the sound of receiver against cheek.

“What, Laura?” he replied.

“There’s still time to fix this,” she said. “I’d rather work with you than against you.”

A soft cough came back from the other end.

“Goodbye,” Pike replied, and the phone clicked in Laura’s ear. The sound held a strange finality to it, not just the hanging up of a phone, but the severing of a time in her life, a dead limb that had just been removed, never to be talked of again.

Laura blew out a long, hard breath of air, leaning back in the swivel chair, trying to think of her next move.
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Washington, DC

Cameron Pike set the receiver down with an abrupt clack, sitting at the wide  wood desk. The office that he sat in was only a loaner, a room he’d been allocated within the district rather than his normal base of operations in Fort Meade, but even as a loaner, it was a good deal nicer than his full-time office thirty miles northeast up Interstate 95. Once again, Corvan was standing in the office, semi-concealed within the darker corners, only that time he sat in a hand-carved wooden chair with the seal of the Department of Homeland Security etched in silver on the ornately designed backrest.

“That sounded like an unpleasant conversation,” he said in a low voice, sitting back in the chair, one leg crossed over the other. Corvan had deeply tanned skin and was wearing a pair of narrow reading glasses over his alert blue eyes, which glinted from the shadows, looking at the man sitting at the desk.

Pike met his glare with one of his own.

“When it comes to Laura Park, there’s no such thing as a pleasant conversation,” he said. At least not anymore. They had pleasant conversations at one point. Many of them in fact, often while sharing a pillow in his posh Bethesda apartment. But that felt like a lifetime ago, and since her departure from Project: Heatshield and her placement with Aurora, their relationship had become considerably cooler and more strained.

It wasn’t necessarily a surprise. Things hadn’t ended well. He’d had feelings for her, he couldn’t deny that, but during their work together and their subsequent relationship, lines had been crossed. Lines he wished now that he hadn’t crossed, lines that he now wished he’d never even seen. He’d made mistakes. He had regrets.

His relationship with Laura itself was not one of those regrets, but all of the baggage that had come along with it had him wondering if it had been worth it at all.

Even before they’d had their first official date, he’d known it wouldn’t last; his first mistake was letting it get too far in the first place. He’d thought that part of his life was over, but here he was, five years later, still paying for what had happened back then. Still reliving those agonizing last few days of their relationship, when he’d forced her from her position with Project: Heatshield and had “done her a favor” by getting her assigned to Aurora, all the way across the country. It was a prestigious position for a glorified storm chaser, and one that would set her up for life financially, but still, she hadn’t taken the news well.

Since that had happened, they’d talked a few times. He’d even stopped and visited her once on a trip to Redmond, but as time went on, they went longer and longer between conversations, and as it currently stood, it had been nearly eight months since they’d talked last. He was surprised she still remembered his phone number.

“So, what do we do about this?” Corvan asked. He was still sitting in the chair, dressed all in black, his hands cupped over one bent knee. He looked relaxed, sitting back in the antique-looking chair, but Pike knew he was like a coiled spring, all wound tight, just waiting to explode into motion. That was the good thing, and the bad thing, about Corvan. As long as he was pointed at the right target, he could be an exceptionally effective tool. But when he got the wrong target in his sights, there were consequences often dramatic and tragic.

“I’m not sure yet,” Pike replied.

“Sounds to me like you better get real sure real quick,” Corvan replied. “Sounds to me like Ms. Park may know a little too much.”

“Let me deal with Ms. Park for now,” Pike replied.

“You sure about that?”

Pike looked at him. In truth, when he’d called her Ms. Park on the phone and tried to sound cool and distant, he’d done so to try and protect her. If Corvan had the slightest inkling of their past together, he wouldn’t even be asking him what he wanted. He would have stepped silently out of the office, found a way to get to Seattle, and would be take care of the problem quickly and quietly while Pike sat at the desk that didn’t belong to him in a town he didn’t live or work in.

One day, Laura Pike would be stirring up trouble at Aurora in Seattle, Washington. The next day, she’d simply be gone.

“I’m sure,” Pike replied. “Stand down for now. If that needs to change, I’ll let you know. Before I can even start thinking about that, I need to get ready for this meeting with the president.”

As if on cue, his desk phone buzzed and he closed his eyes, lowering his chin, bracing himself for whoever was on the other side. Extending his finger, he punched the intercom button.

“Cameron Pike,” he said.

“This is the lobby,” a voice came back. “Your ride is here.”

–––––––– 



Chapter 13

Aurora Institute

Seattle, Washington

Laura looked down at the encrypted landline phone sitting on the security desk where she’d just hung it up after her tense conversation with Cameron Pike. Her cheeks felt flushed even from the brief conversation with him, a churning mixture of emotion twisting around inside of her. It had been a long time, why were things still so raw? She stared at her hand, which was still tensed around the handle of the phone receiver, white showing at her knuckles.

Closing her eyes, she drew in a deep breath and picked the receiver up again, her finger punching a different number which she also knew by heart. She trapped the receiver between her ear and her shoulder, leaning her head to the right.

The phone buzzed its quiet ring on the other end. Two rings, then three, then four. After an abbreviated fifth ring, there was a strange clicking sound, but the answering machine never picked up. Softly, she set the receiver down, looking at it as it sat in its cradle, the small blossom of worry inside of her flowering into a large, sharp-petaled bloom. 

“Everything all right, ma’am?” a voice asked from behind her, and she turned, looking up at a security guard framed in the doorway. His left arm was raised and he leaned on it, looking in at her.

“I’m fine,” she replied, forcing a smile on her face, and she pushed back, stepping up from her chair.

“You sure?” the man asked, his eyes burning into hers. He didn’t move at all; he remained in the doorway, his wide frame filling the space between the two edges.

“Yeah,” she replied, “I’m sure.”

“You seem awfully comfortable in here,” he continued. “Just coming and going as you please. Last time I looked, this was a secure room.”

“Door was unlocked,” Laura replied, her eyes moving to the badge on his chest. “Frank.”

The man looked down at his badge and smiled back at her.

“That’s me.”

“You want to move out of the way so I can get out of your ‘secure area’?” Laura clenched a fist, holding it close to her side, swiftly growing impatient with that particular guard. She’d been working for Aurora for a while now and worked all different shifts and couldn’t remember ever seeing the man before. But there tended to be a lot of turnover in security.

“I don’t know,” he replied, shifting his balance, but staying in her way. He wasn’t just broad-shouldered but broad-stomached as well, his uniform pulled tight over his solid, thick bulk. He wasn’t fat, he was just large all around, including a thick, dark mustache covering the top of his sneering lip. “Seems to me you’re trespassing. I’m thinking I might need to keep you restrained.” He took a step into the already-cramped quarters, forcing her to retreat, the back of her thigh hitting the desk where she’d just been sitting. Aurora staffed security in house, each guard authorized and qualified to detain staff on an as-needed basis. None of them had any power to arrest anyone, but as long as the unlawful or questionable behavior was occurring on Aurora property, they could take measures to subdue and restrain troublesome individuals. They each carried restraints and a Taser, and she saw them both on his belt as he took another step closer. He towered over her by a head and a half, and she could feel the heat and smell the sweat coming off of him.

“Yeah, I’m done with this,” she said, driving her foot down hard, slamming her heel into the top of his black sneaker, digging in hard.

He sucked in a breath and took an unsteady step backwards, giving her just a little more space, and she moved forward, lowering her shoulder and checking him hard in the chest. He stumbled further, going back through the door, and she shifted around to the right, hooking her leg behind his right hip. Grappling with the cloth of his tight shirt, she levered his momentum over her extended leg and threw him hard to the ground, his shoulder and skull pounding into the polished tile.

“You’re crazy,” he breathed as he rolled over on the floor, rubbing his head where it had struck.

“And you’re a sick weirdo,” she hissed back. “You think just because things are going sideways outside that you have free rein to do whatever you want? What, you figure the cops have their hands full, they won’t have time for a little harassment complaint?”

“I just thought you might want to have a little fun, you know, since the world’s ending and everything.”

“Don’t ever come near me again,” Laura spat, “and if you even think about cornering me somewhere again, I’ll tell all your ’roided up security bros that you got your ass kicked by a one hundred thirty-five pound girl.”

She stormed away, her shoes clacking on the polished floor, as the security guy picked himself up, still trying to figure out exactly what just happened.
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Laura burst into the control center, the noise of her shoes shifting from tile smacks to metal clanks as she strode swiftly down the platform toward her console. Sweeping a swivel chair to the small table, she dropped down into it and studied the monitor, her fingers dancing across the keys on the keyboard. Her vision clouded as she looked at the screen, a haze of tears shrouding the characters on the screen in a vague fog of water.

She sniffled and pulled a hand across her eyes, wiping them away, then bit on her lip to keep from crying, continuing to pound away on the keyboard.

“Laura?” his voice asked as Dr. Foster came up behind her, leaning over slightly. “Everything okay?”

Laura sniffed and nodded curtly.

“Fine,” she replied. “Everything’s just fine.” 

“Seriously,” Dr. Foster said. “I know we’re all under a lot of pressure. If you need to step away for a moment—”

“Step away?” she asked, turning to look at him. “Have you looked outside the window? How can anyone step away from that? The world is falling apart. I woke up this morning and went for a jog and everything was normal. Now? Thousands dead, Seattle’s on fire, and we’re just one city out of hundreds!”

Dr. Foster put a hand on her shoulder.

“Come with me for a moment, will you?” he asked gently and Laura took a breath, then stood from her chair. They turned to walk toward the door, but heard some commotion outside. A chorus of muffled shouts came through the door followed by the sound of footfalls in the hallway. Dark green shapes moved on the other side of the tinted windows and as she and Dr. Foster moved up onto the metal catwalk toward the exit, the door opened and three men in military gear, wearing camouflage and carrying tactical rifles, stepped inside.

All around them, voices shouted and chairs squeaked as they were pushed away, people standing and gasping in shock and surprise.

“What is this all about?” Dr. Foster asked, and Laura couldn’t help but notice that he’d taken a step in front of her, putting himself between her and the men with the guns.

“Are you Dr. Pierce Foster?” the man at the head of the group asked in a clipped, professional tone.

“I am,” he replied, crossing his arms in a subtle act of defiance.

“Thank you,” the man in camouflage replied. “I’m Sergeant Willis with the National Guard, and I’ve been tasked with the duty of securing this building, placing it on lockdown, and ensuring the safety and security of all of its inhabitants.”

Foster tilted his head, studying him.

“I can tell you we’d probably feel a lot more secure without armed men in tactical gear sitting in our control center.”

“I understand and appreciate your perspective,” Sgt. Willis replied. “We are instituting a government-mandated curfew within the city limits and placing Seattle under martial law.  Our first priority is to ensure the safety of the people within this building, and the federal government greatly appreciates your cooperation as we all work toward the same common goal.”

Dr. Foster and Laura looked at each other curiously, then Foster looked back at the man in uniform.

“Under whose orders is martial law being instituted?” Foster asked.

“The President of the United States, acting as commander in chief of the United States military, referencing Article 1, Section 9 of the United States Constitution, is acting upon his authority to establish martial law. On behalf of the safety and security of the American people, we—”

“I understand the concept of martial law,” Dr. Foster replied. “Typically it’s instituted out of a desire to protect the American people from an outside threat. Are we being attacked?”

“I cannot speak to the specific details in this case. All that I’ll ask is that this building remain on lockdown, and all staff remain in place until directed otherwise.”

Voices raised all around them, starting with concern but quickly escalating into panic.

“Stay here?” a voice shouted. “But I’ve got a dog at home!”

“What about my kids?”

“I can’t stay here!”

“For the safety and security of all concerned,” Sgt. Willis repeated, “this facility is currently on lockdown. We understand that this causes some logistical issues, but as I’m sure you’re all aware, there are matters of national security at stake and—”

“Forget national security!” a voice shouted. “I can’t leave my kids at my sitter’s all night!”

“Will you be sending someone to my house to clean up after my dog?”

“Are the planes grounded?”

“Everyone, please,” Sgt. Willis said, lifting his hand. “I apologize for any inconvenience, but until we can get the infrastructure stabilized, I must ask that we respect the wishes of the United States government.” With that said, Willis turned and gestured with his fingers, and the trio left the control center, walking back out into the hallway, letting the door close behind them. A stunned silence enshrouded the room, a sudden and abrupt lack of noise rippling throughout the typically hectic control center.

“Well, that was unexpected,” Dr. Foster said, looking at Laura, whose face looked just as stunned as he felt. He gestured for her to follow him and they both vacated the busy room, venturing out into the hallway outside. The soldiers had already departed the building and the hallway was empty and silent.

“I know what you’re going through,” Foster said, looking at Laura. “You feel like it’s all on your shoulders. Like you’re the only one who can solve this problem.”

“You don’t understand,” Laura replied.

“I understand more than you think,” Foster replied. “It’s not always easy being the smartest person in the room, and—”

Laura burst out laughing. “What? What are you even talking about? Compared to everyone in there, I’m a Luddite. I didn’t go to school for any of this. I don’t have my PhD or even my masters. I was a glorified storm chaser who cut my teeth in Oklahoma, Kansas, and Nebraska, driving after tornados and writing everything in an old, worn-out legal pad.”

“There are certain things that can’t be learned in a classroom,” Dr. Foster said. “You have instincts. Instincts some of those anti-social geniuses in there will never have.”

Laura shook her head.

“You’d be surprised at my lack of good judgement in my life.”

“I find that very hard to believe,” Dr. Foster replied, a crooked smile on his face. “You came very highly recommended from a well-placed government liaison. Those kinds of referrals aren’t easy to come by.”

Laura nodded, her eyes once again clouding with forming tears.

“Okay, spill it,” Foster said.

Laura shook her head.

“I wish I could. There’s so much I want to talk about. Getting married too young, having my daughter when I was still a child myself. Running off to be a storm chaser, thinking that I was going to be the next big sensation. The next Tim Samaras.”

"We all go through those things in our youth,” Dr. Foster said calmly, putting on the elder mentor tone of voice. “The important thing is that we learn from them.”

“Have I though? After the storm chasing business I got caught up with some government think tank. Helped them develop—worked with them on—I did some things that I can’t talk about.” 

Foster shrugged.

“We all knew that,” he said. “I mean, we didn’t know what you worked on, but it was clear you worked on something. You don’t typically get those kinds of recommendations without having ties to classified stuff.”

“The thing is,” Laura continued, “I don’t think I got my recommendation because of my intelligence. Or my knowledge.”

“What makes you say that?”

Laura drew in a deep breath and paced down the hall a few strides, stopped for a moment, then came back. There were small, square windows in the hallway and as she turned she could see the twisting contrails of smoke rising up.

“I formed a relationship with a man I was working with,” Laura said. “We worked on the project together.”

Dr. Foster opened his mouth, but didn’t speak, keeping it that way for a few moments before eventually closing it again.

“The classified project we were working on got separated. The main project moved on to the next phase of development, while the splinter projects got shelved, and I was moved off. It caused...conflict. My...the man I was involved with facilitated my recommendation to Aurora as a way to ensure my silence about the project.”

Dr. Foster lowered his eyes, cupping his chin in his fingers, as if deep in thought, working through what to say. After a few tense moments, he shrugged.

“What do you want me to say?” he asked. “That you got your job here through a dramatic conflict of interest? Because I could certainly say that.”

Laura closed her eyes. She felt like she could barely breathe. Why was she telling Foster? Why, after all of this time, when Seattle itself was burning down around them? Was it some last, desperate attempt at confessional before the whole thing crumbled down?

“I could say that,” Foster continued, “but I won’t.”

Laura raised her head.

“The truth is, Laura, you’ve been a breath of fresh air around here. You bring a sort of practical certainty to our theoretical science that you simply cannot achieve at a university. What you have, what you’ve brought with you, it’s simply invaluable.”

Laura cleared her throat gently, suddenly unwilling to speak.

“Don’t forget, you went through our standard interview process. Did the government recommendation give you a lot of weight? Yes, yes it did, but we still sat down and spoke with you, every member of our executive team, and we all liked what you brought to the table, regardless of Washington’s preference.”

“Okay,” Laura replied in a soft voice.

“Truth is,” Foster continued, “we don’t do charity around here. Nothing was given to you. You earned it and you continue to earn it every day, and you will continue to earn it every day hereafter, do you understand?”

Laura nodded, a bit more emphatically.

“Now, what brought this on? Why are you so worried about this now?”

Somewhere outside there was a splintering crack of electricity, a rattling, snapping sound, like the arc between jumper cables put through a two-hundred-decibel amplifier.

“Goodness,” Dr. Foster whispered, staring up at the ceiling as if he could see the sky through the white panels above them. Realization seemed to dawn on him then, his eyes widening as he lowered his gaze back to her.

“It’s the lightning, isn’t it?” he asked. “You know what this is. You know what’s happening.”

Laura shook her head, dreadfully afraid that her disagreement looked false.

“I don’t,” she rushed in reply. “I really don’t.”

“But you have suspicions.”

“Suspicions might be too strong a word,” Laura replied. “Instinct might be better.”

“That’s one of the best things about you,” Foster said. “You have great instincts.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of.”

Foster crossed his arms, stroking his chin gently.

“Anything you want to talk about?” he asked, already knowing what she would say.

“I—I don’t think I can,” she finally replied, easing her eyes closed. “Unfortunately, I don’t think I can.”

Foster nodded as Laura broke away, walking closer to one of the windows overlooking the city. She looked through it, watching the smoke twist and curl, the low throbbing embers of flames setting what remained of shattered buildings aglow. Military vehicles filled the streets now, and she could see soldiers talking with police officers while a crowd of aimless people sat on rubble, staring off into the vastness of the ruined city.

When it came to the future of humanity, was top secret information really top secret? What good would revealing it do? It wasn’t like they even had the capacity to stop it, if that was what she suspected.

It was hard for her to comprehend the potential reach of the conspiracy. Piggybacking off of the UN’s landmark geo-engineering endeavor? Was the National Security Agency really capable of that?

She thought back to her conversation with Pike, a man she had thought at one point was a good, decent, and honorable man. A very different man from the one she just spoke with. If he was capable of deception at that depth, what else was he capable of? What else were his bosses capable of?

“Take whatever time you need,” Dr. Foster said quietly from behind her. “But whenever you’re ready, we need your help.”

Laura nodded vacantly, hearing his footsteps along the tile floor before opening the control center door and going back inside. Above her once again, the lights dimmed, flickered, then struggled to illuminate as Seattle fell apart around her.
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Washington, DC

“I’m the President of the United States,” the man growled, pounding his palms on the desk and pushing himself up from his chair, narrowed eyes burning into Cameron Pike’s determined stare. “Do you really think you can sit here, look me in the eye, and tell me anything but the whole truth?”

Pike’s eyes shifted around the room. When he’d been called to meet with the president in person, he thought it would be another gathering of the entire cabinet, a group with everyone around the table as it had been before. The last thing he’d been expecting was a three-way conversation between himself, the President of the United States, and the Director of Homeland Security. 

The room was quieter and emptier than Pike had anticipated, though he suspected the president had ordered it cleared specifically for their meeting. They sat at a long table with several fold-out terminal monitors spread out in an even formation along the straight sides. Coiled wires snaked up from embedded conduits and some led to terminals, but sat exposed in other places, the computers they had been plugged into apparently removed.

Several monitors were mounted on the far wall behind the president, above a modern-looking desk with several other built-consoles along its hard surface. The large room was silent at the moment, a thick and foreboding quiet that seemed wholly out of place against the hustle and bustle of technical decor.

“Mr. President,” Pike started to reply.

“Don’t give me that ‘Mr. President’ garbage,” the president snapped back. “You were adamant that we pull the planes from the air, and two hours later they were falling from the sky. Explain yourself.”

“Sir, I can’t explain it. If I could, I would. I just felt that given the circumstances around Atlas-One it only made sense to ground all domestic air travel. It was an educated opinion.”

“Based on a single event in Chicago that we believed was an isolated incident,” the Director of Homeland Security asked.

“Yes, sir,” Pike replied. The president lowered his head, his hands still pressed to the table as he drew in several deep breaths, his shoulders heaving within his rumpled suit coat. Slowly he blew out a breath and shook his head back and forth, muttering something that Pike could not hear.

“Maybe you haven’t heard, Mr. Pike, but I’ve got something of a reputation,” the president said. “I’m something of a straight shooter. I don’t mince words.”

“I’ve heard that about you, sir,” Pike replied.

The president nodded.

“So, can you tell me, please, why do you persist on blowing smoke up my ass? I know all about you National Security Agency spooks, okay? I’ve had my share of run-ins with you during my political career, and you make a habit out of talking out of both sides of your mouth.”

“That’s our job, sir.”

“Your job, Mr. Pike, is to ensure the safety and security of the United States, and the last time I checked, we have thousands of corpses in airplane wreckage and cities that are burning to the ground!”

“Exactly what I was trying to prevent when I advised—”

The president slammed his open palm down on the table so loud it sounded like the crack of a rifle. Pike jerked, not expecting the sudden outburst.

“You have exactly one chance to tell me the truth, Mr. Pike. One chance and one chance only, and I will not ask again! Our nation sits on the edge of anarchy and devastation, and someone within this administration knows why.”

“If that is true, Mr. President,” Pike replied, “that someone is not me.”

The man across the table glared at him, long, hard, and intense, the cool steel of his eyes flaring slightly in the low light of the White House situation room. 

To his credit, the president maintained his hard stare for a good long while, far longer than would have been required to make even the staunchest individual buckle under the pressure.

Pike took it in relative stride. While the slap on the table had surprised him, he’d quickly gotten past it and returned to his hard armor of plausible deniability.

After several long, tense moments, the president finally blew out a breath and stood, nodding softly.

“All right,” he said. “All right.”

“Sir, you don’t really believe this—” the Director of Homeland Security started to say, but the president held up a hand.

“Shut it,” he whispered. The director did.

“Get out of my face,” the president snarled at Pike, dismissing him with a wave of his hand. “We’ve grounded all air travel as you suggested several hours ago, costing this nation billions, if not trillions of dollars. We have thousands dead and dying, we have martial law being instituted across the country. And here you are, looking me in the face and telling me you know nothing about this. What else am I supposed to do but believe you?”

“You can believe me because it’s the truth, Mr. President.”

“Leave,” the president said. “Just...leave.”

The tone of his voice sank like a lead balloon in Pike’s guts. He could handle the rage. The anger, frustration, and pure hatred. All of that rolled off his back, it was all part of the job.

But the dismissive tone? The gesture of his hand, as if his presence was completely unimportant? A waste of time?

That didn’t feel good. It didn’t feel right. But Pike wasn’t about to push his luck.

“Thank you, sir,” he said quietly, stood up, turned, and walked out the door.
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Director Pike sniffed the air as he exited the White House grounds, seeing the black Escalade parked near the front curb where guests were picked up and dropped off. He could smell lingering smoke, the sharp tang of something burning. Even here in Washington things smelled like they were on fire, although he couldn’t see anything obvious from where he stood.

Reports had been flooding in from all over the nation. Planes crashing, lightning strikes crippling power stations, stalled cars clogging motorways. The stock market had already taken a dramatic nosedive and even though all of the lights were on and things appeared to be relatively normal here in Washington, DC, the United States felt like an old china vase balancing on a broomstick. It wouldn’t take much to send things toppling and shattering, broken beyond repair.

Looking around him he could see over a dozen Secret Service agents, several more than typical for that time of day and for that type of meeting. The city streets outside of the White House were as busy as they always seemed to be, cars moving, horns honking, a glut of pedestrians taking up the sidewalk and spilling into the road as they attempted to cross, usually without the benefit of using a crosswalk or looking both ways.

If he hadn’t been following the news, he’d never know anything was wrong. None of the planes flying in or out of Dulles or Ronald Reagan airport had been hit by these lightning storms, and the flights had been grounded before tragedy struck the capital. There might have been a few sporadic flickers of power, but by and large the lights were on, the noise continued, and things seemed totally and completely normal.

How long would that last?

Pike stepped from the curb as a Secret Service agent swung open the rear passenger door of the oversized SUV and ushered him inside. Corvan was already seated in the back seat and Pike slipped in beside him, letting the agent close the door.

The Plexiglas divider between the backseat and the front was soundproof and bulletproof, so Pike felt as if he could speak relatively freely once the vehicle was in motion.

“That went about as well as could be expected.”

“Did he grill you about Heatshield?” Corvan asked.

“Not in so many words, but he made it clear he wasn’t buying my story.”

“Our story,” Corvan replied.

“Whatever,” Pike said. The SUV rolled down the street, moving slowly, caught in the typical logjam of afternoon DC traffic. 

“I knew it was a mistake for you to ask to ground the planes. It was too far a leap.”

“Excuse me for wanting to take that chance if it meant saving thousands of lives.”

Corvan laughed. “Don’t give me that,” he said. “You made it pretty clear how much you care about those lives. You said it yourself: it’s all about operational security.”

“If they’d grounded those planes, it would have seemed like an abundance of caution given what happened in Chicago. The FCC would have gotten involved, things would have been in limbo for twenty-four hours and given us a chance to run some diagnostics. Instead, the spotlights are on and our hands are tied.”

“Have you talked to SecDef lately?” Corvan asked.

The Secretary of Defense had been the executive sponsor of their little side project within Heatshield, but had, of course, been suddenly invisible ever since things started going sideways.

“No luck yet,” Pike replied. “But we can’t wait for his order.”

They rode in silence for a few minutes, Corvan looking out through the opaque shield of tinted glass.

“Maybe it’s time to come clean?” he began, already knowing how Pike would react.

“Absolutely not.”

“The president deserves to know what’s going on,” Corvan said.

“It’s not about what he deserves,” Pike replied, keeping his voice low. “It’s about compartmentalization. Plausible deniability. If the president gets brought before a grand jury to testify about Heatshield, we cannot put him in the position where he knows more than he’s supposed to. It’s about protecting him, and thus protecting the American people. It’s what we’ve been doing for generations of spy craft, Corvan. You of all people should know that.”

“Are you done talking down to me, Pike?” Corvan asked, with a strong layer of anger in his voice. “I know full well what plausible deniability is. I’ve lived it my whole career. All I’m saying is the world is in a different place than it was during the Cold War, Cameron. We’re at a crossroads, and what happens over the next few days could determine what side we come out on.”

“This isn’t about sides,” Pike replied.

“I beg to differ,” Corvan said. “We’re going to have to make the call, and if we can’t get a hold of SecDef, it falls to you.”

Pike shook his head.

“I never signed up for this,” he said.

“None of us did,” Corvan replied as the Washington, DC traffic smeared to shades of silver outside his tinted window.

–––––––– 



Chapter 14

South Brisbane, Louisiana

The clouds thickened in the sky as Joel looked out the driver’s side window of his old Jeep Wrangler, the brushed-metal gray occasionally streaked by vibrant lightning. Wind cut over the hood of the vehicle as he drove, and he could feel it fighting him, being pushed off course as he drove. A storm was certainly coming, and by all indications, one that might be considerably larger than the false alarms they’d seen in the past. He felt a sudden need to get back to the cabin and start locking it down, and he was thankful for the basement, and for all of his grandfather’s preparation.

Well, his father had played some role in that as well, but he was far more hesitant to acknowledge his place in any of the good things about Joel’s property. In his mind, it was his grandfather’s baby and his grandfather’s success, no matter where his father played his part.

The Jeep rattled over the barely paved road as it trucked south, leaving the downtown area of South Brisbane and heading out toward his neck of the woods. On the left he could see the shabby, decades-old sign for Beuchene’s Fuel and Repair. There were no other cars visible on that stretch of road, a lonely, barely two-lane route with more trees than buildings, the mixture of old oaks, cypress, and the occasional pine blocking out that stretch of road from any semblance of civilization. 

Just the way Joel liked it.

Turning the wheel, he angled the Jeep across the opposite lane and pulled into the empty parking lot of Beuchene’s, bringing the SUV to a rest in one of the half-dozen vacant parking spaces.

Beuchene’s was an old family garage, way off the beaten path, but a trusted name in these parts. The elder Beuchene had grown up with most of the older generation in town and had built his business from the ground up, fixing cars in the driveway of his old run-down shanty before squirreling away enough money to fix up the abandoned building out in Nowheresville south of downtown. Regardless of how far out of the way it was, however, many of South Brisbane’s residents still brought their cars here. 

Barlow Beuchene was rich in Cajun blood, his roots running deep throughout the bayou, though to the residents of South Brisbane, he was just Bucky, and Bucky could fix anything. His eldest son, Armand Beuchene, didn’t have quite as good a reputation around town, but being the eldest boy, he’d inherited the business when Barlow had passed away almost ten years ago. Armand’s reputation around South Brisbane before taking over his father’s business had, in fact, mirrored Joel’s own in a number of ways.

It took a considerable amount of uphill climbing, but Armand had gotten the business almost back to the place where his father had left it, after losing many of the longtime customers.

Joel sat in the Jeep, looking at the gas station and garage, and old brick building which had been lovingly restored nearly thirty years ago and mostly ignored ever since. Dirt coated the rust-colored brick and there were some chunks missing here and there, mostly from a casual driver bumping the wall with the frequently moving vehicles. The windows were dirty and barely see-through, though Joel could tell no lights were on inside.

A white clapboard garage extended from the main building itself with three full bays, the white siding coated in dull brown dirt, with rust crawling up the corners of the metal garage doors. Joel knew that Armand had a small makeshift convenience store in the main building as well, though it carried very limited goods, since few residents would venture out so far unless they needed his other services.

But he had cigarettes. And that’s what Joel was after. It didn’t hurt that Beuchene’s was right on his way home.

Killing the engine, Joel stepped out, looking up and down the parking lot. While the lot itself was empty, there was a group of vehicles toward the far left parked in two even rows, all in various states of disrepair. Armand’s own Chevy truck was tucked along the far wall of the garage, too, almost out of view, but Joel could see its blocky nose extending from beyond the wall.

Wind whipped down over the Jeep and bit at Joel’s ears as it came through, rustling his shaggy brown hair. Putting his hand to his head to hold down the mop, he silently cursed and told himself he was overdue for a cut. Joel preferred to keep his head trimmed to almost a clean shave, but for whatever reason he just hadn’t gotten around to it recently, and his unruly mane was showing it.

The thick brown hair continued on into a full-chin beard as well, coating his solid jawline and chin. He grimaced as another thick bolt of wind chopped through. He hadn’t worn warm enough clothes for this, his thin deerskin jacket clearly not doing the job. The spring weather itself wasn’t bad, but the wind, the wind was harsh and frigid.

He knew from experience that wouldn’t last. Eventually the wind would blow warm air in from the ocean and once that happened, things would get very, very hairy.

Stepping toward the front wall of interlocking windows on the brick building, Joel cupped his hands and looked in through the opaque glass. The lights were out inside, which didn’t surprise him, the lights were out everywhere and he strongly doubted Armand had a generator.

Joel walked to the door and checked it, twisting the doorknob, but as he expected, the knob held firm. He rapped on the door a few times, then waited. He thought he heard the low clatter of someone inside, but no voices sounded and nobody appeared in the windows.

He closed his fist and pounded even harder, striking the door so hard his hand hurt.

“C’mon, Arnie! It’s me, Joel!” Arnie wasn’t exactly the short form of Armand, but he’d been going by that nickname since middle school, and Joel was pretty sure he had long since given up trying to correct people. Besides “Army” didn’t sound right.

“Joel?” he heard the muffled voice from inside, and finally saw a shadowed figure emerge from behind a shelf, craning his neck around to look through the windows. “What are you doing here?” the voice asked as the figure speaking drew closer.

There was a soft click and the door pushed open, Armand standing on the other side. He was average height, nearly as tall as Joel, but was rail thin, dangerously skinny in fact, a physique that met the stereotype of a lifetime drug user. His arms were narrow, the rolled-up shirt sleeves baggy on his slender biceps, and several handmade tattoos were etched up and down his arms. He smiled, exposing his off-white teeth, and his pock-marked face was covered in a light dusting of facial hair, as it always seemed to be. No even five o’clock shadow, only sprouts and bursts of fine tufts of beard scattered here and there and everywhere.

His eyes were narrow, but not alert, looking as if he were staring through a haze of permanent fog. A John Deere hat was on his head, swung around back and pulled tight, pushing his thick bush of salt and pepper hair out over his ears.

Over the plaid shirt he wore his trademark dark blue coveralls, stained with grease and dirt.

“Shouldn’t you be home?” Joel asked with a sideways smirk as he clasped hands with his friend, shaking a few times.

“Ain’t got nothing at home I don’t have here,” Armand replied with a shrug. “Besides, with the power out, I closed up the shop so I can actually get some stuff done.”

“Can you work on cars with no power?” Joel asked, stepping inside the building. Arnie moved past him, closing the door and snapping the deadbolt closed.

“Sure,” he replied. “Gotta get a little old-school with it, but sometimes I prefer that. I’ve got manual jacks, hand screw drivers and pliers and wrenches, so I don’t need those power tools for nothing.”

Joel laughed, shaking his head.

“What ’bout you?” Arnie asked. “The hell are you doing out and about? I thought you preferred to hang out off the grid in your pappy’s old cabin these days?”

Joel nodded.

“Usually. Today—” he hesitated for a moment, unsure of how much he wanted to share. Armand was an old friend, but Joel knew full well what his background was, and even though he liked him, he didn’t necessarily trust him.

“Wait,” Armand said, looking at him. “Today was the day, right? This is the anniversary?”

The words caught Joel by surprise. His voice halted in his throat, and he felt a swell of friendship for the man in front of him. The fact that he might have remembered that touched him for some reason.

“Yeah, it is,” Joel replied. “I went down to Schmidty’s, just spent some time thinking things over.”

Armand smiled that comical crooked smile he’d mastered over the years.

“Winnie would have liked that, boss.” He patted him on the shoulder, then turned and walked deeper into the store. “So what brings you by my place?” he asked.

“Well, actually,” Joel said, “I was hoping I could maybe grab a carton of Marlboros, if you’ve got some. Tried to get some down at the market in town, but the place was a mob scene.”

“No kidding?” Armand asked, hooking a right and walking toward the cigarette case. His little store wasn’t much, just a few aisles and cases, but he was always sure to be fully stocked with beer and cigarettes. Those were the things that seemed to sell the best to the people dropping off, picking up, or waiting for their vehicles.

“Yeah. Got in a stupid fist fight with Malcolm Conway, of all people.”

Armand laughed, a quick burst of pure humor.

“Oh man, I hope you whipped his ass.”

Joel touched the road burn on his face and winced slightly as he did.

“Yeah, not so much.”

Armand leaned in, looking closer.

“Oh man. What did he do, rub your face in thumbtacks or something? I ain’t seen that since extreme wrestling. That was pretty awesome!”

Joel laughed. He’d forgotten how inadvertently funny Armand was. Everything he said, whether he meant it or not, bordered on hilarious.

“Yeah, this wasn’t real awesome. It was the parking lot outside Holbrook’s Market. But, in all fairness, I kinda started it and he had one of his redneck friends with him.”

“When did you ever not start it, Robertson?” Arnie asked with a chuckle. “I swear half the bar fights I been in were because of you. And most of the time we were too young to be in there in the first place.”

Joel got a wistful look in his eyes as he shook his head, the memories coming back to him, though they weren’t nearly as fond as Armand made them out to be. Joel had grown a lot since then. He’d matured. Worked hard to crawl his way out of the hole his childhood activities put him in. Armand had managed to improve his reputation, to be sure, but more in spite of his constant flirtations with illegal activity and not because he ever once considered giving them up. Joel looked at him, mourning the childhood they’d all left behind, but even more so mourning the life that Armand could have lived. It was evident just by looking at him that he had never outgrown his childhood addictions and may have traded more innocent ones for something...harder.

Armand worked a key in the lock of the cigarette case and eased the door open, plucking out three cartons of Marlboros, then turned around and dropped them on a counter.

“You ready for this storm?” he asked. 

“I suppose I should get myself ready,” Joel replied.

“Your pappy’s place still has that storm basement, right?”

Joel nodded, knowing that it was far from a “storm basement” but feeling no need to share the finer details of his grandfather’s underground shelter beneath the cabin.

“Well, if you get bored in there,” Armand said, “me and a few buddies are gonna grab some weed and ride it out over at my place. Should be a party, brother. Just like old times, right?”

Joel smiled. Not quite like old times. As Armand had shifted into harder and more addictive substances, Joel had always steered clear, preferring the old favorites like alcohol and nicotine over the more illicit, harder stuff.

“I think I’ll be good, but if I change my mind, I sure know where you live.”

“That’s my boy,” Armand said, patting his arm. He took the three cartons and handed them over to Joel, with Joel fishing in his pocket for his wallet.

“How much?” he asked.

“Well,” Armand said, hesitantly, “I’m thinking these are gonna be a hot commodity in the coming days.”

Joel forced himself not to grimace. Armand was a friend—he was about as good a friend as Joel had—but he was also a lifetime opportunist and wouldn’t dream of letting something like friendship get in the way of making a quick buck.

“Hundred and fifty a carton sound fair?” he asked, holding the three cartons in his hand.

Joel opened his mouth to respond, but eased it closed again, not sure exactly how to respond. A hundred and fifty dollars a carton was highway robbery, considering they were close to sixty-five down at Holbrook’s. Even that had felt like way too much.

He considered telling him to never mind, but a thought suddenly occurred to him. The news had been reporting all day about planes falling from the sky, power outages across the world, the stock market crashing in reaction to thousands of deaths and the subsequent grounding of all air travel. How much would money really be worth in the coming weeks?

That had been one of the long, hard lessons that his grandfather had driven into his head over the last few years of his life. Learning skills and being taught was far more valuable than being paid for your work. He’d chosen to live as far off the grid as he possibly could, because he held a strong belief that at some point in the near future, the American dollar would be worthless, and people would have to learn to trade goods or services.

Joel had always thought the notion ridiculous, and had actually defied some of his grandfather’s last wishes by not pulling the cabin entirely off the grid and still drawing some power, sewer, and water from the town. He’d never fully bought into his grandfather’s paranoia about what was to come, and he was starting to see just how right his grandfather had been all these years.

How right his father had been. Only his father had chosen a far worse way to demonstrate his belief.

“I’ll take all three of them,” Joel finally said.

“All right, then,” Armand replied with a wide smile. His eyes darted to Joel’s left pants pocket where he pulled a wallet from. “You got four hundred and fifty bucks in your wallet?” he asked, somewhat surprised.

“Well,” Joel replied, “I was kind of hoping I could give you a bit of a deposit and pay it later. I could swing back by tomorrow.” Joel had no idea how it would go over. Armand would have done the same thing to him in a split-second, but things didn’t always go both ways.

For a brief moment, Armand looked like he wouldn’t budge, but his stern face finally relaxed and he nodded, shoving the cartons over. Joel slipped out a hundred dollars in cash and handed it over, which Armand counted.

“A hundred? That all you got?” he asked.

Joel shrugged.

“I’d been planning to buy a carton down at Holbrook’s,” he said, “a hundred would have given me a little left over for some food and stuff.”

“Yeah, yeah, it’s all good,” Armand replied. “We’re friends, right? I trust you.”

“You know where I live if I don’t deliver,” Joel replied. Armand nodded and Joel scooped up the three cartons of cigarettes. “Oh, and by the way,” he continued, “thanks for sending business my way. I’ve had a few repair jobs over the past couple of weeks, and they keep telling me you’re passing them my way. I appreciate it.”

“We’re brothers, right?” Armand asked, holding out a closed fist. He had thinly etched tattoos on most of the knuckles.

Joel nodded and bumped his fist with his own.

“Brothers,” he said.

Unlatching the door, he pushed through, tossing a wave over his shoulder which Armand returned. The bell jingled over the door as he exited, then was quickly quieted by the slamming of it behind him. A few stray raindrops pelted down angrily from the dreary sky above, the wind blowing a bit heavier than it had. He had one more stop, then he could go home and start getting ready for the storm that was no doubt on its way.

#
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The sparse drops of rain had turned into a steady shower as Joel took the gradual left turn onto the secondary dirt road that branched off from the main road he’d been traveling since leaving downtown.

Trees grew even more thickly alongside the narrow one-way drive, the dirt worn and beaten down by the trucks moving back and forth. It was a logging road as well as a road with a few homes on it, and the heavy trucks dug deep trenches in the soft ground. In spite of many complaints to the town about the condition of the road and requests for either fixing it or paving it, nothing ever changed. It was considered a private road and the responsibility rested in the hands of the residents, not the town itself.

There weren’t many residents along that long, quiet stretch, and even fewer now than there had been five years ago, and most of them lived in little more than beaten-down shacks. The chances of them pooling their money to get the road improved were slim to none. Most of them drove four-wheel drive trucks and simply pounded through the uneven surface with little regard for what the road was doing to their vehicles.

Joel’s fingers gripped the wheel as the Jeep jostled over the heaves and mounds in the softened ground, the wheel shaking heartily within his tight grip. The Jeep had four-wheel drive; he wasn’t worried about making the trek, and even if he had been worried, he would have done it anyway. He had to, especially today of all days.

A few minutes into the drive down the dirt road, he started to feel it. He felt it every time he came through here, but at least he had prepared himself for it. He’d drawn a deep breath, he’d worked to calm his nerves and slow his already racing heart.

But it happened anyway. The swift sudden kick of memory, a memory he worked so hard to suppress, and normally could, though not on this day, and not in that place. He smelled the smoke, almost as if it were still in the air. Saw the strobing red lights reflecting off the leaves on the trees. Felt his heart trying to crawl its way up his throat the farther he drove on, sweat brimming along the surface of his skin. Gooseflesh prickled up and down his arms, and he felt a cold, brutal chill grasp him, bone deep, and squeeze. Suddenly he felt compelled to slam on the brakes. Stop the Jeep, navigate the narrow road in a three-point-turn, turn around and get out of there. Maybe if he drove away now he could just forget what had happened, drive the memory from his mind and somehow negate the events. Pretend that since he couldn’t remember it, it didn’t happen.

That was his goal every time he tipped back another beer, desperate to drink long and hard enough that when he woke up the next morning, somehow what had been done would have been undone.

Even if it meant he never saw them again, that was okay. He could deal with that loss as long as they would go on living. Was that such a bad trade-off?

His mind was racing, and he’d almost lost track of where he was. The mailbox was right in front of him now, the name still attached to a metal sign on top.

Robertson.

It would forever be “the Robertson home”. Immortalized by the events of his past. Etched into the fabric of South Brisbane, the results of the tragedy significant enough that everyone remembered it, even the drugged-up owner of a gas station five miles out of town.

Even Armand remembered. At the time, Joel had felt calmed by that, comforted by the fact that Armand was such a good friend that he remembered the tragic events.

But it wasn’t that. The entire town remembered because the event left a deep and violent scar. Not just a physical one, but a spiritual one as well, a jumping-off point from one point of time to the next.

Before. And After.

Barely seeing what he was doing, Joel was moving by instinct now, and turned the Jeep left, bringing it down the gravel driveway, heading toward the house.

No, not the house.

The property. It was only property now, because the house was gone. Five years ago to the day, the Robertson home had burned to the ground, a swift and aggressive fire that had caught and roared, burning so swiftly and so hot that the house had been consumed within moments.

Far too quick for anyone to make it out alive.

Winnie Robertson, his wife. Tia Robertson, his daughter. Even Tucker, his six-year-old German Shepard. His entire life, everything he’d owned, everything he’d known, everything he’d ever been.

There one minute, gone the next.

He brought the Jeep to a halt, pulling it into a familiar parking area to the left of the driveway. He still somehow remembered what the house had looked like before, even though he’d spent the last half-decade of his life trying to dull the sharp edges of that memory.

A ranch, beige in color with dark green shutters. A newly constructed two-car garage that didn’t match the house, a fact that drove his wife endlessly crazy. He’d promised time and time again to repaint it, or to repair the siding, to do something that made things more uniform, but somehow he just never got the chance.

The driveway led to what was once the garage, but was now just a vacant square where nothing stood. The concrete foundation was still there, or so he’d heard, and some of it was still blackened from the sheer heat of the swift-burning flame. But he didn’t know that for sure. He wouldn’t know, because while he felt obligated to visit the site of his old home on that day every year, he would never go close enough to see what remained.

He couldn’t. He wasn’t strong enough.

Still, he let the Jeep idle and killed the engine while he was parked in the pull-off spot just left of the driveway, opening the door and letting the hard rain beat down on his head and splatter across the roof of his vehicle. He stood there, watching, almost picturing the scene in his head. Without the house there, he could look through and see the old swing set back near the tree line, that old kit he bought. His grandfather had helped them put it together. Tia had been so excited she ran and jumped on the swing before they’d even anchored the stupid thing.

Winnie had screamed her brains out.

He smiled, the rainwater slapping his face, his cheeks coated with a soft shine of liquid, a mixture of rain and his own tears. The scraping wound on his cheek stung slightly with the water, an acute pain he tried to focus on to keep his mind in that reality.

His heart felt simultaneously full and empty, a swell with the memories of days with him, his wife, and his daughter, but blackened, hard, and vacant with each passing year without them.

Then, as always, there was the boiling churn of guilt deep in his gut, a twisting and turning, a hard rock of callused guilt, a festering internal wound that didn’t seem to heal with age, it just continued to rankle. With trembling fingers, Joel reached into the chest pocket of his shirt, pushing aside the deerskin jacket. Fumbling with the pack, he opened up the cigarettes and knocked one free, one of the last ones in the pack. His eyes stinging, he gently placed it into his lips and used a Zippo from his pocket, snapping it open and lighting the slender Marlboro.

He closed his eyes and slowly drew in a lungful of nicotine, feeling his nerves settle, his heart slowing to a more normal rhythm. Joel hated himself in that moment. He hated himself every time he put one of these sticks in his mouth, but it wasn’t that he wanted it right now. He needed it. Blowing out a pale cloud of smoke, he drew in another breath, the end glowing red.

For a few moments he stood in that place, looking at the empty space where his house used to be, looking at the swing set, its single swing moving gently back and forth in the hard rain. The chains squeaked softly, as if Tia’s spirit was sitting on the swing, rocking back and forth, just out of sight and just out of reach.

Forever out of reach.

“Love you all,” he whispered softly. “I’m sorry.”

Joel turned away from where his house used to stand, taking another drag on the cigarette, and walked through the overgrown grass back to his Jeep.

–––––––– 



Chapter 15

South Brisbane, Louisiana

The drive from his old homestead back to his grandfather’s cabin went by in a hazy fog, and not because of the smoke inside the Jeep. Every time he stopped by his old home, for the next several hours he was in a trance-like state, his body moving because it didn’t know what else to do, animated purely by habit and not by purpose. As he came around the gentle turn toward his cabin, his eyes narrowed, the sight snapping him out of that pseudo-trance.

A red car sat in his yard, in a small gravel spot next to his driveway. It was a relatively modern sedan, painted fire-engine red, with a badge decal on the passenger side door. There was a light bar on the roof, and Joel knew who it was even before he came upon it, slowing the Jeep and tucking around the rear of the car, pulling into the driveway.

A man stood in his yard next to the car, nodding as Joel stopped the Jeep, his hands tucked deep in his hip pockets. It was an older man, his gray hair tucked beneath a baseball cap, though his unruly mane of almost white facial hair cascaded down over his jaw and chin. He looked almost like Santa Claus, from the beard and the belly, to the red jacket he wore, like a kindly old elf.

To his credit, he was a gentle, older man, recognized immediately by Joel as Fred LeChamp, the South Brisbane Fire Chief. Using his fingers to put out the cigarette, Joel tucked it into the Jeep’s ashtray, opened the driver’s side door and stepped out, walking around the front of the Jeep.

“Fred,” he said, nodding toward him. For someone who relished his privacy, he was talking to a lot of people he knew today, and he wasn’t sure he liked it.

“Afternoon, Joel,” Fred replied, shielding his face from the falling rain. He looked up into the sky which was still blanketed in murky clouds. Joel followed his gaze, watching a gridwork of lightning blistering the sky behind the clouds, outlining the contours in brief flashes of dull white. “Almost evening, I s’pose.”

“Indeed,” Joel said, then looked back at the older man again. “Something I can help you with?” he asked.

“Couple things, actually,” Fred replied. “First of all, figured I should stop by and see how you’re doing today, being the fifth anniversary and all.”

Joel cleared his throat and nodded.

“Much thanks,” he said.

“Holding up okay?” Fred asked, looking at him through narrowed eyes. 

“About as good as can be expected,” Joel replied, though he looked away when he said it.

“You know,” Fred said, “when it comes to what happened that night, if you ever need to talk to anyone—”

Joel didn’t look at him. He just kept staring off into the quickly gathering dusk.

“I know you’ll never forgive yourself, and I know the pain I feel about that night doesn’t compare to yours, but we have that shared experience, Joel.”

Joel smiled softly.

Fred always came across as a brash old coot, but in reality he was an intelligent, astute, and observant guy with a huge heart. If the stories were to be believed, once the fire had been knocked down, Fred himself had told his volunteers to stand back so he could go in and identify the bodies, taking on the hard work himself so that his firefighters wouldn’t be scarred by what they saw.

So now he likely lived with those nightmares.

The same nightmares Joel lived with.

“I should have been there,” Joel said. “I wasn’t.”

“You can’t be home all the time,” Fred said.

“Winnie wanted me there,” Joel said. “Tia was having a rough time at school. She’d been hoping for me to—”

He stopped talking abruptly.

“What’s that?” Fred asked, but Joel kept quiet. They stood in silence for a few moments, a tense quiet between them. Finally Joel turned and stepped around the Jeep, gesturing to the red car.

“Trouble with the town car?” he asked.

Fred sensed the purposeful change in topic and nodded.

“Yeah. Heck of a rattle during acceleration, or when it drops below twenty miles per hour. Handles a little rough, too. I checked with Arnie Beuchene and he told me you might have some time before he did.”

Joel chuckled.

“Good old Arnie,” he said. “Yeah, I can take a look as long as the hurricane doesn’t wreck the place.”

“Way I hear it, your grandfather built this place to last,” Fred said with his own crooked smile.

“If you believe the news, we’re going to find out.”

Fred nodded, looking up to the sky again.

“So what do you think about these news reports we keep hearing? Plane crashes, cell phone and power outages? I hear even Holbrook’s got trashed earlier today.”

“Tough to tell without the power,” Joel replied. “No TV, no Internet, might as well be living in the Stone Age.”

“Ironic, isn’t it?”

“How do you figure?” Joel asked.

“Your grandfather—hell, your father, too—spent most of their lives warning the town that something like this was going to happen. Now that they’ve both passed on, their warnings are coming true.”

“You really think there’s something to this?” Joel asked.

“Kind of looking that way,” Fred replied. “I know your grandfather belonged to some network of survivalists. Used to talk to them all the time by ham radio. He tried to get me in on it, but I could never be bothered. Starting to wonder if that was the wrong choice.”

“Tough to believe most of what you see on the news these days,” Joel said. “I’m more worried about the hurricane at the moment. We weather this storm, maybe I’ll worry about plane crashes and the cell phone network.”

A horn sounded by the road, the noise surprising them both against the quiet backdrop of rain.

“That’s my ride,” Fred said, jerking a thumb toward a pickup truck idling by the entrance to Joel’s driveway.

“I’ll take good care of her,” Joel promised and Fred nodded, moving to the truck and stepping inside. After a few moments, the truck was gone and Joel was alone, standing in the rain.

He turned, looking at the cabin and surrounding land, feeling the wind and the rain, and although he felt like he’d had a very long day already, he set out to get to work.

The cabin was on a few acres of land, though much of that land was covered by trees, butting up against the moderately sized lake to the south. The side yard to the left of the cabin contained a rack of large solar panels connected to the cabin’s electrical system, though they also back-fed the town power grid itself. Joel felt pretty certain he had power in the cabin; the solar panels didn’t just give him active power, but also fed a large wall of solar batteries in the underground shelter, intended to supply power to the cabin itself as well as the series of rooms in the basement.

Walking to the solar panels, he tested their resilience, slipping his EDC bag off his shoulder and removing a utilitool from a sleeve inside the main compartment. Snapping out an Allen wrench, he measured it against the nuts on the solar panel racks and ensured all bolts were tightened appropriately.

If the hurricane came through here full force, he wasn’t sure the solar panels would hold up, but he did what he could to make sure they were fastened to the racks. Coming around the back corner of the cabin, he located the backup generator, a large metal box tucked to the rear wall of the cabin. The gas-powered generator was a hulking beast, about the size of a riding lawn mower, with a large fuel tank designed to keep the cabin’s critical systems running for a week or two at a time on a single tank. Joel remembered his grandfather going through the whole routine with him, calculating the daily wattage needed by the most important appliances and devices like the refrigerator, freezer, a quarter of the lights, the boiler, the water pump, and a few other items. The generator was cabled into a junction box down in the basement that would allow Joel to choose exactly which devices in the cabin or shelter ran off of the generator.

He remembered his grandfather gloating about it. It had been one of his most prized purchases later in life, and in fact he’d spent months rebuilding and restoring a vintage sports car before selling it for almost ten thousand dollars. He’d used that money to buy the generator and put the finishing touches on his underground shelter, something he’d been working on for the majority of his adult life.

Joel moved to the generator’s fuel tank and twisted off the cap, looking inside. Seeing nothing in the darkness of the tank, he once again removed his EDC bag from his shoulder and quickly located a small handheld battery-powered mag light and shone it inside. The tank rippled with fuel, and he recalled topping it off along with some added stabilizer, which was his normal routine. At least once a year he drained the fuel for disposal, then replenished it to ensure the generator was ready if and when it was needed. He always dreaded that weekend, not just because it was a lot of effort, but it was messy and expensive work, although he generally reached out to a fuel wholesaler to do the actual purchasing, which saved him a little cash given the quantity he bought.

In the small backyard behind the cabin there was a utility shed, a structure made of solid pine which his grandfather and father had built by hand on a slab of poured concrete. Mentally crossing his fingers, Joel walked across the grass toward the shed, fished in his pocket for his keys, then unlocked it and slid open the barn-style door to look inside.

The typical items were within, a lawn mower, a weed whacker, shelves full of both regular hand-held and power tools, along with boxes and boxes of various batteries, carefully categorized by their type and voltage, then sorted by age. On the back wall there was a series of several shelves along the wooden surface, and on those wooden shelves were a dozen five-gallon gas cans, along with two twenty-five gallon gas carts, extended cans with handles and wheels so he could easily move them, even when they were full.

Joel’s lessons as a kid were frequent and hard, and his grandfather had hammered home the fact that even gas stored in airtight approved containers didn’t last forever. Ever since his grandfather passed, Joel had gone through the routine of swapping the fuel in the tanks yearly alongside the generator itself, carving out some time and money to dispose of any unused fuel at the local dump during their designated hazardous material disposal period before refueling them all. With every refuel, he added the appropriate amount of fuel stabilizer to each can, so he felt confident that the dozen cans he had in the shed were mostly full and likely in good condition. The last time he’d refreshed the backup fuel sources had been three months ago, and he felt secure in the fact that he had likely over two hundred gallons of useable gas in his shed, which would get him two full refills of the generator and give him probably at least two weeks of power. 

Looking to the right of the wall-mounted shelf, he saw a smaller, three-level bookshelf, and on that bookshelf were three separate portable solar generators. Smaller and with less capacity than the fuel-based one, they could still come in handy in a pinch, though they wouldn’t power nearly everything.

Feeling comfortable with the state of the generator and the fuel reserves, he grabbed all three of the portable solar generators, one in each hand and the third tucked under one arm, and wrestled them into the cabin, setting them down on the kitchen floor.

In the space between the kitchen and the living room there was an old couch sitting on top of an area rug, which covered the hardwood floor. Joel slipped off his EDC bag and set it down, then moved the couch and carefully curled up the area rug on the floor, which revealed a lined panel within the slats of the wooden floor.

Releasing a hidden clasp, a handle snapped open and he twisted it, then lifted, the panel door raising up on well-oiled hinges, as he set it down, letting it rest back on the floor. Grabbing two of the solar generators, he took the drop-down staircase into the basement, which was dimly lit and dry, the entire underneath of the cabin encased in thick poured concrete. It was mostly silent downstairs, though a small dry goods storage room and two freezer chests emitted a soft, consistent humming sound, the freezer running on solar power even with the power interruption.

When his grandfather had the cabin built so many years ago, the fear had been nuclear weapons, and he’d intended to have a fully stocked bomb shelter constructed underground, beneath the floor of his cabin. As the years had gone on, its purpose had evolved somewhat, though the shell of the bomb shelter remained intact. Joel had been down here countless times over the years, but he still couldn’t help feeling impressed and blessed by the preparation, work, and expense his grandfather had gone through in order to have that underground shelter constructed.

It wasn’t so much a shelter as it was a miniature compound, the basement area even larger than the cabin that stood atop it. Setting the smaller generators down on the concrete floor, Joel walked to the wall and removed a headlamp from a hook, strapping it over his head and turning on the lamp. If he fired up the generator upstairs and properly set the junction box, he’d be able to turn the lights on down here, but that didn’t feel necessary, at least not right now. A narrow door was set in the wall next to a row of shelves, which Joel pushed open, walking into the dry goods storage room, where the pair of sizable freezer chests waited. 

Joel had manual control with a junction box in the basement, allowing him to re-route circuits, kill breakers, or otherwise control where the power was allocated, but for now, Joel elected to leave things how they were, with all available solar power keeping the freezers running so the meat inside would not spoil. He had several pounds of deer, elk, rabbit, gopher, fish, and other meats packed in vacuum-sealed bags within the freezer, keeping them well stocked just in case something like his happened.

Double-checking the temperature of both freezers, he walked back into the main basement, closing the dry goods storage door behind him.

The series of shelves built into the wall had an assortment of portable battery-powered LED lights which could either be hung from the ceiling or placed strategically around the shelter to provide necessary light if the generator wasn’t available. Knowing the hurricane was bearing down on South Brisbane, Joel didn’t want to waste those batteries yet when he could use the head lamp.

Several other shelves were set around the perimeter of the main shelter area, fully stocked with even more batteries, extra fuel cans, medical equipment, tools, and scores of other miscellaneous supplies. On the opposite side of the room there were more shelves, these holding bottled water, canned goods, powdered milk, other preserved foods, and vacuum-sealed meats. Many of the canned goods had been bought at the store, but he’d also spent plenty of time canning his own fruits and vegetables grown from the garden in his yard. Much of the meat had been cut from fresh kills or caught fish, sealed with salt for as much preservation as possible.

A small alcove in the left rear corner of the shelter led to a small bathroom with a shower, toilet, tiny sink, and medicine cabinet. He had a backup well along with a gravity pump, which should help provide running water for a long time after he lost power, though he wasn’t sure for exactly how long, and didn’t want to get in a situation where he had to test that.

Near the far side of the shelter there was a door leading to a medium-sized room with three separate cots for sleeping, with a few more critical supplies scattered across various small shelves. Inside the bedroom was also a gun rack, currently stocked with a pair of rifles: a Winchester XPR with mounted Crossfire scope and several boxes of .300 caliber ammunition, as well as a Daniel Defense DDM4 AR-15 variation with Magpul accessories, including a long-range scope and tactical foregrip. Plenty of spare 5.56 caliber ammunition loaded the shelves beneath the gun rack as well.

To the right of the second door, in between the door and the food shelves, were the battery banks for the solar panels. Joel felt it wasn’t time to rely on those yet either, once again trying to brace himself for the oncoming hurricane, but he was happy knowing that he had it to fall back on. Between the solar panels and connected batteries, the fuel generator, and the portable solar generators, he suspected he could survive down in that shelter for several months if necessary, as long as the panels and generator upstairs remained intact.

Even if he ran out of power, the stockpile of batteries and preserved food would be enough for him to survive isolated from the outside world for maybe as long as a full year, if he rationed his stored food appropriately. He hoped it wouldn’t come to that. He was a loner, to be sure, and lived for his privacy, but even so, being cooped up in that shelter for more than a few months was not a prospect he found appealing.

Conduits ran along the ceiling of the shelter, internal cabling allowing for the connection of either local battery power or the external generator, giving him several options for main or backup power as needed.

Climbing back up the staircase, he kept his headlamp on as the sun was setting, and he was using it to see, grabbing the third portable generator and bringing that downstairs to join the first two. From there, he made a few passes throughout the house. Grabbing several key items, including two more rifles and a pistol from the gun rack upstairs, the trench knife souvenir, the family picture, and several other food and drink items, he spent the better part of two hours securing and fortifying the shelter in preparation for the coming storm.

Going back out to the utility shed, he brought several pieces of plywood inside and stacked them on the floor in the living room, getting things ready so he could spend some time the next day nailing the wood over the windows to further batten down the hatches.

When all of the work was said and done, the sun had fully set and besides the pale beam of light coming from his headlamp, the world was dark, the loud hammering of rain on his roof Joel’s only company.

He remembered something. Bolting to a storage closet near the rear of the cabin, he opened the door and reached toward the floor, extracting a portable ham radio. Although primarily powered by electricity, that particular model had space for a battery backup, though he wasn’t sure how good the range would be from within the concrete shelter. In spite of that, he carried it downstairs, just so he could keep it safe. He could always bring it back up to actually use it if necessary.

Leaving it in the shelter, he climbed back up, shut and latched the floor panel, then returned the rug and the couch. Walking to the refrigerator, he reached inside, noticing that it was still a little cool in spite of being out of power for most of the day. Pulling out a full six-pack of Corona, he walked back over to the couch, deposited the six-pack on a table next to it, and nearly fell into the threadbare cushions.

He was mentally and physically spent. Utterly and completely exhausted from the physical exertion, not to mention the mental toll the anniversary often took on him. Without work to do, his mind started racing, twisting and turning into deeper darkness, thinking of things he didn’t want to, and he hustled to pop the top off a bottle of beer and took a long, soothing gulp, praying for a quick trip into oblivion.




Chapter 16

Chicago, Illinois

A siren warbled in the night, the quick blurt of noise a mixture between an emergency alert and a car horn.

“Attention!” a tinny voice bellowed over a scratchy loudspeaker. “There is a federally mandated curfew within the city limits! Anyone on the streets, seek shelter immediately as we work to restore order!”

Big T glanced around the edge of a building, holding a hand up to Shawna.

“Stay there, kid,” he said in a low voice. A bright beam of light from a roof-mounted spotlight sliced through the darkness, bouncing off of the ruined remains of a building across the street from where they stood, snaking over uneven piles of rubble as the military vehicle moved down the road slowly.

As Tristan kept his eyes fixed on the shadow of the moving vehicle, he could see figures on foot, silhouetted in the backsplash of light. Even from just their shadows he could see they wore tactical helmets and carried military-style rifles, walking in coordinated groups in and around the moving vehicle.

“I repeat,” the voice continued, “we are under a federally mandated curfew! Please clear the streets and seek shelter.”

“What’s with the curfew?” Shawna asked, coming up closer to the edge of the building. “It’s not like there’s violence in the streets.”

“They’re probably trying to avoid it,” Tristan replied. “Same thing happened over in Kandahar when I was there. Even though it wasn’t wartime, they had a curfew because they figured anyone moving around after dark was up to no good. By establishing the curfew they can take people in just for being on the streets; they don’t even have to catch them doing something wrong.”

Shawna nodded.

“Stuff like this happens,” Tristan continued, “it does weird things to people. They lose sight of stuff. Figure the world’s ending and it’s every man for himself.” 

“It sort of is,” Shawna said. “There’s no way the government can contain this. They can’t be everywhere at once.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure,” Tristan replied. “That ship did some damage, but it’s not like it wrecked the whole city. We’re just in the middle of it.”

As if in response to his claim, a shrill scream echoed in the night somewhere out in the darkness, followed by the explosive shattering of glass breaking. Three pops resounded in some sort of retaliation, followed by another scream.

“I’ve gotta get back to my place,” Shawna said, “at least get a roof over my head.”

“That ain’t gonna be easy,” Tristan replied. “Not with all of these soldier boys out and about.” He waited, watching the inky silhouette of the vehicle continue down the road and slowly bend around the corner, the people on foot following. Sirens sounded and the reflecting red lights of emergency vehicles splashed against the wall of another building. The world around them was a deep, dull, pervasive heat, like a sauna. Fires raged in wrecked buildings on all sides. They moved along the road, weaving their way through piles of broken rock and concrete, feet crunching on strewn glass. Tristan tugged the straps of his backpack tight, ducking his head low and placing a calming hand on his Bible in his jacket pocket. He looked behind him and Shawna was following along, matching his pace step for step.

They rounded a corner and a police car braked to a halt in front of them, blocking the road, its blue lights flashing.

“Damn!” Shawna shouted and dove right, shrinking down behind a discarded pile of rocks, pressing her back hard against the building.

“What is your problem?” Tristan asked. “The cops are just here to help. Maybe we can even get a ride?”

“Did you forget where you found me, T?” she asked. “Technically, I’m an escaped convict. They figure that out, and I’ll be right back behind bars, and how long do you think due process will take with all of this going on?”

Tristan chewed his lip, staying in a low crouch.

“We can go around through this way, I think,” he said, gesturing to a dark alcove to their right. He stayed low, but moved right, snaking around the wall and stepping over a tumbled pile of rocks, making his way toward a gap between buildings cloaked in shadow. Looking over his shoulder, he saw that Shawna was close behind him, walking low and still matching his speed as he moved left into the alley.

Another shout split the air, much closer than it had been before, and a sudden slapping of feet on pavement echoed from the gloom ahead. Tristan shifted and twisted left, but not quick enough. A figure burst from the darkness and slammed into him, hard and fast, sending him sprawling clumsily backwards. His backpack flew from his shoulder, thudding onto the ground and tumbling end over end as Big T struck the wall with a muffled grunt.

Pain lashed up and down Tristan’s upon impact with hard brick, his feet tripping on the debris at his feet.

“Hey, man!” he shouted as the shadow loomed over him, all broad shoulders and clenched fists.

“Gimme what’s in your jacket!” the shadowed figure bellowed, then drove a hard fist into Tristan’s ribs. The slender, malnourished man shouted in pain and doubled over. “Better yet, just give me the whole thing!” Another fist crashed hard into Tristan’s jaw, knocking him back again, his head pounding brick and darkness swallowing him.
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Shawna hadn’t lived in Chicago very long, but she’d learned how to navigate the city fairly well and still, Tristan made her look like a tourist who had only been there for two hours. For the better part of the afternoon they’d moved from street to street, cutting through narrow alleys, crossing under cracked and broken underpasses, swiftly avoiding military patrols and police barricades. Big T was anything but, a mostly scrawny fifty-something-year-old guy who looked more like a meth addict than the United States Marine he claimed to be. But he moved with a swiftness, stealth, and skill that defied his age and his condition. There had been times she struggled to simply keep up with him. As they pulled back from the pile of rubble, looking to avoid yet another police roadblock, he took the lead, moving into the tenebrous alley, walking with bent legs, on the balls of his feet, moving softly even in large combat boots. In that moment, she could almost see the Marine in him. Envision him executing a tactical evasion maneuver, swinging around in a flanking motion against the enemy.

But neither of them saw the other man lurking in the darkness. The one huddled in the alley, waiting for someone to come by, someone he could knock down, and someone he could steal from. Someone he could do terrible things to.

Shawna was hanging back yet again as Big T plunged deeper into the alley, completely blindsided by the charging figure. As Tristan made his way into the gap between the buildings, the man barreled into him full tilt, knocking him sprawling, slamming him hard against the brick, his backpack tumbling to the pavement. Shawna put on the brakes, stopping and dropping into a low crouch as the attacker punched Tristan first in the ribs, then in the face. The older, kindly man slumped back against the wall, his legs giving out as he crumpled down to the dirty and rock-covered ground.

She hesitated for a moment. The man who had attacked Tristan hadn’t seen her. She’d dropped down next to the brick building to her right and shadows covered her, concealing her from view. It would have been easy for her to stay hidden, to push herself deeper into the darkness and just let things happen. She didn’t owe the old dude anything. Yeah, he’d gotten her out of prison, but where had that really gotten her so far? From the frying pan into the fire.

“Gimme what’s in your jacket!” the man in shadow shouted, advancing on Tristan, who was slumped back against the wall. The man lurched forward, clutching at his sleeves, starting to pull the jacket from his arm. “Better yet, just gimme the whole thing!”

Shawna moved back, retreating into the shadows as the man hovered over the prone form of Big T, looking much smaller curled up on the ground. Her foot struck something and she stumbled slightly, though kept her balance. Looking at the ground, she saw the familiar backpack that Tristan had been carrying over his shoulder, an old-school military-style rucksack that his fingers clutched as if it were something truly valuable. More than just all of his belongings, as if it somehow retained an old piece of himself. The man he used to be.

She bent over and hooked her fingers around the strap as the man lunged forward, bringing his knee up, then drove his foot hard into Tristan, who was already down on the ground. The small man let out a muffled grunt and groan.

“Oh, look at that!” the man in shadow bellowed. “You got some nice boots, home boy!” He lowered his foot and crouched down, reaching for Tristan’s boots.

Shawna charged forward, forgoing stealth completely, her feet scuffing on pavement and loose rocks. The huddled man whirled around, hearing her approach, taking an unsteady step away from her. She swung the backpack like a woman swinging a purse at a would-be thief, whipping it around in a tight, horizontal arc.

The pack struck the man high in the torso, colliding with his chest, neck, and chin, and struck with a dull, almost metallic thwack. 

“Hey—” he said, but was already stumbling backwards, his arms pinwheeling as he tried to keep his balance.

“Get away from him!” Shawna snarled, pulling the backpack back as the man regained his balance. He charged forward again, face twisting into a sneer no longer fully cloaked in shadow, his angry visage revealed by pale moonlight and the scant illumination of surrounding fires. She grabbed the backpack strap in both hands and swung again, driving it into the side of his head, throwing his attack off balance. The backpack hit hard enough that it jumped, the strap wrenching free of her hands, the backpack tumbling to the dirty pavement.

“Oh, you’re going to regret that,” the man hissed, coming back at her and swinging a hard punch toward her head. Shawna threw up an arm, barely deflecting the punch, the impact making her stumble. The attacker followed up again, striking her in the ribs, making her knees buckle and sending her crashing to the ground, barely catching her fall with two palms.

The contents of Tristan’s backpack were spred all over the pavement in front of her as the man loomed above, taking a threatening step forward.

“That’s the worst mistake you could have made, little girl,” the man growled. His foot swung and buried itself in her left ribcage, knocking her to the right, sending her sprawling. Pain lanced up and down her side, a swift burst of hard agony, and she tried to scramble to her feet, but the stab in her ribs brought her back down to one knee, falling sideways.

Her hand struck something smooth and metallic, something that had fallen out of the backpack, and as the man lunged toward her one more time, she wrapped her hand around the item and swung it around, falling onto her back as she twisted.

The feeling of the contoured handle of the semi-automatic pistol was immediately familiar as she balanced the grip of one hand with her second, aiming the recovered weapon up at the lunging man, who suddenly halted his approach when he saw her draw it free. In the low light of an evening lit only by the moon and fires, she saw the familiar shape of a Beretta M9, an old-school pistol, probably the same sort of weapon that Tristan carried in the Marines so many years ago.

It only made sense that he would carry one in his backpack, if he truly did live on the streets of a dangerous city like Chicago.

“Get back!” she shouted, the weapon trained on the man.

“Hey, hey, easy there, lady,” he said, holding his hands out, palms facing her. “No reason to get crazy.”

“You’re the one who ambushed us, you psycho!” she yelled back, her sweating hands slick on the grip of the pistol. She kept her trigger finger resting on the trigger guard, though it was feeling a little twitchy. “You ever fired one of those things?” the guy asked with a crooked smile.

“Stick around and you’ll find out,” she replied, her voice edged with venom.

The man tensed slightly, though he showed no signs of withdrawing, and in fact took a careful step forward.

Shawna moved her finger to the trigger and pulled, the gunshot roaring in the quiet confines of the alley, the muzzle flash bracketing the dimly lit passage in a sudden, vibrant burst of light. The man yelped as the bullet veered wide right, punching into the wall just next to his head, showering his face in dust and broken brick. Jerking left, he ran, feet pounding down the alley, running as fast as he could until he disappeared around a corner, his footfalls fading into the night.

“You there!” a voice shouted from outside on the street, and Shawna knew it was one of the policemen who had set up the barricade. She scrambled to her feet as she heard them moving around the opposite corner of the building. Scooping up the contents of Tristan’s backpack and dumping them quickly back into the canvas bag, she slung it over her shoulder and grabbed the collar of Tristan’s jacket, jerking it hard.

“Come on!” she hissed, pulling him, eliciting a quiet groan from the small man.

“What?” he asked in a dazed voice.

“We got ambushed! Cops are coming! We gotta go!”

Tristan nodded, slowly clambering to his feet as the sound of running feet grew nearer at the mouth of the alley. He have climbed and was half-pulled to an unsteady standing posture, then Shawna shoved him forward, forcing him into a slow jog as she fell in after him. They ran in the same direction as the man who had ambushed them, but turned right instead of left, running deeper into the city, the sounds of muffled voices drifting from the alley behind them.

–––––––– 



Chapter 17

South Brisbane, Louisiana

Rain pelted the window facing Main Street, a hard pattering like a handful of pebbles tossed against a tin roof. There were no customers in the Wok and Roll currently, their doors had been closed the majority of the afternoon due to the power outage and the coming storm, but Wayne and Helen had remained there anyway, giving her the opportunity to get her homework done while he did some catch-up administration work. The sun had set long ago and Wayne still sat at one of the tables in the restaurant area pecking away at a laptop, which was running dangerously low on battery power. Low static of rainfall created an almost soothing backdrop as his fingers danced over the keys, entering data into an Excel spreadsheet. He flipped over the top sheet of a tall stack of papers on the table to the left of his laptop and stared wistfully at the dark lights above his head, his work area lit by the faint light of his laptop screen.

A screen blipped on the panel in front of him, warning of low battery power, the screen dimming as it did. The operating system advised him to switch to low power mode and he shook his head, powering down the laptop and closing the screen, leaning back slightly, stretching his arms over his head.

Standing up from the table, he turned and walked toward the back room, seeing the low flicker of a candle illuminating the rear section of the restaurant where the kitchen was. A large steel table dominated the middle of the kitchen, several flat-burner stoves carefully organized along the perimeter of the room, a walk-in refrigeration unit built into the far wall. There was a soft hum coming from the refrigeration unit, powered and running from a limited functionality generator that Wayne had purchased two years ago after a particularly harsh power outage which had ruined an entire walk-in freezer’s worth of meat, sauce, and dairy products.

The generator wasn’t powerful enough to supply the entire restaurant, so it was hard-wired just to keep the food in the refrigerator fresh. At the large steel table, his daughter Helen sat on a stool, her textbook out on the table ahead of her, a pair of candles flickering, casting light throughout the darkened back room.

“This sucks, Dad,” she said quietly as she leaned back, closing her textbook. “Doing homework with Internet is bad enough; now I have to figure this out all on my own.”

“Heaven forbid,” Wayne replied with a chuckle. “Did you actually have to”—he pressed a hand to his chest in a mock expression of shock and dismay—"show your work?”

Helen rolled her eyes and threw her pencil at him, which he knocked away with a wave of his hand.

“Hey, careful!” he shouted. “You could put an eye out!”

“Throw it back. Maybe if you put my eye out, I won’t have to do this stupid algebra.”

Wayne bent down and picked up the pencil, sliding it into his pocket.

“Come on, pack it up, kiddo. Let’s go home, okay?”

“Music to my ears,” Helen replied. She snatched the book from the table and slipped it into a backpack at her feet before picking the bag up and tugging it over her shoulder. “When do you think the power’s going to come back on?”

“Hopefully soon,” Wayne replied, listening as the rain continued to pound down on the roof above them. “We don’t have enough gas kicking around to last much more than a day or two.”

He walked to each candle, licked his fingers, and put them out with a quick pinch, snuffing the flames in a soft hiss and puff of smoke.

Helen followed her father out through the door, around the cash register counter and into the restaurant. Wayne halted, lifting his arm and putting a palm on her right arm.

“Honey,” he said quietly. “Go back into the back room.”

“What?” she asked, looking up around her father.

Both of them looked out of the front window, rain scattering along the glass, and in the faint light of the rising moon they could see three men standing outside the front door. They were men who Wayne recognized. He’d seen them around town, but he didn’t know any of their names. They were drifters, coming in and out of town, never forming relationships, just blowing in, grabbing some work at the local distribution centers or chicken processing plant before moving on to the next town down the road.

The presence of the men itself didn’t bother him; they had plenty of customers who came to the front door after they were closed, just to check and see if they still had a few minutes to grab a late-night snack.

But these men weren’t customers. They didn’t look like customers, anyway. The first man wore a beige button-up shirt and dark blue jeans, large arms bulging in his long sleeves crossed over a broad chest. His receding hairline clenched, etching lines along the smooth surface of his forehead. A mustachioed man stood to his left, even larger than he was, wearing a flannel shirt and dirt-stained khakis, his hands firmly placed on his hips. Wayne couldn’t help but notice a holstered pistol strapped to his left hip near the meaty palm resting there. To the balding man’s right there was a third man, small and wiry, his dark eyes darting back and forth, looking at Helen, then Wayne, then back again as if he were a predatory bird trying to decide what mouse to catch first.

The man in the center thumped on the door with the side of his closed fist.

“Hey, man,” his voice boomed, muffled by the glass door, but still loud and baritone. “Can we come in? We’re starving out here, man. Holbrook’s got wrecked!”

“Power’s out!” Wayne shouted, staying back several feet from the front door, his hand still pressed to Helen, keeping her at his hip. “No food!”

“You got a generator in your back parking lot, chump!” the man growled, thumping the door again. For the first time, the man to his right peeled aside, revealing that he held a baseball bat in his hand, softly patting it in his palm.

“Don’t be like this, dude,” the guy with the bat said. “We’re asking nice.”

“It’s just a power outage!” Wayne shouted. “You don’t have to do this.”

The three men looked at each other, shaking their heads. After a moment, the man in the center looked back, both fists clenched.

“Didn’t you see the news before the lights went out? We got planes fallin’ outta the sky! Crazy lightning storms ripping up the clouds. This ain’t normal!”

Wayne curled his daughter even closer, pushing her back slightly.

“Go,” he whispered. “Go into the kitchen. Right now.”

“Dad—” Helen complained.

“Helen. Sweetheart. Please.”

Outside, the man with the pistol on his hip reached down and slowly unclasped the holster, putting his hand on the stock of the pistol.

“Just leave us alone!” Wayne shouted back. “I’ve got a fourteen-year-old girl in here!”

“You think I care about your fourteen-year-old girl?” the man with the pistol replied, sliding the weapon free of its leather holster. “Didn’t you hear about New Orleans? Bridges are wrecked. City’s on fire. Thousands dead, worse than Katrina!”

“And here we are with another hurricane comin’ at us,” the bald man said. “We gotta stick together, right?” He softened his glare, his tone of voice changing, trying to sound less confrontational and more conciliatory.

Helen took a step back from Wayne, moving toward the kitchen.

“I’m sick of this,” the man with the pistol snarled. “You got food in your kitchen. We want it. If you ain’t going to give it to us, I guess we’ll just have to bust in there and take it.”

“Don’t!” Wayne shouted, but the man was already moving. The pistol slipped from the holster, his thick fingers clamped around the handle, then it rose sharply, blunt barrel pointed toward the glass door. The gun roared once, glass exploding inward from the door, following the path of the round as it punched through and drilled into the floor a few feet in front of Wayne, chunking up tile.

“Helen, I said go!” Wayne shouted, but already the bald man was reaching inside the broken glass and unlocking the front door, shouldering his way inside, boots crunching on the broken shards along the floor. Helen turned and bolted toward the counter, keeping her head low as her father stood in between the three intruders and his daughter.

“Look,” he said, holding up a hand as the man with the baseball bat took a step closer. “Just take what you want, okay? It’s just food. Take it and go—it’s all yours.”

The bald man and the man with the bat glanced at each other, actually looking bemused.

“You know,” the bald man said, turning back toward him, “at first all I wanted was food. But then, you know, you were kind of a jerk about it, and now I’m thinking I want more.”

“More?” Wayne asked. “Like what more? I don’t have any more.”

“Oh, there’s always more,” the bald man replied. “How’s that saying go? Somethin’ about a pound of flesh?”

“Don’t do it—” Wayne said, but the man with the bald head lunged forward, driving a boot into a vicious, straight-legged kick to Wayne’s chest. He went sprawling backwards, tumbling over one of the tables, legs flying up over his head. His shoulder struck a chair and it went over as he spilled down onto the floor on the other side with a grunt and groan, the metal chair rattling as it rolled along the floor.

The bald guy nodded to the man with the bat, and he made his way around the table, still tapping the infernal blunt wooden end into the thick meat of his palm.

“Time for the extraction,” the bald man said. Wayne started to climb to his feet, but the man with the bat was already around the table, bringing his arms back and pressing his fists together as if he were about to swing for the fences.

Wayne flinched, jerking away, anticipating the strike—

A deafening, echoing blast roared through the restaurant, a noise so unexpected and loud, Wayne yelped in surprise, the man with the baseball bat lurching away as if he were struck. His hip hit the table and he stumbled, falling back over a chair, then toppling over, the baseball bat falling from his loose fingers.

“What the—?” the bald man asked, and the other man stepped forward, lifting a pistol.

“Get out of here!” Helen screamed, coming up around the register counter. In her hands she held a Remington Versa Max pump-action shotgun in her small hands, the thick barrel pointed toward the ceiling. Chunks of plaster had fallen down to the floor and table where she’d blasted a full load of twelve gauge into the thin white ceiling panels.

The man who had held the baseball bat started climbing to his feet as the bald man looked over toward his friend with the pistol.

“You just gonna stand there?” he asked.

The man with the pistol looked over at him, the barrel of his weapon still pointed toward the floor.

“She’s just a kid,” he said. “We can find food somewhere else, man.”

“Give me that Glock!” the bald man shouted, lunging at the guy, reaching for his weapon. 

“No!” his friend said, pulling the weapon back out of reach and stepping way.

“You lousy little chicken—”

The man lifted the pistol and pointed it at the bald man.

“We’re leaving,” he said. “I ain’t gonna shoot a teenage girl, I don’t care how hungry we are.”

“You’re making a mistake,” the bald man said, but his eyes moved to the raised pistol. Wayne had gotten to his feet, using the table as a brace, moving toward his daughter. He extended an arm, moving his fingers and she handed over the shotgun, which he moved to a two-handed grip, tucking the stock to his shoulder, aiming the weapon toward the two men.

“You want to listen to your friend,” he said to the bald man. To his left, the guy reached for his baseball bat, but Helen was quicker, diving forward and scooping it up off the ground, bringing it close to her. “Get out of my restaurant,” Wayne reiterated.

The bald man glared at him, then looked back over at his friend with the pistol.

“You’re gonna regret this,” he said in a low voice, looking at the restaurant owner first, then back at the guy with the gun. “Both of you.”

Without another word, he turned and strode from the restaurant, making his way back through the broken door, letting it clatter behind him as he went. The mustachioed man who once had the baseball bat cast a nasty look back at Wayne and Helen, but followed the bald man out, disappearing into the rainy evening.

“They might be back,” the man with the pistol said, lowering it as he watched them go. “The bald guy was Larry Draeger. He generally doesn’t take no for an answer.”

“All he had to do was ask,” Wayne said softly, lowering his shotgun. “We look after our neighbors. We help people. But if you show up with weapons and baseball bats, we’re going to push back.”

The man with the pistol nodded, his eyes downcast.

“Look,” he said, “I’m sorry. I don’t know what got into me. I knew what he was doing was wrong, I just—all this stuff happening in the world. It messes with your head, you know?”

Wayne nodded.

“You need to have faith,” he said with a smile. “I know we are being looked after, no matter what’s happening in this world. Even if this life ends, we have a place in the next one.”

“You a religious guy then?” the other man asked, looking dubious.

“I am. I was raised that way. My parents almost died defending their Christian beliefs and I will never forget that. It’s why we’re here. In America, I mean. Back in China, Christians were prosecuted. Maybe they still are. My parents sought asylum here in America so we could live in a free nation. I’ll be damned if I’m going to let people like that run me out of my own restaurant.”

“You’re a good man,” the guy said, then flipped his Glock around and handed it over, stock first. “You take this. Just in case they come back. You might need something more portable than the shoulder cannon you keep behind the counter.”

“Thanks,” Wayne said. “Are you worried? About them?”

He shrugged. 

“Larry’s a scumbag, but I’ve known him since I was knee high to a grasshopper. We go way back. He won’t do anything to me.”

“Thank you,” Wayne said, nodding. “Even if you did shoot a hole in my door.”

“I’ll come by tomorrow and help you fix that,” he said with an apologetic shrug.

“What’s your name, friend?” Wayne asked.

“Rick,” he said, extending a hand, which Wayne shook.

“Thanks, Rick,” replied Wayne. “Now get home safe. That rain is coming down pretty hard.”

“I ain’t worried about the rain,” Rick replied. “The lightning is what’ll get you.”
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Chicago, Illinois

Shawna tried desperately to catch her breath as they rounded another corner and plunged into the darkness, squeezing down the narrow gap between two tall, brick-walled apartment buildings. The acrid smell of thick smoke was like moving through water, and she waved it away from her stinging eyes with one hand as she used the other to prop Tristan up and help him move forward, the dazed man still walking somewhat unsteadily after the beating at the hands of his attacker a few hours previously.

“Is this the way?” Shawna asked, her voice hoarse from exertion and smoke.

“It is,” Tristan replied shakily, lifting his hand and pointing a narrow, dark-skinned finger through the gap at the other end of the trash strewn alley. “Keep moving.”

Chicago was a city in pain. Sirens continued to sound unabated, coming from seemingly every direction at once. As they’d moved through the city, they’d had to stop several times for passing vehicles, some of them emergency vehicles, others belonging to the military, but in each case they’d roared by with little consideration for the pair as they huddled on the sidewalk. Thanks to Tristan’s directions, they’d lost the pursuing police officers in a matter of moments, and ever since had simply been on the move, hoping to find some sort of shelter.

Chicago was gripped by full-blown night, the sky a vast curtain of ink, occasionally punctuated by the rippling cavalcade of strange lightning crackling through the air, illuminating the streets and filling the air with the stench of hot ozone. “Still no rain?” Tristan asked as they reached the mouth of the alley and shambled across the streets, these roads cleared of the rubble that other parts of the city were riddled with. They’d managed to work their way free of the disaster area, though even outside of the wrecked buildings and flaming rubble, the city was gripped with a sort of apocalyptic terror the likes of which Shawna had never seen.

“No rain,” Shawna replied, looking to the sky again just in time to see another strange curtain of pale blue lightning rip across the horizon. “No thunder either.”

“Weird,” Tristan mumbled, shaking his head.

“Very,” Shawna agreed. The older man stumbled a bit, and she had to work to catch him and hold him upright, trying her best to keep him steady. She had a nagging sense of guilt and shame lodged deep in her belly, still feeling remorse for even considering leaving him at the hands of his attacker. She’d honestly considered just standing up and running away, disappearing into the shadows and leaving him behind, and ever since that thought had crossed her mind, she’d spend no shortage of moments castigating herself for it and wondering just what kind of person she truly was.

Every minute she’d been in prison, she’d thought she didn’t belong there, she’d only been caught up in a bad situation with her boyfriend. It hadn’t been her fault, she wasn’t to blame, and she was a good person at heart.

But that short moment of time, that consideration of leaving a scrawny fifty-year-old homeless man defenseless against a brutal attacker, made her question everything she thought she knew about herself. She’d been mixed up with Gavin so long, immersed in his world of crime and everyone-for-themselves mentality. Perhaps some of it had finally taken hold.

Another siren wailed nearby and she picked up the pace as they crossed the road, nearly shoving Tristan ahead of her.

“Come on,” she hissed. “Run!”

“Trying,” he mumbled back, moving in a strange, shuffling gait. They both reached the sidewalk and threw themselves down to the asphalt, scrambling behind a heaping pile of discarded trash bags as a police car charged past, blue lights splashing the darkened surfaces of the buildings around them.

As soon as the vehicle passed, Shawna could have sworn she saw movement in the shadows, figures milling around. They weren’t the only ones on the city streets, of that she was certain.

“We need to keep moving, Big T,” she whispered. “I know this neighborhood. These are my stomping grounds, and if we linger around after twilight, we’re asking for trouble.”

Tristan nodded.

“Just one more block,” he said, pointing down the street. She nodded and helped him to his feet as shoes scuffed the pavement behind them. Glancing over her shoulder, she saw a small group of figures moving, but they didn’t appear to be heading their way. Shouts echoed from a street over, and a pair of loud, angry gunshots barked in reply.

Shawna fell in behind the loping run of Tristan, moving alongside the edge of the building to their right, always through the shadows. He reached the corner of the building and veered right, and she followed along behind him as he came upon a large structure on the sidewalk, a box of metal and glass sprayed with graffiti, with slabs of plywood nailed over a large chunk of the small building.

“Over here,” Tristan whispered, gesturing toward the structure.

“Isn’t that an entrance to the subway? It looks like it’s been closed off,” Shawna said, coming up to the structure and examining the plywood.

“They closed this section of tracks a few years ago,” Tristan replied. “A few of us have been using this abandoned terminal as shelter. He ran his fingers up and down the edge of the plywood slabs, finally releasing some unseen latch, and opening the door with the plywood nailed to the front of it. Adjusting the strap on his shoulder bag, he moved inside and ushered her in toward a darkened stairwell, then turned back, pulling the door closed behind them.

He relatched it and tested to make sure it stayed sealed, then dropped to one knee, opening his shoulder bag. After a few moments of rooting through it, he pulled out a small flashlight and snapped it on, casting a pale beam of white light down the steep, tile-surfaced stairwell.

The two of them moved carefully down, walking slowly and gingerly to avoid slipping on the slick tile. It was like a whole different world underground, the background noise of the city fading into relative silence as they drew deeper into a section of subway tunnel that was currently unused.

They moved without speaking, Shawna letting Tristan take the lead since he was more familiar with the layout and structure of that section of tunnels. After a moment, they were at the bottom of the stairs, walking along the concrete platform. Tristan swept the flashlight in slow wide arcs in front of them, making sure the path was clear.  There were several other people milling around on the platform, most of them looking like the typical homeless crowd, withdrawing into shadows, looking at them anxiously, as if anticipating conflict.

As they moved along the platform, Shawna couldn’t help but notice that there were some people huddled down here who didn’t look like the others. A particularly middle-class-looking family huddled together in the shadows, the woman tucking a nicely tailored flowered dress around her bent legs, her styled hair pulled free of its bun and tumbling over one shoulder. The man with her—her husband, Shawna guessed—wore a nice spring jacket and new khaki slacks. Two young children curled up on the platform in front of them, sleeping on what looked to be bunched-up jackets, their eyes closed. Wide eyes followed Shawna as she moved behind Tristan and she looked back at the woman, trying to tell her things would be okay, they’d all get through it, but her pale face was streaked with soot and dirt, and Shawna was pretty sure the woman wasn’t buying what she was selling.

After a few more moments they came to a remote section of the platform which was still empty, and Tristan pointed to a section off the beaten path, where the tile wall met the concrete platform in a rounded corner, shadows creating strange shapes along the gently angled surface.

“Here,” he said quietly. “We can rest here.”

“I don’t like this,” Shawna said quietly, looking over her shoulder. “There are a lot of people here.”

“A lot of scared people,” Tristan said. “They probably think the end of days is coming. Perhaps it is.” He set down his shoulder bag and put his hand in his jacket pocket, feeling the comfortable warmth of the leather-bound Bible within. “Trust me,” he continued, “I have spent many nights down here. You are among friends. They are all frightened, of that I can assure you, but we are all in the same boat, heading toward the same shore.”

“If you say so,” Shawna replied, stretching her tired arms over her head. “But come tomorrow, I’m heading to my boyfriend’s old place. I need a real roof over my head.”

“As you say,” Tristan replied, nodding to her. Shawna peeled off her jacket, surprised by the relative warmth down in the subway tunnel, then she wrapped it up and placed it on the concrete, lowering herself down and resting her head on the bundle of cloth.

Tristan used his shoulder bag, dragging it over next to the wall, then laid down on his left shoulder, resting his head, his eyes fluttering as he drifted off to sleep. Shawna watched it happen, marveling at the man’s ability to nod off so quickly and easily. She suspected that she’d have a much more difficult time, but she was exhausted and hoped that at least some rest would come. There were be long days ahead, and she needed to be ready.

–––––––– 



Chapter 18

South Brisbane, Louisiana

The start of the new day brought more of the same, the sound of whipping winds and slapping rain waking Joel from shallow slumber. He’d always been a light sleeper, especially since his short stint in the Army, where sleeping too deeply could have cost him his life. He sat on his bed, running a hand through his thick mop of unkempt hair. The short sleeve of his white T-shirt bunched up at his left shoulder, exposing a sleeve of ornate tattoos to match his forearm, which held tattoos of a far less decorative manner.

The bicep had been courtesy of a visit to an actual tattoo artist outside of Berlin, Germany when he’d been on leave with a few members of his squad. The tattoos along his forearm were mostly home-inked, one of the many questionable decisions from his youth, and one of the few which had still left an indelible mark so many years later. He wasn’t proud of them, but knew there was nothing he could do about it.

Pushing himself from his bed, he walked slowly from the bedroom out into the living room. The largest room of the cabin was hazed in a vague, glum light shining in from the windows, which didn’t have curtains. He wasn’t worried about Peeping Toms way out here, and he enjoyed the constant exposure to nature, but as he glanced out of the window to his right, he couldn’t help noticing the continual rain pounding the glass, a hammering of hail. Through the opaque glass he could make out the trees outside, leaves and branches waving in a constant gale-force wind, the soft howl audible even from within the four walls of his grandfather’s cabin.

His cabin. It was his cabin. He’d never get used to that. Even with all of the lights evidently still out, he walked to the television and snapped it on, shaking his head when the screen remained dim. On a table beside the television his cell phone waited, and he scooped it up to check that as well. He hadn’t used it at all really the day before, so the battery was still at twenty percent, but the cellular indicator at the top of the screen revealed no signal, and when he opened a web browser, no page would load. He had Wi-Fi in the cabin as well, but knew that without power that wouldn’t be working. Yesterday he’d seen reports on the news that cellular service was failing throughout the United States, but he didn’t think it had reached South Brisbane, Louisiana yet.

Apparently it now had. Shaking his head, he deposited his phone back on the table and crossed the remaining stretch of living room floor, entering the kitchen. He opened the refrigerator and put his hand inside to test the temperature. It was still mildly cool, though clearly not cold, and he stood there for a moment, trying to decide if it was time to set up the generator. The hurricane was bearing down on them, and by all indications, South Brisbane was right in the firing line. Looking in the refrigerator, he couldn’t help but smile crookedly. Beyond a few partially empty six-packs of Coronas, a gallon of certainly spoiled milk, and a few leftovers from various restaurant meals in recent weeks, it was mostly empty. The freezers in the basement were where most of his food reserves were stored, and he typically only took out what he needed to eat at that time, cooked it up, ate it, and that was that. He lived on a pretty controlled diet of what he could catch or kill, as long as you didn’t count what he drank and smoked, and that meant a standard fridge didn’t get much use around these parts.

Slowly, he drew out a bottle of beer, glancing at his watch for a moment. It was just after nine in the morning. He’d slept unusually late, probably due to the emotional and physical exertion from the day before, and so it seemed like it was just late enough for his first beer of the day. Shutting the refrigerator door, he placed the glass bottle on the counter and plucked the mostly empty pack of cigarettes from the pocket of the flannel shirt that he’d tossed on the counter the previous night.

Joel walked to the front door, opening it and stepping out onto a small porch with an overhanging roof. Rain showered down in small, wet bullets, spraying along the already-soaked grass, rippling the lake, and pinging off the roof above his head, while trees twisted in the stiff winds. He stuck a cigarette in his mouth and flipped his Zippo open, lighting the end and taking a long drag before plucking it out and making room for a swallow of Corona.

It looked like the end of the world was upon them. The sky was throttled in a gray mud of clouds, frequent and frantic cascades of hot blue lightning streaking the horizon. Joel narrowed his eyes as he looked through the rain, coming down so hard against the wind that it fell in diagonal sheets, like static in a television screen blocking an old 1950s sitcom. There was something odd about the lightning. First of all, there was very little thunder, and rather than striking in one sudden burst, the lightning seemed to be arching almost constantly, as if the sky was filled with static electricity. Instead of shooting from clouds to ground, it seemed to be hopping from one cloud to the next, moving horizontally instead of vertically, like each cloud was a node in a Tesla coil, electricity bridging them together. Normally he found peace in the storms. He felt solidarity with the unpredictable and wild nature of thunder and lightning, as if his inner turmoil was aligned with Mother Nature, and it brought him a measure of calm. Even as a young boy, trying to hold strong against the oppressive might of his father, angry about his mother’s death and taking it out on him. Even as he ran the streets of South Brisbane with the fellow criminals of his youth, spraying graffiti, hassling people, even stealing cars. Moving from foster home to foster home before finally landing in the Army for a short stint, then coming back home to spend his grandfather’s last years alongside him.

Through it all, there was an anchor when it came to lightning storms, a rare sense of peace and purpose.

There was nothing peaceful about this one. No sense of calm or clarity. No solidarity. The lightning storm was undoubtedly, indisputably wrong somehow. It wasn’t Mother Nature. It was something else entirely, not even a part of Hurricane Alexandra, but a whole other thing.

Was it a side effect of the hurricane? Was it related to the planes falling from the sky?

He took a long, hard drag on his cigarette, trying to remember the context of the news report from the previous day. He hadn’t really paid attention to it, hadn’t really believed it. There was so much stuff in the news today that rang false, it was difficult for him to believe that dozens of planes had truly spontaneously crashed to the ground for no reason at all.

There was probably some sort of corporate cover-up. Some systemic failure with the FAA or Boeing, or something else, a large corporate monster too big to fail who the government and press were rushing to cover for.

More vibrant white-blue lightning streaked across the sky, a burst so bright and fierce that he felt the hairs standing up on his arm.

Water spattered the wooden porch at his feet, blowing into the porch from the strong crosswinds, the low howl of gusts blowing through the relative quiet of his remote wooded cabin. He loved it out here and always had. He never realized just how much nature meant to him until he’d returned from the Army, spending his minimum tour overseas before coming back to work with his grandfather.

Like his grandfather, his father had been a nature sort of guy. Someone determined to survive and to thrive in case anything horrible should happen. But unlike his grandfather, Joel’s father was much more focused on fighting, stealing, or shooting to stay alive. In his mind, surviving after the end wasn’t about hunting, gardening, gathering, or sustaining, it was about overthrowing the police state, stealing what you had to, and killing anyone who stood in your way.

To be honest, Joel could see a place for both, and had tried to learn from both his father and grandfather, but ultimately his father’s violent aggression had driven him away, turned him toward a life of minor crime that he just barely escaped before it was too late. If it hadn’t been for the Army, he could have easily seen himself falling in with the Conway crowd, or sinking deeper into the drug scene alongside Armand Beuchene. It would have been far too easy to follow either. In South Brisbane, there wasn’t exactly a lot to do; following the crowd often involved questionable behavior, and Joel had certainly done his fair share in his young life.

But times had changed. He’d served in the Army, he’d had a wake-up call, and he’d spent time under the guidance of his grandfather, all of which had shaped him into a better man. Not a man without his vices, of course, but a better man.

Exchanging the cigarette for a swallow of Corona he turned left, narrowing his eyes at the sound of what appeared to be an approaching engine. As he stared through the pelting rains, he saw the familiar mail truck pull into his driveway, making its way down the dirt road. It stopped where the dirt met the grass of the yard, but Joel stepped out into the rain, waving his hand, telling Felix to keep driving.

Felix smiled from the driver’s seat and waved, accelerating, the pickup truck crawling over the grass, jostling slightly as it pulled up next to the porch.

Joel left his beer on the railing and stepped out into the grass, holding his hand above his head, then pried open the passenger door and slid into the seat next to the driver.

“Lovely day today, huh, Felix?” he asked, brushing the rainwater from his hair.

“Not really,” Felix replied with a chuckle. “It’s nasty out there.”

Joel looked out his window at the lone Corona sitting on the railing.

“Sorry, man, I didn’t bring a second beer out with me. Shame on me.”

Felix laughed, shaking his head.

“It’s not really Corona weather. I give you credit for staring down the hurricane with a trusty beer in hand.”

“What else would I do?”

Felix dropped a small bundle of envelopes on Joel’s lap.

“You hear about what’s going on downtown?” he asked. He peeled off his baseball cap and shook it lightly, rainwater flying off.

“I was at Holbrook’s yesterday,” Joel replied. “Place was insane. Got myself in a fist fight.”

“Looks like you got your ass kicked by the parking lot,” Felix quipped, gesturing to the scarred flesh on his cheek.

“No comment.”

“Yeah, supposedly a couple of Conway’s dirtbag friends tried to break into the Chinese place, too. Owner had to scare them off with a shotgun. Power’s out all across Louisiana. Rumor mill is chirping about New Orleans burning down, for crying out loud.”

“Whole place is falling apart,” Joel replied.

“Puts some of what your grandfather used to tell us in perspective, huh?”

Joel nodded.

“Tell you what,” Felix continued, “things continue to go to hell in a handbasket, and this is the first place I’m coming. Better get that basement stocked with brewskis.”

Joel laughed, nodding his head and hooking his fingers in the door handle.

“I’ll hook you up, Felix, don’t worry about that.” Pushing open the door, he held the bundle of mail above his head as a makeshift umbrella. “Drive safe out here, okay, the roads have to be crap right about now!”

“That they are!” Felix agreed. Joel slammed the door closed and jogged across the short patch of grass back up into his porch, shaking the water from his mail and dusting off his T-shirt. It had taken him less than thirty seconds to cross the grass to the truck and back, and already his shirt was soaked through. The storm was shaping up to be a big one.

But not nearly as big as whatever storm was striking the rest of the nation. At least there were no planes raining down around him. He pulled the cigarette out of his mouth, which had become damp and extinguished from the rain, then swallowed another gulp of Corona, walking back into his cabin. Depositing the butt in a trash can, he drained the rest of the bottle and set it into a recycling bin which was already at capacity with other empty bottles.

Rain smacked the windows and roof, hitting in cascading sheets of pelting water, and he bent down, picking up the toolkit that he’d stashed in the kitchen. Drawing a long breath, he walked into the living room with it, eying the stacks of plywood and preparing for a morning of heavy lifting and hard work.

–––––––– 



Chapter 19

South Brisbane, Louisiana

The gentle tapping at the door frame roused Helen from a restful slumber and she groaned as she turned over, waving her hand in her father’s general direction.

“Too early,” she mumbled. “Leave me alone.”

“Too early?” he asked. “Helen, it’s nine o’clock.”

“What?” she shouted, throwing her covers off and springing up into a seated posture. 
“Dad! I’m late for school!” She started to scramble out of bed, stumbling onto the floor in her pajamas, her feet navigating the landmines of discarded clothes, a half-full backpack, and a few dirty dishes she’d neglected to pick up.
“Easy, killer,” Wayne joked, “school’s canceled. You’re off the hook today. They’re worried about the weather system coming through.” 

“You mean the hurricane?” Helen asked, running fingers through a tangle of dark hair. She tried to blink the sleep from her eyes, but still looked beyond exhausted.

“I’m still not convinced,” Wayne replied. “It’ll be reduced to a tropical storm before it hits, mark my words.”

Helen walked sluggishly to the window overlooking their yard, which was currently being pelted by rain drops. The skies outside combined with the continued power outage put everything in a low, funereal haze, a dimly lit fog which only served to make her more tired than she already was. There was something about a rainstorm that made her sleepy and she looked at the grass in her backyard, scowling. As she watched, an entire spiderweb of lightning streaks shredded the clouds, so bright she had to shield her eyes.

“I don’t think this is turning into a tropical storm, Dad,” she said. As she spoke, an aggressive gust of wind slapped a sheet of rain against the window.

“Well, why don’t you get dressed?” Wayne said. “I want to head down to the restaurant real quick. The rain has really picked up, and I’m worried about the broken door. That cardboard we taped up over it isn’t going to last long, and I want to make sure the generator is still running.”

“Seriously?” Helen asked, rolling her eyes. “School is canceled and you’re still dragging me out of the house at oh-dark-thirty in the morning?”

“Since when is nine o’clock ‘oh-dark-thirty’? Get dressed, we’re heading out.”

“You’re such a slave driver.” She shook her head and walked to her dresser, opening one of the drawers and rifling through some clothes. “Ugh,” she sighed, exasperated. “I have nothing to wear. My clothes all suck.”

“Helen, come on,” Wayne said. “You have no idea what struggle is about. Back in China, your grandparents—”

“I know, Dad,” Helen snapped, a bit more abruptly than she intended, turning toward him on her heels. “Every single time I complain, every single issue I have, all I hear is about China and your parents. I get it, Dad, okay? I get it. Life is easy for me. I should be grateful.”

“Helen, that’s not what I mean—”

“Yeah, it is. I’m sorry I didn’t grow up in an oppressive communist regime, and that I’m somehow spoiled because I was born in America.”

“Helen, there’s no need to talk back,” Wayne replied, trying to keep his voice calm, but quickly losing his patience. “You’ve had such an attitude since Mom—”

“Since Mom what, Dad?” Helen asked, narrowing her eyes. Tears stung the corners and her vision fogged slightly as she glared at him. “Since Mom what? So it’s her fault now?”

Wayne opened his mouth to reply, but thought better of it, easing his lips closed and nodding softly.

“Sorry,” he said in a low voice. “That wasn’t fair.”

“Life isn’t fair, Dad,” Helen replied, turning back to her dresser, angrily yanking clothes out of the top drawer. “Can I have some privacy please? I need to get dressed.”

Wayne stepped out of her room and shut the door behind him, walking down the hall to get ready.
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They made the drive to downtown South Brisbane in a tangible silence, Helen looking out her passenger side window, watching the pounding rains as her father guided the sedan through the town streets, his fingers tight around the steering wheel as he drove. He knew better than to speak to Helen right now. When she got like that, it was better to leave it alone and let her have her quiet time.

Besides, he’d been a jerk and he knew it. There was no reason for him to further muddy the waters by trying to fix things and making them worse. It was bad enough that the power was out and cell service was down, both of which had put his daughter into an emotional tailspin. It was easy for him to turn his nose up at her dependence on her portable device, but the truth was, in the twenty-first century, that was a teenager’s lifeline. Their connection to all of their friends, all of their relationships, all social context. Without it, and with school canceled, she truly felt isolated and alone. He took a right-hand turn, the windshield wipers thumping heavily against the oncoming rain, driving slowly and carefully as the curtains of rainwater obscured most of what lay before him. His restaurant was up ahead on the right side and he tapped the brakes for a moment, seeing a strange shape huddled on the sidewalk outside the front door of his place.

Was someone trying to break in? He clamped his jaw tight and pressed the accelerator again, speeding up, bringing their old car toward the sidewalk quickly. As he got closer, he saw what the shape was.

It was a man, as he thought, but not someone trying to break in. The person was crouched by the door, a hooded raincoat draped over him, but in his hands he held a slab of plywood and a battery-powered drill, and he appeared to be screwing the wood into the door.

Wayne pulled over and threw open his door, bursting out into the falling rain, slamming the door behind him.

“Hey!” he shouted, coming around his car and angling toward the sidewalk. He pulled his own hood over his head as he charged toward the crouching man, who looked back at him.

Wayne recognized him now that he was up close. It was the man from the previous night at the restaurant, the man who had shot out the window. He’d called himself Rick, and he’d promised to come back and fix the damage he’d done. Sure enough, here he was, crouched on the soaking wet sidewalk, kneeling in the rain, bolting a piece of wood over the broken glass.

“Oh,” Wayne said as he drew closer. “It’s you.”

“Yeah,” Rick nodded, using the power drill to sink one more screw into the last corner of wood. “Sorry. I wanted to do it earlier, but it took me a while to find a charged battery!”

“You didn’t have to do this,” Wayne said.

“Like hell I didn’t,” Rick replied, standing up. “I still can’t believe I went along with those jerks last night. Things are desperate, man, I can’t even tell you.” He bent over and put the drill into a metal tool case he had on the sidewalk and closed it up, latching it tight.

“Hold up,” Wayne said, producing a set of keys from his pocket. He went to the door and stuck the keys inside, barely hearing the jangling metal over the slamming racket of the falling rain and wailing wind. Twisting the keys to the left, the deadbolt snapped back and he eased the door open, ushering the man inside. “Come on inside for a minute,” he said, waving toward the entrance.

“You sure?” Rick asked.

“Yeah, I’m sure. Get in.” Wayne waved his hand and the man entered. He looked back at his car and saw the silhouette of his daughter in the passenger seat, but couldn’t tell if she was even looking his direction. “Helen!” he shouted, waving his hand. “Come on!”

She either saw or heard him because she opened the door and bolted to the sidewalk where an awning stopped at least some of the torrential downpour.

“Come on in, sweetie,” he said in a kind voice. She didn’t bother replying, she just ducked her head and moved past him, going inside the restaurant. Wok and Roll was dimly lit, the only source of illumination coming through the windows facing the street. The candles they’d used the night before were still sitting on the counter, but it was light enough that they didn’t have to use them, and Rick peeled his raincoat off, tossing it on a chair with a light shiver.

“You want some lunch?” Wayne asked. “I need to go check the generator; as long as it’s still running, I’ve got some chow in the cooler back here. I’ve even got one of the stoves wired up.”

“Uh, sure, I guess,” Rick replied.

“Her favorite is Kung Pao chicken,” Wayne said with a smile, nodding toward Helen who had taken a seat at one of the tables, but was just staring aimlessly out of a window. “I’ve got the marinade all made up, just need to soak the chicken and throw it on the stove.”

“Yeah, sounds great,” Rick said.

“That work for you, Helen?” Wayne asked. Helen shrugged and kept looking out the window. Wayne smiled and walked back into the kitchen. Sure enough, the generator was still running and the cooler was chill, and Wayne quickly located the container of marinade, pulling it free and peeling off the top, revealing the liquid inside. He set it on a counter inside the cooler and walked back to another metal shelf, pulling off a second container full of sealed and wrapped boneless chicken.

Removing four of the breasts, he unwrapped the meat and put it in the marinade, then covered the marinade back up and put it back on the shelf, leaving the cooler and letting the door shut and seal behind him.

Walking back out into the dining area, Helen and Rick were still where they’d been, Helen looking out the window and Rick with a magazine he’d picked up off of a rack Wayne kept by the register.

“It’ll take about half an hour to marinate, then I’ll have to cook it up,” he said, walking over to Rick.

“Thanks again, Wayne,” Rick said with a smile. “You didn’t have to do this. Food is going to get scarce around here pretty soon.”

“You really think so?” Wayne asked. “I mean, no doubt, there’s something weird going on, but—”

“Something weird?” Rick scoffed. “Have you looked outside? Seen that lightning in the sky?”

“Well, yeah,” Wayne replied. “There’s a hurricane coming.”

“It’s more than that,” Rick replied. “Way more. There’s some sort of weather control stuff going on out there.”

“Weather control?” Rick asked.

“Look,” Rick replied, holding up his hands, “I don’t buy all that stuff either, but those guys I was hanging out with last night? They run with Malcolm Conway. His brother is a deputy for the South Brisbane police. He used to run with that group of survivalists led by old man Robertson. You remember them?”

Wayne shrugged.

“I guess so, yeah. There was all that hoopla over the bomb shelter he was building under his cabin or whatever.”

“Right, exactly,” Rick replied. “Anyway, the two Conway boys were with his group. Some national network of them, and he was talking to a few of them on his ham radio last night. I think that’s what got us all keyed up. Listening to those guys talk, it’s the end of days out there.”

“Come on,” Wayne replied. “You’re not serious.”

“One of the guys they were talking to has friends in Salt Lake City. According to them, Denver, Colorado is wiped off the map. There were, like six planes on approach to Denver International and nearly every single one of them dropped from the sky and landed somewhere in or around the city.”

“My God,” Wayne whispered.

“Denver’s not alone, either. The news said ten planes crashed. From what the Conways are hearing, the numbers could be closer to two thousand in the United States alone.”

“United States—” Wayne started to say, then narrowed his eyes. “You mean this is worldwide?”

Rick nodded.

Wayne almost stumbled, but caught himself, instead dropping into a chair so hard that Helen actually looked over toward him, pulling herself away from watching the raindrops.

“I don’t believe it,” Wayne said, shaking his head. “There’s no way.”

“Cell service is out,” Rick replied, “air travel is grounded, weird lightning strikes are streaking across the sky. Seems to me that signs are pointing that way.”

The world seemed to be swimming around Wayne’s head, a dizzying sensation as he sat there, desperately trying to maintain his balance. He placed a hand on the table to steady himself, quietly reciting the Lord’s Prayer in a quiet voice. He looked over at his daughter and immediately saw his wife’s face in hers, the similarity suddenly, heartbreakingly real.

Somewhere outside, lightning slashed across the sky, while in the cooler, boneless chicken soaked in marinade.
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Helen found it very hard to be angry when the Kung Pao chicken was so delicious. She had every right to be irate at her father, she knew it and he knew it, but even during the onslaught of the coming storm he’d spent forty minutes preparing and cooking the chicken, feeding both her and a relative stranger, all out of the kindness of his heart.

There was no telling how long the food would last. The generator was keeping the cooler running, but it wouldn’t forever, and Helen supposed it made sense to use the food while they could, especially if it was just going to spoil anyway. But to devote his time and energy to preparing a delicious meal not just for her, but for a guy who eighteen hours ago was shooting a hole in their front door?

Yeah, sometimes she thought her father was a legitimate saint.

A frustrating, infuriating jerk, but a saint, just the same. “You get enough, Helen?” Wayne asked, nodding toward her. Truth be told, Helen’s stomach felt as if it were bulging through her shirt, and she wasn’t sure she could eat another bite.

“I think I’m good, Dad,” she said quietly, pushing the paper plate away. Wayne smiled and scooped up the dish, then retrieved the same from Rick’s table, and slid them both into a trash can.

“How much longer you got on that generator, you think?” Rick asked.

“No clue,” Wayne replied, easing himself into a chair at the table. He’d had his own fair share of Kung Pao chicken. “I bought what the sales guy suggested. Maintenance contract has been covering inspections and refreshing the fuel supply. To be honest, I never really thought I’d be using it for more than a few hours at a time.”

Helen looked at the two men talking, her fingers interlocked on the table. She felt completely and utterly lost. Disconnected. Isolated from the world at large. She never thought she was addicted to the Internet or to any of her connected devices, but the past twenty-four hours had been a special kind of misery, one she was almost ashamed of.

As angry as her father had made her with his talk about China and what true oppression was like, she knew he had a point. Helen loved her life here in America, and yes she’d taken many of her luxuries for granted, but she would never, ever admit that to her father.

“What are you looking at, punk rocker?” Wayne asked, looking over at Helen, who turned her eyes away. A quick flash of light through the window caught her eye. As she looked, a strobing blue light raced past the window, a police car barreling down the road outside at full speed, the loud warble of sirens following it along the way. Two other cars followed close behind, more blasting blue lights and wails whipping past.

“Pretty sure that was the entire South Brisbane police force,” Rick said, pushing himself up from his chair and walking toward the window, Wayne coming around the other side.

“What’s the crisis?” he asked.

A fire truck roared past next, the large red vehicle taking up the entire window, red lights reflecting off the rain-splattered glass, quickly disappearing down the main road.

Rick leaned forward, trying to look out the window, slowly shaking his head as the sounds of emergency vehicles faded into the ether. Somewhere out in the streets the faint popping of what could have been gunshots pierced the fresh quiet followed by loud shouts.

“What’s happening, Dad?” Helen asked, tucking herself close to her father, not hugging him exactly, but pressing up against him.

“I don’t know, rock star,” Wayne replied, “but it’s not good.”

“Martial law in New Orleans, last I heard,” Rick said. “What’s left of it, anyway.”

More bangs and pops ripped through the air from a few streets over and Helen jumped slightly, clinging more tightly to her father.

“Seems like we could use a little martial law around here,” Wayne said. “Much as I hate to admit it."

“Don’t get your hopes up,” Rick replied. “Gonna be a long time before they get around to coming to this little backwater.”

“Then we’ll just have to hold things together until they get here,” Wayne said. He put a hand on Helen’s shoulder, squeezing her tight to him. Somehow, she didn’t feel especially comforted.




Chapter 20

Aurora Institute

Seattle, Washington

One of the perks of the Aurora facility, if it could be called a perk, was the various break rooms arranged throughout the different levels of the facility. A few of those break rooms included cots just in case researchers found themselves there particularly late at night as they worked through an especially challenging problem. Laura rested on her left side on one of these cots, though she’d hardly slept over the past few hours, tossing and turning, trying to get comfortable. They’d decided to take shifts, since there weren’t enough cots for everyone to sleep at the same time, and she’d taken one of the last shifts, retiring to an empty cot shortly after two in the morning.

Her attempt at sleep had been futile, even though she’d had a hectic, exhausting day, her brain far too active with the thoughts and memories of what she’d seen that day. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw the airliner plunging into the city, imagining everyone on board screaming their final breaths, pressing their faces up against the windows, waiting for a miracle that would never come.

She remembered her conversations with Cameron, the thinly veiled threats that she’d received from a man she once thought she might be in love with. She thought of Project: Heatshield and what she knew that others didn’t, and how everyone else in the facility was spinning their wheels while she pretended she didn’t know what was going on.

Did she know what was going on? She had suspicions, but that’s all they were. Pike had been adamant that the tests they’d run at that secure facility in Virginia had just been tests and had not even come close to implementation.

So why did it all look so similar?

Rolling onto her back, she laced her fingers behind her head, staring up at the ceiling. There was, by some grace of God, still power at the Aurora facility, even though the rest of Seattle appeared to be plunged into blackness, whether supplied by their redundant dedicated power plant or by a generator, she wasn’t sure. All she knew as she turned her head and peered out the slightly opened door was she could see the pale, red haze of emergency lights in the hallway. Somewhere in the facility a dozen researchers were huddled over their computer terminals, running algorithms, trying to analyze weather patterns, desperate to figure out what was going on. 

She swung her legs around and rose to a seated posture on the cot, bending slightly, resting her elbows on her bent knees. Fog filled her head, a thick soup of exhaustion and uncertainty, confusion about where the world was, and a terrifying lack of clarity about where they were going. Suddenly the air inside the facility felt very still and stale, artificial and manufactured, and she wanted to get outside.

Pushing herself up from her cot, she opened the door to the break room and headed out into the hallway. A rattling clap of shoes on the smooth floor echoed from her right and she whirled, backtracking slightly as a young woman charged by, long blonde hair flying out behind her, along with the flapping tail of her lab coat.

“Jolie?” Laura asked, turning her head to follow her. “Where are you going?”

“I can’t!” Jolie shouted back over her shoulder. “I can’t be in here anymore! My kids are home alone, and I can’t reach them!”

“Jolie, don’t!” Laura shouted, turning and running down the hall after her.

"I can’t just stay in here! You don’t understand!”

Laura picked up the pace, letting her shoes kick off, finding her bare feet getting better traction on the smooth floor.

“We’re on lockdown, Jolie, they won’t let us leave.”

“Let them try and stop me!” she shoved through the door at the end of the hall, nearly tumbling out into the next hallway, which turned right and headed toward a stairwell leading to the bottom floors. Laura continued after her, running quickly, catching up to her as she thudded down the first flight of stairs halfway down the hall.

Laura clamped her fingers around her arm and held fast, preventing her from running.

“Jolie, please,” Laura hissed, her eyes darting, hoping nobody could hear them. “Those soldiers were serious. Do not try to leave.”

“They can’t keep us here like prisoners!” she shouted, jerking her arm free. “Don’t you see what’s happening out there?”

“Of course I do,” Laura replied. “I’m petrified. Just as much as you are. But there are men with guns who have ordered us to shelter in place. We need to follow those orders.”

“Orders?” Jolie demanded. “Follow orders? Last time I checked, I wasn’t in the military. I don’t follow orders. I’ve got children stranded at the sitter’s place.”

“If what those men told us is true,” Laura replied, “Washington has instituted martial law. If that’s the case, then whether we’re military or not, we’re expected to follow their orders. I know it’s hard—”

“What do you know?” Jolie asked. “Do you have kids stranded somewhere?”

“I have a daughter—” Laura started.

“This is ridiculous,” Jolie said and started to go toward the stairs again.

“Jolie, at least let me come with you,” Laura said. She walked down the stairs behind the blonde woman, trying to match her quick pace.

“The sitter’s house,” Jolie said, shaking her head, “it’s like a half mile away from a small commercial air strip. If planes are really falling out of the sky everywhere, it’s possible that—”

“Don’t even think about that,” Laura said. “I’m sure everything is fine.”

“Their sitter just has a cell phone, she doesn’t even have a landline, so I haven’t been able to reach them all day. Gabby and Donna are probably petrified!”

They rounded the second flight of stairs and walked to the third, following them down to the concrete floor below. Jolie’s footfalls echoed in the narrow concrete passage, and as they neared the side entrance, Laura became distinctly aware that she was in her bare feet, but wasn’t about to turn back now.

There was a metal door a few feet away, a red, scantly illuminated EXIT sign on the concrete wall above it, a crash bar set across the surface of the door.

Jolie took a step toward it and Laura placed a calming hand on her arm again.

“Are you sure about this?”

Jolie nodded, biting her lip and pushed the crash bar forward, opening the door and stepping out into the city streets.

The immediate, visceral impact of the outside world hit them both like a runaway train. There was a deafening cacophony of noise assaulting them from every angle. Sirens wailed from locations throughout the city, some near and some far, a series of relentless bleating that would have been overwhelming enough without the dull throttle of large engines, all punctuated by the scattered shouts and yowls of the injured and terrified.

A metallic and acrid smell of burning fires immediately watered their eyes, the hot stink intermingled with an underlying stench of rotting meat and spent fuel. Laura didn’t want to think about why there was such a strong organic smell, a stench not unlike the back room of a butcher shop, though she suspected she knew where it was coming from. It reminded her of the chicken processing plant she used to pass by from time to time, and she could feel her stomach lurch as she considered the ramifications of that smell.

Underneath the shouts and sirens and roaring engines of emergency vehicles there was the consistent low crackle of fire. The entire cityscape was cloaked in a faint haze, the world around them darker and dimmer than it should have been, even for that hour of the morning. Looking to the right, toward the park where she had just gone for a morning run not twenty-four hours earlier, she could see the soft glow of flames crawling between buildings, the haze of smoke lingering among them. Looking higher into the sky, the gray smoke shifted to thick cloud cover, streaks of strange lightning cleaving through, creating a staccato of strange flashes in and among the clouds.

“Oh my goodness,” Jolie said in a soft voice, pressing a hand to her chest as if trying to catch a breath. “My babies are out there somewhere in this.”

The roads were choked with stopped cars, the crazed rush-hour traffic interrupted by the crash of the 787 several hours ago. The stalled vehicles had been abandoned and now sat empty, wedged between parked cars and sidewalks, unmoving.

“You’re sure as hell not going to be driving anywhere,” Laura said, letting her eyes scan the surrounding buildings and streets. The plane had gone down a short distance away, and they couldn’t see any of the direct damage from where they were, but the oppressive smoke, heat, and smells told them everything they needed to know. The city was now a charnel house, a makeshift crematory, and it smelled like it.

Shouts echoed from nearby, the hateful yelling of frustration followed by a quick trio of popping gunshots, resulting in another shout, that one of pain, not anger.

“I need to go,” Jolie said, pushing past Laura and striding down the sidewalk.

“Hold on,” Laura said, trying to catch up. “What are you going to do? Walk five miles to the sitter’s house?”

“If that’s what it takes,” Jolie said.

“Hey, hey, hey!” a male voice barked and the two of them stopped, turning around. Three soldiers emerged, dressed in full camouflage, wearing tactical gear with carbines slung over their shoulders. The one in the center was slim and round-faced, an almost kindly look on his dark-skinned features, his head covered by his battle helmet. To his left, the second one came around, eyes narrow and hard underneath twin caterpillar eyebrows, so thick and bunched that they almost came together over the wide bridge of his squat nose.

The third soldier seemed almost shy, lingering back, shorter and slimmer than the other two, but the rifle he held was the same size as the others, and at the end of the day would do the same damage.

“What do you think you’re doing?” the round-faced one asked. “You’re on lockdown! The city’s not safe.”

As if in answer to that, a ratcheting explosion blistered the air, smoke coughing up from one street over, interspersed with broken screams.

“My children!” Jolie shouted. “I need to get to my children!”

“No can do,” the lead soldier said, shaking his head. “There’s a reason martial law has been instituted. Things are hairy in the city right now. There’s already been looting and violence. People are scared, and when they get scared, they can get violent.”

“I know people are scared!” Jolie shouted back. “I’m one of them. My kids are at a sitter’s house who lives close to a private landing strip. I need to know if they’re okay! You can’t keep me here like some common criminal!”

“Ma’am,” round-face said, his tone much harder now. “This is for your safety.”

“Then I acknowledge the danger,” Jolie said, “and I’m going anyway.”

The soldier’s eyes darted to Laura’s as if looking for her to talk some sense into the other woman. Laura shrugged.

“You can’t keep a woman from her children,” she said.

“We need all of you inside this building,” he continued. “We’re under strict orders from—” he trailed off, uncertain of how to continue. Laura narrowed her eyes.

“Strict orders from whom?” she asked. Her stomach churned. Something about it suddenly didn’t sit right with her. It wasn’t about martial law at all...it seemed to be about something else entirely.

“Please,” the soldier reiterated, his kind face shifting a bit. Hardening. “I need you to go back inside.” The two other men with him slowly fanned out, positioning themselves closer to the two women, the slimmer and shy one moving behind Jolie, standing between her and the passage deeper into the city.

“So, what?” Jolie asked. “We’re prisoners now? That’s what this is? This isn’t about the city being dangerous at all, this is about you wanting to keep us locked up in Aurora.”

“Please,” the soldier continued. “This doesn’t have to be a conflict. We’re all on the same side here.”

“I don’t think we are,” Jolie replied. She turned and extended an arm, her finger pointing toward the sidewalk. “I’m leaving. I’m going to find my children and there’s nothing you can do to stop me.”

The soldier clearly seemed to be struggling with it.

“I can’t let you do that,” he said through narrow, pursed lips. “It’s a matter of national security.” As he said these last words, his eyes moved to Laura’s and suddenly everything became clear. It was her. Pike and the National Security Agency were concerned that she would share what she knew. That classified information within Aurora might somehow get out.

She felt her cheeks flush at the thought of it, the notion that Jolie might be kept from returning to her children because she had intel in her brain that frightened Cameron Pike enough to lock down the entire facility. Her flush of shame shifted into a flush of rage and she closed her fists, digging her nails hard into her palms.

“Tell your boss,” she hissed, glaring at the soldier, “that she doesn’t know anything about this. Just let her go.”

The soldier held her gaze.

“That’s not your decision to make, ma’am,” he said, adjusting his grip on the rifle.

“It’s not Pike’s decision either,” Laura replied and the soldier blanched. It was subtle, but she saw it, and she knew she was right. “If this isn’t about martial law, then you don’t have a leg to stand on. All you’re doing is illegally detaining an American citizen, and that won’t go over well.”

“Won’t go over well with who?” the second soldier growled, the one with the thick eyebrows. He stepped up next to the first, a hard, steel rage in his eyes, a focused anger that wasn’t present in the others. It was a sense of righteous authority that honestly frightened her. He appeared to be the kind of soldier who believed merely putting on the uniform gave him seniority over “regular people” and he just might be the kind of person who would react badly to someone denying him that small measure of dominance.

Something told Laura he’d been eagerly waiting for the day that he could stride up to a group of American civilians and shove his righteous authority right down their throats.

“Won’t go over well with the non-existent law enforcement?” he continued. “The cops who are too busy trying to keep this city from pulling itself apart?”

“Look—” Laura started.

“Won’t go over well with the lawyers? The guys in thousand-dollar suits who were in their penthouse apartments when the 787 fell out of the sky on top of them?” He took a threatening step forward and Laura took a step back, suddenly considerably uncomfortable in the presence of this man. “Won’t go over well with the press? There is no press, lady, not anymore. The entire country, hell, probably the entire world has just been thrown back a hundred years. Better get used to it.”

Laura felt like she was going to throw up. Was he right? Was it truly impacting the entire nation and not just Seattle, as she feared? Not just the entire nation, but the entire globe? Had Project: Heatshield truly been the catalyst behind some sort of global apocalyptic event?

Her head started swimming. She wasn’t sure if it was a lack of sleep or the shock of the reality about it hitting her, but she felt like she needed to sit down. Her legs felt unsteady, and she could feel herself gently swaying back and forth as the angry man in camouflage with his rifle slung across his chest glared menacingly at her.

“Laura?” Jolie asked, putting a hand on her shoulder. “Are you okay?”

“No, I’m not okay,” Laura growled back. “This isn’t right. None of this is right. I’m pretty far from okay with any of it!”

“Calm down,” the angry soldier said, taking a step forward. “Let’s all go back inside and figure this all out.”

Jolie took a step backwards, as if she might turn and bolt down the sidewalk, but the third soldier stepped up behind her, putting a hand on her arm to remind her that he was there.

“We’re all going back inside,” the first soldier reiterated. “Where we can have a civilized conversation.”

“Civilized?” Laura asked, taking deep breaths to try and steady herself. “You accost us on the streets with military gear and rifles, and talk to us about civilized?”

Somewhere in the city a woman shrieked, loud, long, and pained.

“Would you prefer the alternative?” the soldier asked.

“I need to get to my children,” Jolie pleaded, tears streaming down her cheeks, but her arm was firmly in the grasp of the third soldier, and she appeared to have lost all will to fight back. Laura raised her hands, palms facing forward and strode past them, walking toward the door they had just exited.

–––––––– 



Chapter 21

South Brisbane, Louisiana

The rain and wind only got stronger and louder as the day went on, and Joel found that with the plywood nailed up over the windows he felt very isolated from the natural world. Uncomfortably so, even as it beat down the doors after him. Flexing his muscle, he rubbed his bicep gently, trying to massage away the pain from spending several hours holding up sheets of wood and either hammering or screwing them in place. The room darkening with each slab of wood he’d hammered up, Joel had scattered candles around, their low flames creating a wavering orange light throughout the cabin, illuminating the interior and making it so he could at least see what he was doing. Two pieces of wood remained in a small stack on the floor, but all of the others had been nailed or screwed in place, completely blocking his view of the outside world.

He hated it, but if nothing else, his grandfather had taught him the values of preparation, and he was determined to be ready for anything. Rotating his shoulder to loosen up the stiff joint, he walked to the kitchen counter and fished the final bottle of Corona from the six-pack sitting there, then used the edge of the counter to pop the top off and took a swift gulp of the drink. He’d been craving a cigarette since he’d started the impromptu project, but he didn’t smoke in the house, and it wasn’t exactly feasible to go outside at the moment.

Rain slammed hard on the wood, which he’d attached to the outside walls of the cabin, his shirt soaked and plastered to his chest, his hair flattened down over his scalp. He was soaked to the bone, hungry, and exhausted, and it was barely afternoon.

Peeling off his T-shirt, he threw it in a pile on the wooden floor, then stepped out of his wet jeans, leaving them in the same place. Walking to the bathroom, he snatched a bath towel off the hook, finished undressing, and dried himself off, then strolled into the bedroom, quickly slipping dry clothes on. He pulled a tank top over his broad shoulders, boxers and black wind pants on his legs, figuring he’d be likely on the move quite a bit, depending on what the storm brought to his doorstep.

Crossing past the bathroom, he looked in at the shower and considered turning it on, just to see what might happen. He had a well system here and knew the pumps were mainly powered by electricity. If he cut over to the generator, he could bring the pumps back on line, but he wasn’t ready to do that yet. He wanted to see what the hurricane brought first and see what sort of shape the power grid was in afterwards.

If the news was to be believed, power outages were happening throughout the entire United States and may not have even been related to Hurricane Alexandra, but he didn’t always believe what the news told him and liked to think that once the storm made landfall, he’d be able to much better calculate what everything meant for long-term power needs.

In one of the storage closets in the basement he knew there was also some piping and pump components where he could set up a solar-powered water pump and feed water from the nearby lake to use in case of emergencies. He wouldn’t want to drink it straight, but he could certainly boil it on the wood stove or use one of the many filters he had in his EDC bag or in the basement.

Thinking of that gave him an idea, and he took one last look around the living room, making sure there was nothing else he wanted to move down into the basement. At the last minute, he walked over to the mantle and removed the two photographs—one of him and his Army buddies, the second him and his family. Opening the paneled door down to the shelter, he took the steps carefully, bringing his pictures down, then went back up to double-check the weapons locker. A few more trips resulted in several more items being moved downstairs, and finally satisfied, he walked to a peg next to the staircase where a large tactical backpack was hanging.

That was his Bug Out Bag, which was quite a bit more elaborate than his Every Day Carry bag, but mostly served the same purpose. The EDC bag was one that he carried with him everywhere, a smaller pack that carried enough essentials for him to survive without resources for around 72 hours. Energy bars, medical supplies, portable water filters, along with fire starter, collapsible stove, a folding tent with some paracord. Most of the essentials.

The Bug Out Bag was a whole different animal, designed to be an easy-to-carry pack with enough supplies to last him a little longer than the standard 72 hours.

He unzipped the large pack, and opened the main compartment, starting to go through what was inside, just to verify that he had everything he thought he might need.

Like his EDC bag, he had a medical kit, only the one in the BOB was larger and carried more emergency supplies in case they were needed, plus several additional wraps of gauze, bandages, homeopathic medicines, ointments, and a nicely bound book of edible and healing plants, berries and herbs.

He had two more fire starters, each one with up to fifteen thousand strikes, plus a larger collapsible stove that could be unfolded and used as a way to cook or heat just about any meal you could think of. A set of two-way radios with fresh batteries, along with a box of dozens of extra batteries of all shapes and sizes. Like the EDC bag, he had a crank radio with USB charger and flashlight, as well as a smaller pen light and utilitool with scores of helpful instruments.

There was a waterproof bag of notebooks and pencils as well as masking tape and waterproof markers.

He had a head lamp with more spare batteries, and a tinder wood fire kit to provide more fuel for the portable stove. There were three tents and half a dozen ponchos, all of which folded up small and tight for easy storage. He also had a hunting knife in a sheath tucked into an inside pocket next to a holster containing a SIG Sauer P226 just like the one he carried in the EDC bag. Two weeks’ worth of vacuum-sealed energy bars, a portable water filter and inflatable water jug, along with a handful of straws which had built-in water filters so he could drink straight from a lake or stream if that ever became necessary.

A book of survival tips was nestled within the backpack as well, and a few small solar-powered batteries. There was an assortment of other things as well, which he set up in a series of rows on the basement floor, checking and double-checking. Removing a clipboard from a hook on the wall, he ran through the list, verifying item counts and quantities, making sure that everything he expected to be there was there.

Carefully he placed everything back where it belonged, sliding and folding and fitting things in just the right way before sealing the bag with a swift sweep of the zippered clasp.

Lastly, he opened the flap of a fabric sleeve on the side of the backpack and removed a folded piece of obsidian-colored metal. With one press of a latch and a flick of his wrist, the collapsible bow snapped open, the string pulling taut. He tested the tensile strength, slowly pulling the bowstring back, checking the resilience of the metal, and finally satisfied, folded the weapon back up, taking a moment to examine the hidden quiver built within the body of the bow. There were a dozen titanium broad-head arrows inside the approximately foot and a half collapsed construct.

Satisfied, he nodded and slipped it back where it belonged, closed the bag up, and rested it back against the wall near the staircase, ready to go when he needed it.

If things did go truly sideways, he could grab the BOB, while also strapping the EDC bag to it, and have everything he needed to survive almost a month in the wilderness, and that was if he made no trips to town, did zero hunting, or anything else.

He didn’t truly believe it would come to that, but his years of living alongside his grandfather had taught him that preparation was the key to survival. It also taught him to look for the warning signs, and as much as he hated to admit it, those warning signs were evident.

Unexplained power outages. Government or news media cover-ups. Utter failure of common and necessary infrastructure. Those were all warning signs, and each one of them had been on display over the past twenty-four hours.

Something was wrong in the world. Something more than usual.

Feeling completely exhausted and mentally spent, Joel stretched his weary muscles and did a quick inventory of the dry goods closet, the freezer chests, and the other necessary supplies. After two full hours reviewing all of the necessary items down in the shelter, he walked slowly and somewhat painfully to the room with the cots and laid down on one of them.

He’d grab a quick catnap, he decided, and when he awoke, he’d ride out that stupid storm, come out the other side, and see where things went from there.

#
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Joel wasn’t entirely sure what to do when the shrill chimes cut through the relative silence of the basement shelter. After twenty-four hours without power, the metallic, artificial noise sounded completely foreign to him and sent him scrambling from the cot, throwing the plain white blanket to the floor in a heap.

Scrambling to his feet, he looked left and right, trying to locate the source of the sound, a noise that flirted on the edge of recognition, something he’d heard at some point in his life, but not for a very long time.

Was it a phone ringing? Not one of the new phones, but an old metal clatter, like one of those twentieth century rotary dial jobs with an actual ringer inside?

Pushing from the bedroom, he turned left and found it, hanging on the wall, an item he’d seen many times, but hadn’t thought about until that very moment.

It was an old landline phone, jacked to the wall and hanging from a plastic mount, a familiar-looking device from when he was a child, but one he’d almost completely forgotten about in his journey towards adulthood. Scooping the receiver from the cradle, he pressed it to his ear.

“Hello?”

“Joel, is that you?” a voice asked on the other end. He coiled his face like a fist. The voice sounded familiar, but—

“Who is this?”

“It’s me,” she said, “Anita. You know—ummm—Winnie’s sister?”

Joel closed his eyes, remembering the clumsy altercation outside of Schmidty’s the previous day. Not just that interaction, but countless others that he’d had with the Finley family ever since Winnie’s death. He’d long suspected that the family at large, and Anita especially, held him to blame for the death of his wife and daughter, and in reality, he himself felt that way, too. But why on earth was she calling?

“Sorry, I’m sure you weren’t expecting my call. I was lucky I even kept this number handy. We had it jotted down as an emergency contact, just in case...” her voice trailed off. Just in case anything went wrong, and of course, something had gone wrong, and the emergency contact number had done absolutely nothing whatsoever to help it.

“Right,” Joel replied. “Of course.” He tried to rub the sleep out of his eyes and hoped his voice didn’t betray him. “What can I do for you, Anita?”

“This is going to seem weird,” she said in an uncomfortable voice. It was already pretty weird.

“What’s up?” Joel asked, trying to hide his impatience. He didn’t like dealing with Winnie’s family anyway, so why draw this out?

“We went out of town yesterday morning, expecting to be back by the afternoon, but this storm kind of crept up on us.”

If by crept up, you mean hit landfall exactly when every weather report said it would, then yes, I guess it did creep up, Joel thought, but did not vocalize.

“Okay?”

“You know I teach horseback riding, right?”

“Yeah, I know.”

“Well, the horses were in the barn yesterday, and we figured that would be good enough, but the storm is probably spooking them. We were rushing to get back so we could check on them, but now the road is washed out and they’re saying we may not be able to get into South Brisbane for another two days.”

Joel tipped his head back, already sensing what she was going to ask.

“Can you run by our place and check on the horses? I know I’m asking a lot, the weather is terrible out there, but we love them like our children and—”

“Yeah,” Joel replied, not really meaning to cut her off, but doing it just the same. “I can check on them, sure.”

Anita didn’t reply at first, almost as if she hadn’t expected Joel to actually agree to do it. But finally, after a few moments of silence she spoke.

“Wow, uhh, thank you,” she said, somewhat awkwardly. “Honestly. Thank you. You didn’t have to do this, Joel. I really appreciate it.”

“It’s all good,” Joel replied, “that’s what family’s for, right?”

There was another pregnant pause on the other end, his statement clearly making Anita uncomfortable.

Good, he thought.

“Yes,” she finally replied in a stilted, structured monotone. “That is what family is for.” He heard a rustling on the other end, as if she’d put a palm over the receiver to talk to someone. After a moment, it rustled again and the receiver came back to her mouth. “You remember the address?” she asked.

“I remember the place,” Joel replied.

“Okay, great. Really great. You’re awesome, Joel, thanks so much. We owe you one, okay?”

“It’s all right,” he replied, though had to admit the feeling that Winnie’s jerk sister might be in his debt was a pretty nice one. “I’ll go check on them now. Obviously you’re on a landline. Can I get a number so I can call you back if anything’s wrong?”

“Yes, of course, yes,” she said. “We’re staying in this old run-down bed and breakfast about fifty miles north. It’s a ratty old place, but they’ve got old phones, so they’re still working, thank goodness.”

“Thank goodness,” Joel agreed.

Anita rattled off the number to him and he committed it to memory, silently hoping he’d never actually call it, then they said their cursory goodbyes and he returned the receiver to its cradle.

“Well, so much for my afternoon nap,” he said with a sigh, walking back toward the staircase. Moving back up to the ground level, he shut the door behind him and halted for a moment, listening to the howling winds and slamming rains. They were no longer rain drops, they were like crashing ocean waves slamming down around his cabin, water carried by the stiff winds.

Without power, he’d had no sense of when the hurricane would actually make landfall, and he promised himself when he got back, he’d fire up the ham radio and see if he could find an emergency broadcast. For now, though, he scooped up his EDC bag, threw it over his shoulder and opened the door to the raging storms, eying his Jeep and hoping it was rugged enough to make the trek.




Chapter 22

Chicago, Illinois

Shawna had been right, sleep had not come easily or deeply for her, and as she heard the low shuffling of people getting up and moving around the platform, she found herself awakening more fully as well, after only a handful of hours of uneasy rest. Letting her eyes flutter open, she looked to her left and saw Tristan. He was fully awake, awake enough that she wondered if he’d really slept at all. He sat in the corner, his back resting against the stained tile, a small candle sitting on the ground next to him. It was alight with soft, yellow fire, a flickering glow cast along the narrow, hunched frame of the older man, his knees bent, a book held tenderly in one hand. He used the spine to hold it open and appeared to be tracing passages within the book with his right finger, his lips moving quietly as he read the words.

“You’re awake?” she asked, and after a moment of reading, he closed the book and smiled warmly at her, nodding.

“I am. Did you sleep well?”

“Not at all,” Shawna said, pushing herself up into a seated posture. “What are you reading?”

Tristan smiled and held up the Bible.

“Are you a believer?”

Shawna chuckled, shaking her head. 

“With what’s going on above our heads, can anyone really believe in some benevolent being looking over us? Did God knock those planes out of the sky?”

Tristan gently closed the Bible and tucked it back into his jacket pocket.

“No, no he didn’t,” he replied. “God doesn’t control man’s every whim, at least I don’t believe he does. He plays his part, but he created man with free will, which was both a blessing and a curse.”

“In my experience, it’s mostly a curse.” Shawna stood up, groaning slightly at the pain in her back and legs from lying on the hard ground of the subway platform. “You sleep on the ground every night?”

“Most nights,” Tristan replied, extracting himself from the ground as well, scooping up the shoulder bag and slinging it over one arm. “You get used to it.”

They gathered together, making sure they had all of their things, then walked back out the way they came, heading for the stairway up to the surface.

“I can’t believe how chipper you are,” Shawna said, looking at him. “You seem so happy. Content.”

Tristan shrugged.

“Every day, as I walk these streets, I hear people complaining about their jobs, their social lives, television shows, things they hate. I have no job.” He shrugged. “I have no social life. I don’t want television. What do I have to complain about?” He adjusted the strap on his shoulder bag and Shawna noticed his fingers were twitching a bit as he did.

“My life is mine and mine alone,” he said, but hesitated for a moment. “Well,” he clarified, “mine and God’s. I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

They started climbing the stairs.

“Are you okay?” she asked, looking at his fingers, which continued to twitch. He looked at her, then followed her eyes to where his hand touched the leather strap.

His face darkened somewhat and he looked down as they climbed the steep stairs slowly and carefully. Bright beams of sunlight slipped through the cracks between the wood nailed over the entrance to the underground platform.

“I have my problems,” he said quietly. “My vices.”

“Drugs?” she asked.

“There are pills,” he confessed. “They ease my burden and relax my pained muscles. They make sleeping on the hard ground just a little bit easier.”

“Oxy?” she asked, looking at him as they came to the front door. His trembling fingers worked the concealed latch, struggling with it until she finally moved over and helped.

Together they eased the door open, letting in the daylight. Shawna put a hand over her eyes to block the sunlight, though she couldn’t help but notice the city was cast in a strange, orange hue. The sun was poking out from between encroaching clouds, but the thick cloud cover over the majority of the sky and the intermittent streaks of spontaneous lightning had baked the city in a bizarre orange hue, looking as if it was under the glow of some strange heat lamps. Sirens still sounded throughout the city and they could hear the muffled shouting of barked orders from somewhere nearby. It was as if nothing had changed over the handful of hours that they’d been underground.

“I think so,” he finally replied sheepishly, as though he were greatly embarrassed to speak of it.

“I might be able to help,” Shawna continued as they shut the door behind them and Tristan worked with the latch to seal it closed. The city rose up around them, brick apartments and run down tenements, stuffed trash bags filling the cracked and worn sidewalks in every direction. Several cars were parked along the side of the road, some of them missing tires, others with cracked and broken windshields. Shawna knew enough to tell that it wasn’t necessarily because of the spacecraft accident that the city was like that in these parts. That was totally normal in that part of town.

Her part of town.

“I don’t need the help,” Tristan replied. “I can go without. I look to the Lord for guidance, he will walk me through.”

Shawna shrugged.

“If you say so, Big T.”

Tristan beamed when she used his nickname, subtly puffing out his chest and standing a little taller.

“So what’s next?” Shawna asked as they walked down the cracked sidewalk, her eyes tracing the surrounding neighborhood. She could see people milling about all around her, some of them lurking in alleys, others going through trash cans, still others just peering out through parted curtains. There were no lights on anywhere that she could see. The power outage had clearly branched out throughout the city, even beyond the impact zone. Lightning arched in the sky above one of the three-story apartment buildings and she squinted at it.

“You said this was your neighborhood?” Tristan asked. “Do you have a house here somewhere?”

Shawna pulled herself away from looking at the lightning and looked back at him.

“My boyfriend’s place is about six blocks west of here. We can head there if you want, though he’s not around.”

“Do you have keys to his place?” Tristan asked.

“Normally, yeah,” Shawna replied, “but I was in such a rush to get out of that holding cell, I left all of my belongings behind. I’ve got nothing on me and I’m sure as hell not going back there to get it.”

“Is your boyfriend around?”

“Maximum security,” Shawna replied softly, shaking her head. “I don’t want to hang out at his place for too long. Lots of bad memories and people who might bear a grudge.”

They walked in silence for a few moments until Tristan apparently decided to dig just a little deeper.

“Is it related to why you were in jail as well?”

Shawna nodded.

“What happened?”

“I’d rather not talk about it, if it’s all the same to you,” she replied in a tight voice. “I’m not proud of it.”

“Confessing your sins is the first step toward forgiveness,” Tristan said, looking earnestly at her.

“Don’t start with that, please,” Shawna growled back. “My father was a very religious man. We had a...complicated relationship.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Tristan replied, sounding very sincere.

“It is what it is. Most important thing is, he’s out of my life now and I can—”

“Shawna? Is that you?” The voice came from their right and Shawna froze mid-stride, turning her head to see who was speaking. She turned to the right, watching as a man walked across the street, his steely glare holding her in place.

“You got a lot a nerve coming back to the neighborhood,” he snarled, his face twisting into a look of anger and resentment. “You must have figured we’d all be gone or something, showing your face around here.”

“Hey, Jared,” Shawna said. “Don’t be like that, okay? I didn’t mean—”

“Don’t give me that,” Jared snapped back. “You knew exactly what you were doing.”

“We’re just going back to my apartment so I can grab a few things, okay? Then I’m taking off and you’ll never see me again.”

“Who’s this?” Jared asked, jerking his head towards Tristan. “This your dealer? Your sugar daddy? You decide you didn’t screw over Chad enough yet? You gonna sleep around on him while he’s locked up?”

“Don’t be a jerk, Jared,” she replied. “This guy saved my life yesterday. He’s helping me get back to the apartment, that’s all.”

“You think you’re just going to waltz back into the neighborhood after what you did?” Jared asked, glaring hotly at her. “That’s not the way things work around here, sweet cheeks.”

Shawna stuffed her hands in her red leather jacket and looked down at the ground, trying to figure out how to respond.

“Gimme one reason why I shouldn’t just ram a knife in your gut right here and right now?”

“Come on, Jared. After everything we’ve all been through? Don’t you think there are bigger things to worry about than the petty drama between me and Chad?”

“Petty drama?” Jared asked incredulously. “This goes way beyond petty drama, lady, this is full-blown betrayal. I don’t care what’s going on in the world or how many stinking planes are falling from the sky, you turn on one of us, you turn on all of us, and we don’t stand for that.”

She turned toward Tristan.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “It was a mistake for me to come back here. I thought that maybe—”

“You thought what?” Jared asked, taking a step closer. “You thought we wouldn’t notice? You thought we’d be too busy freaking out about the end of the world to worry about your skinny ass? You thought wrong, lady. Way wrong.” Suddenly there was a knife in his hand, a narrow sharp-edged blade that seemingly came from nowhere, clutched tight in his angry fist. He stepped forward, his arm bending slightly as he prepared to thrust.

Shawna backpedaled clumsily, turning and stepping backwards, shocked by the sudden appearance of the weapon. Tristan lunged forward, swinging his hand in a swift downward arc, driving the edge of his palm into the man’s knife hand. It was a move he’d been taught what felt like a hundred years ago during his hand-to-hand combat course in the United States Marines. The strike hit home and pain exploded in his wrist and hand as his chop bounced off the man’s thick forearm.

Tristan sucked air through his clenched teeth, drawing his hand back to him as Jared sneered at him, swiveling on the balls of his feet so he was facing him instead of Shawna.

“What the hell was that?” he asked. “Did you just try to karate chop me, old man?” He scoffed and chuckled as he advanced on Tristan, once again getting ready to strike.

“Leave him alone!” Shawna shouted. “It’s me you’re angry at.”

“I’ve got room in my anger for both of you, don’t worry,” Jared said, glaring at her as he stepped toward Tristan. He lunged forward and Shawna moved to intercept, but she was too slow. Tristan tried to whirl out of the way, but his knife rammed forward, toward his ribs and struck home. As Shawna watched, the blade bit into the right side of him as he tried to flinch out of the way, then sunk hilt-deep, Tristan grimacing as the stabbing motion drove the knife in.

“No!” she screamed and lowered her shoulder, running forward at full tilt. Jared tried to wrench the knife free, but it remained stuck where it was, leaving him in a vulnerable position for just long enough for Shawna to collide with him, shoulder first, hitting him and sending him stumbling clumsily backwards. His fingers released the knife and he barely remained upright, shifting his balance to his back foot to keep from falling.

“Oh, I’m going to make you pay for that!” Jared shouted, throwing himself forward, back in Shawna’s direction. Shawna scrambled, but Jared was too fast and before she could stop him, he had wrapped his thick arms around her, pulled and twisted, throwing her hard to the pavement. She struck shoulder-first, an explosion of bone-jarring pain rocketing through her right side as the side of her head bounced off the raised sidewalk.

Dizziness swarmed her vision, her stomach lurching as Jared loomed above her, preparing to descend upon her, his hands balled into tight, angry fists.
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Tristan gasped and groped, his heart racing. Jared had lunged at him with a knife, stabbing him in the ribs, and he reached down toward his right side, his fingers scrabbling for the hilt of the narrow blade, desperate to find it. He knew pulling the knife out might do more damage, but he had to at least check and see how bad it was.

His body was in shock, sweat forming at his brow, his muscles rigid and tensed as his fingers clawed at the handle of the weapon. Finally he found it, closing his grasp around it, pulling slightly to test how deep it was.

The knife felt as if it were buried hilt-deep. But he felt no pain. It was the shock. It had to be the shock, he’d seen it thrust at him. He’d seen it plunge home, digging in, stabbing into his jacket right where his ribs were—

Right where his pocket was. Where the book was.

Reaching down with his other hand, he felt along the side of his body, and he winced as he touched a spot of raw pain. Looking at his fingers, he saw some blood there, but not much. Not nearly as much as should have been. Peeling his jacket apart, he looked inside and saw that only a scant sliver of the knife blade had punctured the cloth of his jacket, the rest of it embedded inside the thick Bible he always kept in his pocket. It had felt as if it were stabbing into flesh, at least to Jared it had, but in truth, only the point of the blade had clawed at his skin. It hurt, it had drawn blood, but it wasn’t nearly as bad as it could have been.

“Hold still, woman!” Jared shouted and Tristan rolled over, looking in his direction. He was looming over Shawna, one fist clamped around the collar of her leather jacket, pulling her from the street, the other arm cocked back at a ninety-degree angle, his right hand curled into a blunt fist. A trickle of blood ran from Shawna’s right nostril, down over the gentle contours of her cheek and spattered onto the pavement by her right ear as Jared lifted, pulling her further off the street, preparing to strike a second time.

Tristan scrambled to his hands and knees, his eyes searching the street, until he finally saw his shoulder bag laying on the sidewalk near his knee. Twisting around, he tore the flap open, glancing at Jared as he swung a second punch. Shawna tried to roll away, but his knuckles drove hard into the left side of her head, her eyes pinching closed. It had hurt, but the human skull was far thicker than the cartilage in the nose, and a punch there shouldn’t cause much lasting damage.

Diving his hands deep into his shoulder bag, Tristan groped for something, anything he could use to protect her. Jared growled again, moving his fist to her jacket, using both hands to lift her up and better corral her. She kicked out with her right foot, aiming for his groin, but he turned and her boot simply glanced off the inside of his left knee.

“Let me go!” she screeched, trying to wrench free, but he held tight, pulling her closer.

Tristan’s fingers touched what he was after: the familiar textured grip of the Beretta M9 that he kept in his bag. It was just like the one he used to carry in the service, one he was intimately familiar with. For a period of time it had been like an extra hand to him, an extension of his body. “I’m going to beat the life out of you!” Jared said, once again pulling his second hand from her coat and closing a fist.

Tristan grabbed and pulled, yanking the semi-automatic from the bag. He knew he should shout some kind of warning, give Jared a chance to come to his senses, offer an opportunity to stop the madness.

But Jared was getting ready to punch Shawna again, and her face was turned to him, completely exposed, open to attack, and one more punch could be all it took to snap bones and fracture jaws. Yanking the pistol from the bag he fell back on his rear, bringing his hands together, swinging his arms, lock-straight. He took a fraction of a second to direct the blunt end of the weapon’s barrel in Jared’s general direction.

His finger pumped the trigger. The weapon crashed, a loud crack of sound kicking back the barrel, the muzzle flash cutting through the haze of early morning light. Jared didn’t even have a chance to turn or react as the nine-millimeter round drove hard into his left jaw, smashing into it, shattering it, then continuing upward, blasting out the top-right section of his skull.

It was a quick clap of sound and a sudden, visceral reaction. Jared’s muscles went immediately limp, the life blown out of him in one swift second, then the meat that remained simply slumped to the ground, Shawna tumbling back from now lifeless fingers.

“Holy crap,” she whispered. “Holy, holy crap. You killed him. My God, T, you killed him.”

“Let’s go, lady,” Tristan said, surprisingly calm as he scrambled to his feet and slid the pistol into an inside pocket. He moved toward her, wrenching the knife free from the Bible and placing it in his pocket as well. You never knew when you might need something like that.

Shouldering his backpack, he helped her clamber to her feet, her face pale, eyes wide and frightened. In a moment they were moving across the street, jogging toward a row of buildings ahead, then plunging into a darkened alley, the sounds of shouting and footfalls in the distance.




Chapter 23

Aurora Institute

Seattle, Washington

“What in the hell do you think you’re doing, Cameron?” Laura was standing in the security office, her arm out straight, leaning on the desk with the encrypted landline phone clutched tightly in a white-knuckled fist.

“Calm down, Laura,” the voice came through on the other end, just shy of condescending. 

“I’m not going to calm down,” Laura replied. “Did you really dispatch military operatives to lock down the Aurora facility? Was that you?”

“Seattle is one of many cities in America right now under martial law. No matter what you may think, I don’t hold the power to institute martial law in the palm of my hand. There are checks and balances.”

“But if martial law is instituted, I’m sure you can take advantage of the government’s presence to lock innocent people within a facility in the interest of national security.” Her jaw was clenched, the muscles of her arms taut with barely contained anger. “I’ve got a researcher here who has been separated from her children for crying out loud!”

“There are larger things at play here,” Pike replied, “dangerous things.”

“Things like Project: Heatshield,” Laura replied. “The United States government has put the world at risk, and now you’re desperately trying to put the genie back in the bottle.”

There was a moment of quiet and when Cameron came back on the line, his voice was thin and hard-edged.

“You are playing in a world you do not understand, Ms. Park,” he said. “No matter what level of encryption this line has, I would watch what you say. The only people you will hurt are the ones you love.”

Something about the tone of his voice in that moment frightened her. She knew what kind of world Cameron Pike lived in, what sorts of things his organization did on a daily basis, but for all the time she’d known him, she’d thought he was one of the good guys. One of the ones actually fighting on behalf of the American people. Watching out for them. Doing things nobody else would to protect the security of the nation. He wasn’t a stereotypical National Security Agency operative, he was different. Better.

But in that moment on the phone, she suddenly questioned everything she’d ever known about him and everything she’d ever thought. There wasn’t just anger in his voice, there was a sinister sincerity, and a complete and total conviction that what he was doing was absolutely the right thing, even though to her it so clearly wasn’t.

“What happened to you, Cameron?” she asked. “Where did you go wrong?”

“We live in a dangerous world, Laura. Dangerous times. Threats not just from other nations, but now threats from the planet itself. We have to adjust our way of thinking if we ever hope to continue as a species.”

The words chilled her to the bone. She had almost thought that when she called him and explained the situation, he might take a step back. Call off the dogs and let Jolie go. Relax the pressure a little bit.

But the opposite had happened. He’d doubled down, become even more aggressive, and now was leaving her in a very difficult place. He’d come just shy of threatening her and the ones she cared about, and had completely shifted her entire world view. It was clear to her that not only had he indeed made sure the military would lock down Aurora, but he had no qualms about doing it and would not hesitate in ordering them to kill, should things come to that.

Had she once loved him? Was it truly the end-of-world scenario that had changed him, or had he always been that person deep down inside? She didn’t know and she wasn’t sure she wanted to.

“You’re not doing the right thing, Cameron,” she finally said. “You may think you are in your own twisted way, but you’re not. You’re holding innocent people prisoner. Keeping a mother away from her children. This isn’t how you save the world, this is how you play your part in ending it.”

“Laura, don’t play that hand with me—”

She took the phone from her ear and slammed it down onto the receiver, standing there, huddled over the desk. Anger fueled her. Not just anger, but fear and disappointment as well. As she stood there, she felt the dull heat of rage settling throughout her body, bringing with it a certain sort of unique weariness. A bone-deep exhaustion, not just of body, but of mind and spirit. She’d held a belief that if the world were ever faced with global extinction, that people were intrinsically good and would come together and stand before the oncoming dangers hand-in-hand.

But she’d been wrong. All it had done was fuel hatred and deception, and now with the human race scattered to their separate corners, there was no unified front.

Even if they did somehow survive that, she couldn’t help but feel all was already lost.
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South Brisbane, Louisiana

Helen stood by the front window, looking out into the rain-soaked streets of South Brisbane. The rain slammed down in diagonal sheets, a constant din of falling water. Pools were already forming on the uneven road outside and another smattering of emergency vehicles had just passed through, driving in the opposite direction. The food sat uncomfortably in her stomach, a low churn of acid and processed meat and she pressed a palm to her belly, hoping to calm its unease. Next to her, Rick was pulling on a raincoat, zipping it up over his broad chest as he cinched it tighter to his shoulders.

“I don’t think the rain is going to let up before this thing hits land,” Rick said, turning to Wayne, who was walking from the kitchen, having just checked the freezer for the fifth time that afternoon. “You guys should head back home. You don’t want to get caught out here.”

Wayne’s eyes darted to Helen, then back to Rick, and he nodded softly, as if finally accepting what he knew was inevitable.

“This restaurant is all we have,” he said quietly. Helen turned and looked at him, surprised by his tone of voice. His face matched his voice, strangely sullen and sad, his eyes wide and vacant, as if staring off into some unseen abyss. “Your mom and I started this restaurant,” he said, looking at Helen. She could see the glisten of tears forming in his eyes. “It’s really the last memory I have of her.”

Helen furrowed her brow, opening her mouth to say something, but finally pulled her lips closed again and turned back to the window, looking out at the pouring rain.

“It’s still just stuff,” Rick said. “It may be a memory of her, but at the end of the day, it’s just brick, glass, and stone. Not worth dying over.”

“Dying?” Helen asked. That seemed melodramatic. They’d had no way to check the news since the power outage, and didn’t know what the current status of the hurricane was. Every so-called hurricane that had made landfall anywhere near them in the past ten years had been downgraded to a tropical storm before they actually saw it, even ones in the midst of hurricane season. It was just a fierce spring rainstorm, right?

“What do you mean?” Helen asked. “It’s not like this is Katrina we’re talking about. These things always peter out before they actually hit us.”

“That’s not what the radio was saying yesterday,” Rick said. “I was hanging out with the Conways when they were talking to their survivalist buddies. Weather reports sounded pretty scary. Could be a Category 5 when it hits.”

Wayne’s mouth hung open.

“Where’s FEMA?” he asked. “Where’s the National Guard? When this stuff happens, don’t we usually have government assistance on-site to help coordinate an evacuation? Nobody is leaving!” His voice sounded frantic, as if he were realizing for the first time exactly how serious it was.

“Something tells me they’re busy with other things these days,” Rick replied. “Planes falling out of the sky, global power outages. That sort of thing.”

“Unbelievable,” Wayne whispered, realization dawning on him. “So this isn’t ending any time soon? These power problems?”

Rick shook his head. 

“We’re in this for the long haul, I suspect. If I were you, I’d pack up and head home, try to ride things out there. The restaurant will be right here when you get back. I highly doubt those guys from last night will venture out in the middle of a hurricane to ransack the place.”

Wayne nodded as Helen looked on. His face was turning pale and she could see him opening and closing his fists methodically as he considered what was happening. It was like his entire world was falling apart around him.

“Stay safe,” Rick said, moving toward the door, tucking the hood tight over his head. “You’re coming back to the restaurant tomorrow? I’ll swing by and check on you, okay?”

Wayne nodded.

“Thanks, Rick,” he said.

“You don’t owe me thanks,” Rick replied, glancing at the broken door with the plywood nailed over the shattered glass. “I should have never gotten mixed up with those guys last night. I’m afraid we may see a lot more people like them in the coming days if things are really going sideways across the whole country.”

“Then good thing we’ll be sticking together, right?” Wayne asked.

Rick smiled and nodded. They didn’t exchange another word, he just opened the door and stepped out into the squall, a burst of wind and rain cutting in, sending water across the tile floor. Even though the door had only been open for a moment, the floor was immediately slick and shining under a layer of water.

Helen made sure the door was closed and locked, then looked over at her father, who was sitting on a bench in a booth, staring aimlessly out of one of the side windows. He had a melancholy look on his face as if he were watching a sad movie through the glass, as the rain crashed down from the heavens, the world outside cast in a dull, leaden hue.

She almost said something to him, wanting to calm him somehow, to ease his burden, but she didn’t know how. The situation with her mother had always been a cloud hanging over their relationship, a clotting scab that felt callused and numb to him, but open and raw to her. They had far different emotions about the woman, and as such, had rarely really had an opportunity to talk through what had happened. Any time they’d tried, it had devolved into disagreements at best and arguments at worst, and seeing him looking haplessly through the glass, she had no desire to start an argument today.

Instead she remained silent, turning back to look out of the front window, watching the soft illumination of Rick’s taillights driving slowly down a side street until they turned another corner and disappeared from view.

–––––––– 



Chapter 24

South Brisbane, Louisiana

The things he did for family.

Joel pulled his rain poncho down tight over his head, cinching the hood to try and block some of the hammering rain. Wind whipped through the pasture, flattening the grass as the rain drove down, soaking him through. Turned out his sister-in-law’s fears were justified; the barn door had been blown open and was crashing against the wooden wall of the barn. Most of the horses had remained inside the large structure, sheltered in their stables, fearful about venturing out into the torrential downpour. But there had been a young horse with a white coat and brown spots, who Joel had found wandering the pasture, hugging the fence surrounding the grass. The poor colt had lowered its head and clung tight to the fence as the rain and wind blistered the creature, drenching it with water, its main clinging tight to its thick neck and elongated skull.

Joel had pulled the Jeep over into the grass next to the fence, then vaulted over it, landing clumsily on the other side, making his way to the young horse. It had taken him a long time to get close to the creature, to locate a halter and lead rope inside of a tack room, then return outside, cornering the young foal and slinging the halter over its snout, buckling it tight behind its pointed ears. Keeping his head down and the hood pulled tight, he led the young horse back toward the barn, pulling its lead, guiding it through the grass and back toward the looming red structure. It had taken several minutes, but he finally got the animal back inside and locked into one of the stables.

Once they were situated in their stables, he gathered food together and fed them all, one at a time, trying to calm their frayed nerves. The youngest horse snorted and thumped its front right hoof, anxious and uneasy, some of the other animals following its lead.

“It’s okay,” Joel said softly, extending his hand into the stable, touching the horse’s head, rubbing gently to soothe it. 

Thunder crashed in the sky above, a ratcheting, echoing punch of noise. Joel looked up into the tall, arched ceiling of the barn, trying to gauge how well it would withstand the gale force winds blowing through. There were thick wooden rafters running along the slanted roof and even thicker support columns extending down alongside the stables. Each section of the large structure seemed to have reinforced wooden supports horizontally and vertically and he saw no sign of any give or tremor. The barn was probably more structurally sound than the house two hundred feet away.

Rain battered the roof and was coming down so hard, he nearly couldn’t see the house as he came up on the door leading back out to the pasture. Three narrow trees sat in the front yard of the quaint country home and the wind was bending them at a nearly forty-five degree angle, the branches flailing like arms, leaves scattering into the whirling, rain-soaked winds.

It was a pale yellow house, a medium-sized two-story structure and as he looked at it, he almost thought he saw a few of the shingles on the roof trembling as if they might shake loose and fly off. The storm was hitting so hard it was a strange mixture of the two of them, the sky filled with pelting bullets of water and an aggressive, constant thrust of blinding winds.

His boots squelched into the dried hay of the barn as he took a step closer to the opening, looking out through the monsoon.

He thought for a moment about running to the house, maybe sheltering in place here rather than tempt fate by taking the long road back to the cabin, but the winds were already ripping and tearing at the roof and battering the side of the barn, and he felt no comfort at the thought of staying here. The more he thought about it, the more certain he was that if he did, the house might very well fall down around him.

The Jeep was parked in the grass just on the other side of the fencing, the rain trickling over its boxy shape, winds attacking the long grass, flattening it with their harsh, sweeping gusts. He cast one look over his shoulder, looking up and down the stables, noting that the animals seemed more or less content. Restless, for sure, but content, and the gates were all latched securely. The barn had been built recently, certainly more recently than the house, and its solid wooden structure would withstand the furious storm, he had no doubt about that. 

The house’s pre-fab construction he felt considerably less confident about. 

Pulling the hood of his raincoat tighter around his chin, he stepped out of the door, lowering his head as the water beat down on him, then grasped the barn door and shut it, slinging the metal latch in place. He retrieved a padlock he’d found inside the barn and used it to secure the latch, just to be sure the door wouldn’t fly open again. 

These winds were the strongest he’d ever felt. As he turned and made his way across the grass toward the Jeep, he thought for a moment they might actually knock him down. The thin material of his waterproof coat flapped around him, tugging and snapping as if trying to pull him away from danger, but he pressed forward, lowering his head against the onslaught, making his way across the grass. 

He made his way to the gate in the fence and lowered his shoulder to it, pushing forward, forcing it open against the wind and rain. The wood tore itself from his grasp, blowing back and slamming against the fence, sealing the pasture off from the rest of the sprawling front yard. The dirt driveway cut a path through the middle of the grassy meadow, leading to a gravel cul-de-sac in front of the house, and he’d parked his Jeep just next to it, wanting to get as close to the barn as possible. Carefully making his way around the old vehicle, he swung into the driver’s side door and slammed it closed behind him, sitting in the seat, feeling like little more than a drowned rat. 

He sat for a moment and looked out the window, watching the trees bending unnaturally as they came under attack by the whipping breeze, and then as he looked on, one of the small trees began to crack, the trunk splintering as it leaned to one side, roots actually pulling out of the grass. Finally, in one last death throw it tore free of the front lawn, throwing grass and dirt, spilling over as the trunk splintered, the once stoic young sapling now little more than fresh kindling in the wet grass. 

Suddenly he felt as if he’d hung around too long. The hurricane was officially upon them, and if he didn’t move fast, he’d be caught out in the middle of it. 
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He wasn’t entirely sure when it had happened, but at some point within the last twenty minutes, things had changed from rainstorm to full-blown, batten-down-the-hatches hurricane. Wayne came out from the kitchen, moving around the register counter just as the furious winds picked up a metal trash can and tossed it end-over-end down the street outside the restaurant, clattering as it tumbled. 

“Dad!” Helen shouted, her voice edging on the side of frantic. “We need to go! What are you doing?”

“I’m ready,” he breathed, dropping a pile of what looked to be random junk on the counter. Helen stood and trotted over, rifling through the items there.

“What are these?” she asked. “Hard drives or something?”

Wayne nodded.

“This restaurant is all we have! I removed the hard drives from all of the computer equipment in the back. I’ve never had enough money to get one of those fancy backup systems, and if this place does get wrecked, we can’t afford to lose all of our data. The building and physical equipment is insured. The data? No insurance.”

There was a loud bang and crash from outside and Helen whirled around, eyes wide. A street sign had been bent over on the sidewalk, the octagonal metal plate of the stop sign slamming down on the asphalt. Through the drenching sheets of rain, she could see the vague silhouettes of the brick buildings across the streets, a pair of people charging up the sidewalk, holding newspapers over their heads, as if that would do any good.

More warbling sirens sounded and an ambulance tore through, trailing a faint red glow from its sirens, leaving contrails of crimson neon against the flat argentine backdrop of rain.

Wayne scooped up two doggie bags from behind the register and slipped several of the hard drives into one of them before twisting up the top and closing it. Some other miscellaneous stuff got crammed into the second bag and set on the counter next to the first. Thunder roared somewhere above them. More loud pounding sounded and Wayne looked up, seeing a person standing on the sidewalk, hammering the window with both fists. He was wearing a dark rain poncho and dark pants, and when a particularly harsh burst of wind cut through, it peeled his poncho back and he could see a police uniform beneath.

“You need to seek shelter!” he shouted, needing to scream to pierce the relentless noise of the churning winds and rains. “The hurricane is making landfall! Get somewhere safe! Do you have a basement?”

Wayne shook his head.

“Not here! At home!”

“Then go home now!” the officer shouted.

Wayne nodded and the man broke away, leaning forward to move against the wind, vanishing to the right and around the corner, off to look for the next stupid business owner who was too brain-dead to have closed up shop by now.

“Dad, come on,” Helen pleaded. 

“I know, sweetheart, I know,” Wayne replied, his eyes scanning the building. He hadn’t lied. The restaurant truly was everything they had, she knew that, and she knew losing it would break his heart. It would be like losing her mother all over again, and she honestly wasn’t sure how he’d recover.

He’d barely recovered from her mother—and on some days, she’d swear he hadn’t.

Tossing her a raincoat, he grabbed his own and pulled it over his shoulders, thrusting his hands through the sleeves as he walked. Helen fastened hers, grabbing the two paper bags from the counter and tucking them tight to herself, inside the coat to avoid them getting wet.

Jingling his keys, Wayne dashed to the door, opened the deadbolt and threw the damaged door open. The wind jumped through, grabbing at the door and threatening to slam it harder, breaking it further, but somehow, Wayne held fast.

“Come on, Helen,” he said and she nodded, ducking her head and pushing past him, out into the torrential downpour. More thunder echoed from the clouds and she glanced upward, seeing the sky riddled with cascades of blue and yellow lightning, far more lightning than the single clap of thunder would indicate, but she didn’t let her eyes linger. She dropped her gaze again and continued onward, forcing herself toward the old sedan parked next to the sidewalk.

Wayne blipped his keychain and the locks unlatched audible, the hazard lights flashing. Helen moved left, turning her shoulder against the harsh wall of wind, water all over her, pounding her head and drenching the sidewalk. Standing water was already starting to form along the streets and in some corners of where the sidewalk met the building, puddles splashing as she moved toward the car.

She saw him drop off the sidewalk and run over the street toward the driver’s side of the car. They both wrenched open the car doors and slid into the old sedan, slamming the doors behind them, sitting in the car, shivering softly as rain and wind hammered the vehicle.

Helen could barely see through the windshield, the entire world ahead of her awash in pellets of silvery gray, and she looked to her father with a frightened look.

“It’s okay,” he replied softly as she opened her raincoat and set the two paper bags on the floor at her feet. “It’ll be okay.” He pressed the key into the ignition and twisted, the engine roaring to life, twin beams of pale light cutting through the rain ahead as the car shuddered to life.

Without another word, he tapped the accelerator, pulling the car away from the curb, then cranked the wheel left, brought the vehicle around, and took off into the rain and wind.




Chapter 25

Aurora Institute

Seattle, Washington

Laura looked down at the desk and brought her closed fist down in a hard, swift slam, rattling the keyboard as it struck. The murmuring voices around her suddenly cut off into silence and heads turned to face her workstation.

“Laura?” Dr. Foster asked, cutting through a few of the other researchers. “What seems to be the problem?”

“You mean besides the fact that the city is burning to the ground outside our window?” she asked, not looking up from her desk. Dr. Foster stood at her shoulder, looking at her computer screen which displayed a series of data points that seemed woefully incomplete.

“I’m sorry,” she replied in a quieter voice. “It just feels like we’re shouting at clouds in here. There simply isn’t enough data to work with to make an educated guess about the cause of the catastrophe. Satellites are going offline by the minute, and we’re nearly blind in here.” 

“What do you suggest?” Foster asked.

Laura stood huddled over the desk, supporting herself with two locked arms. Her mind was working. Pike had made crystal clear what could happen if she decided to reveal classified information, and even if she had some idea what might be behind the catastrophe, she still didn’t know how it was doing what it was doing. She’d seen it before, or a smaller scale version of it in test labs in Washington and Maryland, but they’d never really shared the detailed technical infrastructure that allowed it to do what it did. She certainly had no idea how to stop it.

Her contribution had been mostly theoretical. And now, theoretically, the project she was once associated with appeared to be throwing the globe on its axis.

“Data,” she finally said. “We just need more data. Some kind of information about what’s happening up there. We’re on borrowed time in here as it is, and I feel like we’re wasting precious time beating our heads against the wall. How much longer can this power really last?” She looked up at the emergency lights dotting the high ceilings, each one glowing a low crimson. Whatever redundant power the building had appeared to be fading, and they were no further along now than they had been twenty-four hours ago when it had all first happened.

She looked out of the window again, and even from that distance, she could see the strange orange hue of the world outside. The sun was blocked by smoke and clouds, a constant crackle of atmospheric lightning, all combined with a rolling boil of fires throughout the city gave Seattle a strange artificial look, as if it were illuminated by orange-tinted floodlights.

Sirens were audible inside the large control room and as she looked, she thought she saw the gentle arch of water sprayed from a fire truck, trying desperately to douse some nearby flames. Along the ceiling the crimson lights faded, flickered, and then lit again as if gasping for breath. Half of the computer screens in the control room faded from view before winking out.

“It’s only a matter of time,” Laura said. Her eyes scanned the control room, quietly counting the heads of the people inside. There were more staff members stuck in the building, she knew, scattered throughout other areas. If power went out and they were all being sequestered inside, resources would get quickly diminished.

“We should send a group to the cafeteria,” she said. “Start gathering some food. There’s a nurse’s station on the second floor—we need to get some medical supplies as well. We’ve been stupid so far. So stupid.”

“What do you mean?” Dr. Foster asked. “We’ve been trying to stop whatever’s happening.”

“We can’t stop it!” Laura exclaimed, her own frustration showing through. “Civilization is crumbling. Our power will be out within hours, not days. Things are going to become about survival more than anything else. We need to start thinking that way ourselves or this will all be for nothing.”

“Survival?” Dr. Foster asked as if trying to grasp the full breadth of what she was saying.

“If our power goes out, the food will spoil quickly. Water will stop running. Our security system will go offline. The things keeping us alive, clean, and safe will all systematically fail, one after the other, and once that happens, it’ll be everyone for themselves.”

“You’re scaring me, Laura.”

“You should be scared. How many employees work here?”

Dr. Foster’s eyes wandered slightly.

“How many, doctor?”

“Six hundred, maybe?”

“Six hundred people. Even if staffing was only at fifty percent when the plane went down and the building was put on lockdown, that’s still three hundred people in a pretty tightly confined area. As food runs out and supplies dwindle, things are going to get very tense in here. We need to start gathering everything we can. Getting ready before it’s too late.”

There was a sudden flash from outside, an almost blinding white thread of vibrant light, so bright that Laura had to shield her eyes even from inside. Immediately following the light there was a splitting, metallic screeching sound from outside, a dull roar of engines throttling, a sudden, echoing slam, and then the building itself seemed to shift on its foundation, a ratcheting, blistering explosion of sound and light sprawling up over the glass window.

Glass starred, spiderwebbed, and suddenly exploded inward, separating and bursting free in dozens of glittering, jagged shards, spraying throughout the inside of the control center.

All at once the low, red glow of the emergency lights faded, only now instead of dimming, they blinked once and went dead, a grinding sound from down below continuing to jostle the building as if a giant had gripped one corner and started to lift.

As Laura looked toward the ceiling, the control room was suddenly plunged into darkness, and then swiftly erupted into anarchy.
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She tried to tell them not to, but they wouldn’t listen. In a sudden, gathered rush, the researchers charged toward the door, feet clapping loudly on the metal gridwork floor, desperate hands squeaking along the glass windows, muffled shouts and exclamations of fear echoing off the smooth walls of the strangely shaped room. “Stop!” Laura shouted, throwing her hands up, though she knew people weren’t listening. The control center wasn’t dark because the disturbing orange glow from the city outside shone through open windows, but the rounded room had immediately erupted into chaos, her words and movements drowned out in the frenetic activity of those around her. “They have the facility on lockdown!” she continued as people barreled past her, jostling her, pushing her side and squeezing through the doorway into the outside hallway.

“They’re in no mood to listen,” Dr. Foster said, coming up next to her as the crowd of researchers continued stampeding into the hallway and toward the exit.

“There are soldiers outside!” Laura insisted. “Armed with automatic rifles. When Jolie tried to leave they confronted us and I got the impression they would open fire if it came to it.”

“What?” Foster demanded, spinning on his heels? “Open fire? You mean shoot people?”

Laura nodded. “I saw something in their eyes, Doc. Something cold, especially in one of them. They’re getting their orders from somewhere, and their orders are pretty clear.”

“What is going on with this world?” Dr. Foster exclaimed and followed along as Laura tore off down the hall in pursuit of the crowd. They continued into the main stairwell heading down to the first level and were joined by a large group—other workers from elsewhere within the Aurora facility. A loud, rattling bang echoed from out in the streets, and it felt like the structure was shifting around them, moving side to side underneath their feet.

The lobby near the entrance was a wide, open space, a generous, extravagant reception area with walls of steel-framed glass, polished tile floors, and a rich wood reception desk. The first thing Laura noticed as she crested the stairway to head down was that the entire left side of the lobby was blown inward, windows shattered, metal twisted, a confetti of debris cascading along the once smoothly manicured floor surface. Jutting through where a large window once was, was the blunt nose of what appeared to be a King County Metro bus smashed through, the mangled remains of a bicycle mounted to its front.

Laura could see the driver through the window, hunched over the steering wheel, his forehead pressed down onto it, unmoving. A hat sat askew on the dashboard, and she thought she saw a faint spatter of crimson on the broken windshield. Shouting echoed through the broken glass as through the rest of the intact windows, she could see over a dozen camouflaged soldiers desperately trying to control an out-of-control situation. They were converging on the large group of people trying to exit the building, lifting weapons and yelling, gesturing for them to stay where they were, though few of them were listening.

As the groups converged, three military Humvees and a transport swung over, taking position on the street behind the gathered group of armed men and women, parking in such a way to block the group’s path deeper into the city.

Laura stepped onto the lobby floor, followed closely by Dr. Foster, watching as a man in dress greens stepped up onto the hood of a car, a megaphone in his hands. The car was in front of the recently gathered barricade of military vehicles.

He was slender and, from what Laura could see, he appeared to be middle-aged, his face stoic and solid, his limbs thin, but filling out the uniform nicely.

He wore a high and tight haircut colored salt and pepper and his eyes were narrow and focused in spite of the swirling chaos around him. From where Laura stood, she thought she could see the silver oak leaf insignia designating him as a lieutenant colonel.

“Ladies and gentlemen!” he shouted above the din, the battery-powered megaphone screeching slightly as his rigid voice burst through metallic static. “Please remain calm!”

“What happened?” a voice from the horde of researchers and Aurora office workers shouted.

“We are evacuating the city!” the man shouted. “But we will do it in an orderly and organized fashion!”

The horde was growing as other surrounding pedestrians ran along the sidewalk, some of them coming from the crashed bus. Laura looked left and saw a disheveled businessman appear, his hair tousled, his suit coat wrinkled and pulled free of his belted slacks.

His face was pale, and he had streaks of blood running diagonally across his forehead, which was further exposed by his mussed, dark hair.

“What’s going on?” Laura asked, raising her voice slightly to be heard against the louder-speaking lieutenant colonel.

“Evacuating the city, like he said,” the man gasped. “They ushered a bunch of us into buses just like that.” He thumbed over his shoulder toward the wreckage of the King County bus that was now embedded with the left wall of the Aurora facility. As Laura looked, she could see glass shards across the smooth roof of the vehicle, gouges dug from the driver’s side wall, several windows shattered. An emergency exit door at the rear of the vehicle had been opened and people were spilling out, though the driver remained hunched over and motionless where she had first seen him.

Smoke still settled over the city, the dull heat of flames palpable the moment they stepped outside. Laura’s eyes stung and her nostrils flared with the acrid stink of the place, a city that had once smelled of fresh saltwater, coffee, and fragrant trees native to the Pacific Northwest. “There were people running across the street,” he continued, “the driver swerved to avoid them, but lost control. I’m amazed it didn’t happen sooner, you can barely get anywhere in the city right now!”

“Is it that bad?” Dr. Foster asked. Being sheltered inside of Aurora had given them a certain perspective on the chaos, but it had still only been a limited outside perspective.

“Worse!” the man replied. “The plane—the one that fell right into the city. It wasn’t the only one. Three others fell from the sky in and around Sea-Tac. A small commercial aircraft crashed at the base of the Space Needle.” He turned and looked, and Laura followed his gaze, glaring at the rounded top section of the Space Needle which was clearly visible from where they stood. One of the perks she loved about working at Aurora was taking her breaks on the roof, and watching over the city, spending many an evening watching the sun set, the dark silhouette of Seattle’s most well-known trademark shadowed against the orange and pink skies.

She looked at the distinctive structure now, and could see that it was listing slightly, reaching softly to the left as if it were a tired limb that could no longer hold itself straight. Could the Space Needle actually fall? For some reason, that fact struck Laura harder than almost anything else had in the past twenty-four hours. Seattle was identified by the landmark, it was how it was truly known, and it had stood for a generation. If it fell...what did that signify?

Sirens wailed and brought her back to reality. She snapped her head around toward the gathered masses, who were getting unruly as the military vehicles parked ahead of them blocked their path.

“The city of Seattle is under martial law!” he shouted, trying to re-establish his dominance. “Please be calm! We are working to evacuate the city, but we need everyone’s cooperation!”

What appeared to be a brick hurtled from the gathered crowd, arching gently in the air, thumping onto the roof of the car, less than two feet from where the lieutenant colonel stood. The man glanced angrily at the projectile, then snapped his head back around.

“We are trying to help!” he reiterated as voices raised around the angry mob. The Aurora facility groaned audibly, and glass fragmented somewhere inside.

“The place is falling apart,” Dr. Foster hissed, looking back at the state-of-the-art facility. “We need to go!”

“Try telling the dude with the megaphone that!” the rumpled office worker retorted.

“Lieutenant Colonel!” Dr. Foster shouted, stepping further into the crowd, raising his arms. “Please listen! The building is going to collapse! I repeat, the building is going to collapse!”

His words were meant to draw the attention of the officer with the megaphone, but instead they rippled through the already frightened crowd. Voices raised to a fever pitch, murmurs cascading into shouts, spiraling into screams and yells. Another brick careened, sailing over the officer’s head and plunking onto the roof of a Humvee behind him. Another struck the window of the car he was standing on, exploding glass into the seats inside, and visibly surprising him with its speed and effect.

“Cease your violent behavior!” he shouted again, but his face had lost some of its stoic defiance and looked slightly intimidated. Frightened even. He twisted around, looking for some sort of support and as he did, the canvas flap of the military transport opened and more camouflaged soldiers spilled out, carrying weapons. There appeared to be members of Seattle's S.W.A.T. team mixed in as well, men in dark uniforms with riot shields and thick helmets.

“If you don’t disperse immediately, we will disperse you!” the man shouted, his voice squealing through the megaphone. “This is your last chance!”

Laura could see Dr. Foster struggling through the crowd, still working to get the man’s attention, but clearly he wasn’t paying attention. Soldiers and law enforcement came around the row of military vehicles, trying to work their way between the car and the crowd, but there were maybe two dozen soldiers against hundreds of rioters.

Rioters. Was that what they were? Fifteen minutes ago at least some of these people were just researchers, trying to find a solution to whatever was happening. Now, after a single bus crash, they were wild and crazed rioters, going head-to-head with law enforcement and military personnel. That was all it had taken.

“Dr. Foster!” Laura shouted, waving to the older man. She was starting to see the folly in attempting to explain. The military group was a barely contained incendiary device and the jostling crowd was the fuse. Something was going to explode, she could feel it. The hostility and edge in the air was a physical presence, a hard and sharp-edged atmosphere, the heat and smoke mixing with the raw tension. She had to get out of here, but she wanted Dr. Foster with her.

“Dr. Foster!” she yelled again, waving her arms wildly. He seemed to hear her, turning toward her, craning his neck to see, but the crowd was shifting left and right, rolling like the waves in a stormy ocean, and shouting voices now drowned out the megaphone completely, the armed men and women looking slightly nervous.

Another brick shot out of the crowd, tumbling end over end and the lieutenant colonel turned to speak into the megaphone again. He turned right into the path of the throw item, and the hard, sharp object drilled into his right temple, striking with devastating efficacy. Even from a hundred feet away, Laura could see his skin split and imagine his skull crunching under the impact, a tiny blossom of red mist spraying free as he crumpled like a discarded doll, slumping down and back simultaneously, disappearing behind the car, the squawking megaphone thudding onto the car, squealing and popping.

A victorious roar cascaded through the gathered mob, fists raising, the entire mob pressing slowly forward, pushing against the few men with riot shields and weapons.

“Graves is down!” a voice cried out. “They took Graves down!”

More shouts and screams echoed, that time from the military, and Laura could see the anger and rage on their faces as things quickly spiraled out of everyone’s control.

“Dr. Foster!” she begged and the man looked at her, but the crowd surged, pushing together and moving in unison and as she watched his frantic face was consumed by a small ocean of enraged humanity. They all moved as one, pushing forward toward the soldiers and the vehicles, trying to trap them between the Humvees and themselves.

“Oh, no,” Laura whispered, shaking her head. She could see it all happening before it did, she could smell and taste the conflict, and it was just a matter of time—

“Open fire!” someone shouted. She wasn’t sure who, but it didn’t really matter. The soldiers and S.W.A.T. members with riot shields stepped back and others moved in, lifting rifles to their shoulders.

The results were instantaneous. Screams and yells spilt from the crowd, a horrific cacophony of unbridled terror as the realization of what was about to happen struck them all like a boxer’s swift punch.

“Go!” Laura shouted, looking at the shocked face of the office worker, whose already pale face had somehow lost even more color, looking almost milky white. “Go now!”

Machine gun fire roared against the already loud sounds of sirens and chaos, the staccato chattering of automatic weapons mixing with the shocked and desperate cries of pain and misery from the gathered crowd. It was the worst sound Laura had ever heard, the collision of hard, metallic punching and raw organic terror, twisting together into a blended orchestra of death and pain.

She whirled, ducking her head and running through the streets, legs pumping, eyes closed as tears broke loose, streaming down her smooth cheeks. She kicked off her shoes as she moved and dug deep, tapping into her marathon runner’s resilience, sprinting wildly, feet slapping on pavement, the throttling war cry of the fall of human civilization fading into violent misery behind her.

–––––––– 



Chapter 26

South Brisbane, Louisiana

Rain pounded around the car as Wayne navigated the left turn, breaking from pavement to dirt, his foot hammering on the accelerator as they moved through the torrential downpour. He could barely see through the silvery curtain of showers, the trees on each side of the road little more than brown and green smears among the smudged windows of non-stop water.

A wide, deep stream ran along the left side of the road up through here, one of those bodies of water probably too big to be a stream, but not big enough to be a river, though in weather like this it grew deep and raging, angrily rolling alongside the road.

“Be careful, Dad!” Helen shouted, her fingers clutching at the dashboard in sheer terror. “I don’t know how you can even see!”

“We need to get home,” he said in a low voice. “I’m so sorry, kiddo. Sorry we were at the restaurant so long. It’s my fault. If anything happens to you, I’ll—”

“Just shut up and drive!” she replied harshly, her already dull vision further clouding with building tears.

He turned the wheel right, angling the sedan around a particularly deep puddle, then floored it again, shooting dirt and rocks behind him as the tires grabbed purchase and lurched him forward down the road.

“Only a few more miles,” he said as leaves and branches thrashed around them, jerking and twisting in the hurtling winds. Rain and wind had become a single entity, the pelting water slamming the doors and window of the car, running over the glass in rivers, building back up the moment the windshield wipers cleared it off.

The car was an older one, a used vehicle that had been all Wayne could afford, a rear-wheel-drive 2002 Buick. It was an old lady’s car, but had only sixty thousand miles on it when he bought it, and he figured it was good for another hundred thousand or so. It had topped off at two hundred and ten thousand a month or so ago, and he’d been hoping to coax another two years out of it so Helen could inherit it when she got her license, giving him an excuse to get something newer.

It was a fine car, but not a great car, and in weather like that, rear-wheel-drive was a challenge, a challenge he was currently struggling to overcome. A tree reached down over the dirt road, struggling to remain whole against the hurricane, and he turned to avoid the scrabbling branches, touching the brake and bringing the car back left as he cleared it. He could feel the wheels lock slightly and sloosh to the right, throwing mud and dirt, but he tapped the brake again, steered with the skid and came out of it, charging back forward again.

Glancing to the right, he could see that Helen was clutching the handle above the window, her eyes moist with tears, her lower lip firmly pinched within gritted teeth.

“We’ll get there, honey,” he said quietly. “We’ll get there.”

She didn’t reply.
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Helen remained as silent as she could as the car hurtled through the rain and wind, tires barely clinging to the dirt road, her father scarcely managing to maintain control.

She had to keep quiet, or else she would say something she’d regret. The fact was, all she could think about was that it would have never happened if her mother was there. She was far more protective and understanding, and she would have made sure they were all home, safe and sound long before it came to that, but her father had always cared more about the restaurant than either of them, and now it had put them both in danger.

She tried not to tell herself that she hated him for it.

She didn’t hate him. Not really. But he frustrated her sometimes, and while most of the time her frustration was over smaller things, she felt like now it was something worse. It was leading to something serious. “Watch out!” she shouted, pointing to a smeared shape in the road, and her father slammed on the brakes as the silhouette of a deer plunged from the trees and dashed wildly across the road, looking several steps beyond spooked. It took three long leaps and vanished into the trees at the other side of the road and the car continued forward, Helen’s eyes trailing the white tail of the animal.

“See, we’re okay,” Wayne said with mock confidence. “I told you, nothing to worry about.”

“Nothing to worry about?” Helen shouted back, tears breaking free from her eyes. “We’re not even close to home yet and we’re in the middle of a hurricane, Dad!” she screamed, suddenly unable to keep herself in check. “You were so worried about that stupid restaurant that you didn’t bother to keep your own daughter safe!”

“Helen,” he breathed, his face paling. “Why would you say that?”

“Because it’s true, Dad,” she growled.

“Helen,” he said softly, turning his head to look at her. His eyes were wide and glistening, and he took his hand off the wheel for a moment, reaching for her. She continued glaring out the window, but a tight fist of guilt and remorse clenched in her guts. She felt immediately sorry about what she’d said, knowing that he worked almost seventy hours a week because he was a single parent with only one income and he tried so hard to give her everything that she needed.

It wasn’t his fault. It was all he knew.

She turned back, opening her mouth to apologize, the words forming on her lips.

Their eyes met just as a whip-crack of thunder shattered the atmosphere just above their heads, a narrow, skeletal finger of lightning splitting the sky, angling down, cleaving through the woods to their left. A huge tree sparked and flared at the lightning bolt’s impact, sparks bursting and wood flying as the thick oak tumbled forward, spilling out across the road in front of them, blocking their way.

“Watch out!” she shrilled and her father snapped his head back around, seeing the tree a moment too late. He punched the brakes and tried to steer around the thick blockade. The tires gripped, tried to hold, but eventually slipped, and sent the Buick lurching forward and to the left, angling, pitching, and running wild down the steep embankment. The car jostled and shook as it tumbled the short distance, somehow staying upright while jumping up and down, both of them jerking in their seats, restrained only by their seatbelts.

Finally, it jolted forward, then down one last time, and splashed into the rolling stream next to the road, the vehicle quickly consumed by roaring waters.
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It was times like this that Joel was thankful for his Jeep. In four-wheel-drive it handled the uneven surface of the road with expertise and precision, grabbing the pavement and dirt with equal efficiency. The transition from concrete to dirt seemed to be almost a non-issue, even as the rain and wind drove hard against his roof, hood, and windows. It was an old Wrangler, classically American, and had been the only vehicle he’d ever really wanted or needed. His first car ever had been an old 1980s Wrangler, though it hadn’t lasted long, and his father had sold it out from under him when he’d joined the Army.

He’d borne significant resentment about that, and when he got his grandfather’s inheritance, he’d carved some out to buy another Wrangler, that one quite a bit newer than the one he’d lost. Newer, but not new. He wasn’t a fan of these new vehicles with their built-in GPS, computerized engines, and automatic transmissions. He preferred old-school, and he’d gone as old-school as he could.

Now, he was thankful for that. He felt far calmer and more in control with the manual transmission, able to control the brakes to his liking, and the vehicle doing exactly what he wanted it to do, nothing less and nothing more. He could almost feel the tires gripping the road, feel them turning on a dime, effortlessly rolling over the uneven dirt terrain even as the rain slammed down, softening the ground, the wind threatening to push the Jeep over with every sudden, hard gust.

Fingers clamped tight around the wheel, he navigated a swift right, then left, avoiding lurching trees and sudden pools of deep, wide water. As he curled around one, his tires hit another, massive splashes of rainwater cascading over his hood and the passenger side of his Jeep.

Rain pounded, wind thrashed, and he heard the dull roar of thunder close by, seeing the distinctive snapping fork of a lightning strike somewhere ahead.  He remembered a rainstorm similar to now from early in his marriage. After leaving the Army, he’d come back home and re-ignited a relationship with his high school sweetheart, a relationship that had soured when he’d started hanging out more with Armand Beuchene and kids from the wrong side of the tracks. In high school, Winnie had hated that group, and hated the fact that he spent so much time with them, and that hatred turned into animosity and had finally ruined their blossoming relationship.

After his time in the Army, Joel had grown up some, and when he came back home, he’d promised Winnie those days were behind him, and for the most part they were. He’d caught her at the right time. She’d been between relationships herself, and while she was adamant that she wasn’t looking to rebound, they’d bonded again quickly.

After a year of dating, they’d gotten engaged, and eight months later had married in a quiet, private ceremony with only a handful of Winnie’s family. They’d gotten married on the family homestead, a home which had been passed down to Winnie’s sister Anita, the home he had just been to, taking care of spooked horses.

Winnie’s sister Anita hadn’t approved of the small-scale ceremony, and she hadn’t really approved of Joel to begin with, so the marriage did not start out on the right foot, but both Joel and Winnie had been determined to see it through.

On their honeymoon, they’d gone on a weekend trip to New Orleans, and during a tour of the French Quarter, the sky had opened up, absolutely pummeling their whole tour group with a sudden downpour of angry, hard rain.

They’d successfully sought shelter in an old bed and breakfast, separating from the tour group and instead giving the homeowner two hundred dollars to let them stay there for the rest of the day and overnight.

They’d never left the B and B until the next morning, and had cemented their feelings for one another over that single impulsive weekend.

Joel could still remember running through the streets, his jacket removed and held over both of their heads as they giggled and swore, the rain pounding down around them, sticking their clothes to them, soaking them from head to toe. They’d been so wet that when they’d retired to the bed and breakfast they’d been forced to disrobe and spend the next eighteen hours in little more than towels and bathrobes.

Such a tragedy that had been.

Joel smiled softly at the memory, momentarily distracted from the aggressive, violent storms barreling down around the vehicle. He would have likely remained distracted except for the fact that the huge, hulking shape of a fallen tree suddenly loomed before him, its limbs and branches sprawling out like the rigored legs of a dead spider.

He swore hard underneath his breath, hammering on the brakes, desperately trying to steer with the skid, finally bringing the Jeep to a shuddering halt a few feet away from the downed tree. His heart raced and he gasped for breath, trying to steady his suddenly frayed nerves. The tree crossed nearly the whole road, and in spite of the aggressive winds and rains, he wanted to get out and see exactly how much room there might be to navigate around the massive trunk of the oak.

He cinched his raincoat hood down over his head and pushed his way out of the driver’s side door, into the thrashing storms.

As soon as his foot hit the softening dirt, he heard it and froze.

Was that a voice? A scream?

“Help us!”

His head snapped left. It was a voice, a voice calling for help. But where? He moved left, walking toward the edge of the road, and even against the beating rain, he could see the grass was flattened by the side of the two-lane dirt passage, tire tracks dug into the mud. He ventured carefully to the edge and looked down, the rain and wind ratcheting at him from every angle.

“Oh my God,” he whispered, looking down over the bank. A Buick was down there, half submerged in water, its taillights still alight, and he could clearly see the faint outline of a fist pounding on the window.

“Help us!” the voice carried, barely audible in the increasing rain.

Lord help him, there were people inside.

Without a second thought, Joel spun back around, lurching toward the Jeep and threw the driver’s side door open, grabbing his EDC bag and furiously ripping it open, his hands digging quickly inside, the faint voice still ringing in his ears.

His fingers closed around the emergency break-out tool and he tore it free of the bag, checking it in his hands as he pulled himself from the driver’s seat, back out into the rain. Clutching the break-out tool firmly in one hand, he threw himself down the steep grassy slope, running almost out of control toward the half-submerged Buick. The grass was long, wet, and slippery, and the normally calm stream below was deep and raging with cresting waves from the rain and the wind. Furious currents lapped and rolled over the car, tongues of dirty water splashing up against the driver’s side window, which tilted downward, already most of the way under water. The passenger side was angled up, the window glaring up at him as he descended, though rushing waves were already covering the hood.

Joel threw himself into a clumsy slide, flattening his legs and going down on his butt, skidding down the last steep portion of the slope, heading toward the sinking car. He shifted the break-out tool in his hand, turning it around so the hammer tool was upright, his fist clamped around the rest of it. His skid brought him to the edge of the stream, the water reaching up and splashing against his lower legs as he brought himself upright, close to the passenger door.

Looking in, he could see the petrified face of a young girl in the passenger seat as she looked straight at him, crying eyes wide and pleading, tugging at her seat belt, which would not come loose. In the driver’s side, he could see an older man, his left shoulder already submerged in water, though he looked motionless.

“Help!” she screamed, seeing him, her face awash in a mixture of terror and relief, the idea that someone might actually be coming to their aid almost overwhelming to her fragile psyche.

“Watch your eyes!” Joel hollered, bringing his arm back, the break-out tool held tightly. She nodded and blocked her eyes with the flat of her hand as he brought the hammer down swift and hard, its blunt end colliding with the glass. The first shot punched a hard spider-web crack in the glass, and he immediately reached back again and fired forward a second time, the hammer hitting almost the exact same point. That time the glass splintered and buckled, breaking apart and spraying into the car in webbed pieces over the girl and the man he assumed was her father.

“Please!” she pleaded. “Please help us!”

“Working on it!” Joel shouted, and reoriented the break-out tool, exposing a sharp blade on the handle of the hammer. “Be careful, okay? I’m going to cut your seat belt!”

She nodded hurriedly and pressed herself back into the seat, her eyes pinched closed as rainwater slammed down around them, coming into the car now, drops scattering along the smooth flesh of her young cheeks.

Joel reached in through the broken window, ignoring the broken remains of the glass as they dug softly into him. Reaching his arm down, he hooked the blade on the edge of the seat belt and sawed back and forth, careful not to catch her skin. As the seat belt frayed and started to separate, there was a shift in the soft ground and the car came loose, starting to pitch further left. He could feel his feet sinking into the muck and desperately braced himself against the car to keep himself from getting dragged down and dropped into the raging waters.

“Help!” she wailed, her throat raw and voice scratchy. The water was licking at her father’s left ear, but his eyes were fluttering. He was starting to wake up.

Joel gritted his teeth and jerked the knife down in one quick slice, not worrying quite as much about not cutting her, figuring a narrow blade wound would be better than getting dragged down underwater with the car.

The seat belt split apart, and she almost tumbled out of her seat, Joel reaching in and barely catching her with his other arm.

“Come on!” he shouted and she nodded twisting around and wrapping her hands around his muscular forearm, holding tight as he struggled to pull her loose. He strained but hauled back, pulling the slender young girl through the broken window, out into the raging storm. Turning and shoving, he deposited her from the car out onto the grassy slope, dropping her on her shoulder and back.

“Sorry!” he breathed as she rolled over and started crawling up the slope, gasping and sobbing.

“My dad!” she shouted. “My dad!” It was all she could say. Joel nodded and turned back, reaching through the window, and her father’s eyes were now wide open.

“Thank you,” he gasped. “Thank you for saving her.”

“I’m saving you, too, buddy,” Joel replied, lunging forward and reaching deeper into the car, extending his arm with the break-out tool to where the seat belt crossed his narrow chest. “Just hold still, I don’t want to cut you!”

The man nodded and swallowed, his Adam’s apple moving. Joel could see the wet shine of tears in his eyes, a ragged gash on his forehead above his left eye.

“No matter what happens,” the man gasped. “Tell her I love her. More than the restaurant. More than anything.”

“I’m sure she knows, buddy,” Joel replied, trying not to get distracted as he worked at the seat belt with the blade. “You can tell her yourself in just a few—”

The ground seemed to not just move under his feet, but to completely collapse, the soft earth of the shore finally surrendering to rushing waters and pounding rains. Joel felt his feet sink, felt himself jerked back as the car slipped, dropped, and was suddenly swallowed by the raging waters, there one minute, gone the next. He could see the pale glow of the man’s startled face, his hand reaching out as the water swallowed the vehicle, carrying it down underneath the murky depths.

And then it was gone. He was gone. The stream pounded and raged, and somewhere beneath the surface the man he’d failed to save was consumed.





Chapter 27

South Brisbane, Louisiana

Helen’s entire world constricted around her. Everything that had happened in her young life seemed to twist together, converging onto a singular point in time, a singular event, a vortex of her entire existence synthesized into one few-minute block of time.

He was gone. She’d seen it with her own eyes, the car swallowed by the raging water, the man helping them barely able to stumble backwards as it went under. Now the rain pounded down around her, soaking her shirt, plastering her hair to her head, drowning the entire world in wind.

“We need to go!” the man shouted, making his way back up the slope, stuffing the hammer thing back in his pocket. “This hurricane is just getting started, kid!”

“I can’t,” Helen heard herself whispering, her vacant eyes looking at the water where the car had been just moments before. “I can’t leave him.”

“Kid,” Joel said, and she could tell he was trying to talk in measured tones. “We need to go or we’ll be in there with him.”

“I don’t care,” Helen said. 

“Yes, you do,” Joel almost shouted in reply. “You’re young. You’ve got your whole life, let’s go now!”

“Shut up!” she screamed back, so loud that her throat hurt. “You don’t know anything!” She didn’t know what to do with how she felt inside. Her guts felt like there was a hurricane raging in there as well as outside her skin, her insides churning and whirling, blowing around in a furious storm.

She should have been thankful for the man, whoever he was, but instead she felt like she just hated him, hated him for saving her but not her father. Why had he come now? Why not five minutes earlier? She couldn’t understand any of it, her eyes stinging with tears and rain, her hands sinking into the earth underneath her.

“Come on!” he said, ducking down and grabbing her arm, trying to lift her up. Thunder cracked and more lightning streaked across the cloud-filled sky. Helen looked up into the congealed mess of storm clouds above, a mottled gray and black, like cream curdled in coffee. He tugged at her arm, but she wouldn’t move, even as the water started creeping up the slope, lapping at the soles of her sneakers.

She looked at her sneakers. Her dad had bought those sneakers for her. She’d asked him every day for three weeks and he’d told her they couldn’t afford it, time and time again. But he’d spent some extra hours at the restaurant, he’d run a couple of sales on package meals, and he’d somehow made it work. Surprised her with them after school. She came home, feeling grumpy and angry as she always did, flinging her backpack onto her bed and there they were, sitting on the floor. 

She’d been so happy. Her father was at work, as he always was after school, but when he came back she’d hugged him and thanked him, remembering it as a rare moment of pure joy.

Now her precious sneakers were caked in mud and grass-stained, filthy and wet, probably beyond repair. She’d have to throw them away, and she couldn’t even ask her dad to buy her new ones.

Because her dad was gone. In the water. Beneath the crashing waves. Gone. Forever.

Another hard tug pulled at her arm, hard enough to wrench her around and she turned with the motion, glaring at the man who had saved her life.

“Let me go!” she screamed.

“I can’t do that,” he replied. “I won’t.”

“I didn’t ask for this!”

“Too bad,” he said, and lurched forward, grabbing her around the waist and throwing her up over his shoulder.

“Let me go!” she squawked again, but he turned and lumbered up the slope, his feet sinking into grass and mud as the rain belted down around them, thwacking the grass, chewing up dirt and washing it down into the stream below. She closed her fists and pounded his back in rage and anger, trying to hurt the man who had just saved her life.

Saved her life, but let her father die.

They crested the top of the slope, and she saw the fallen tree, its limbs splayed out in the air, rainwater chopping at the wood and leaves, falling down around the tree and the Jeep sitting there, idling. He carried her around the back of the vehicle and deposited her into the passenger seat, slamming the door and locking it, then came around the front and got in the driver’s side, punching it into reverse.

She opened her mouth to shout, to scream, to protest, to say just about anything she could to convince him to leave her there. But suddenly she felt far too tired to resist, too spent to try and tell him to stop. Her will to fight was gone, and she let her head thud against the window, closing her eyes as the Jeep worked its way around the fallen tree and plunged once more into the hurricane winds.
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The Jeep battled furious through the gale-force winds, continuing its forward momentum, even as Joel felt the hard sideways gusts threatening to push him off the road. He’d seen three trees uprooted, one of them sprawled onto the road, something he’d narrowly avoided, two others pulled free and thrown into the air, carried above the vehicle into the churning skies. At one point he thought the road to his cabin would be impassable; a section of the dirt had been completely washed away, water and muck all that remained. Angling around the collapsed section, he’d driven over the grass, taken the Jeep around another down tree, and had somehow made his way past the damaged section. As he rounded the corner and neared the cabin, he felt the Jeep lurch to the left, the whole vehicle shifting at once, the tires barely catching and keeping him grounded as he twisted toward the driveway to the cabin.

As he brought the Jeep closer, his eyes widened. The solar panels in the left yard shook and thrashed under the winds, and as he watched one of them was rent apart, panels tearing free of their housing and vaulting up into the air, sending sparks and debris flailing. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the familiar red car that belonged to the fire chief, a sudden and shrill gust bracketing its driver’s side, hitting so hard that the car was elevated on two wheels, then tumbled over, rolling three times before it came to rest against a particularly thick tree. He could barely see the cabin through the tumultuous winds and pelting diagonal rain, but he brought the Jeep to a grinding halt, moving past the driveway and to the front lawn, stopping a few feet from the door to the cabin.

There was a metallic tearing sound and he lifted his head in time to see a second solar panel breaking free of its moorings, twisting the metal brackets as it pulled in the wind, the entire panel exploding and collapsing, quickly consumed by sideways winds.

Slinging his EDC bag over his shoulder, he pushed through the driver’s side door, slamming it closed after nearly tumbling out into the grass, then worked his way around the front of the Jeep, coming to the passenger side. He kept his head low and his knees bent, moving against the wind, trying desperately not to be picked up and thrown away like a discarded newspaper.

He flung open the passenger door, and the girl, who had been slumped against the window, almost fell out, forcing him to move forward, barely catching her before she hit the ground.

“Come on,” he said as gingerly as he could, once again putting her over his shoulder, and turning toward the cabin door. She didn’t fight him that time. She was far too emotionally and physically spent for that. She just let him fireman’s carry her, using one hand to support her while the second hand worked the keys in the cabin’s door.

More swift wind cut through the cabin and hit the Jeep, picking up the back end and moving it a good four feet before setting it back down in the mud with a crash. Shingles ripped free of the roof and soared up into the rain, chunks of broken wood falling down on their heads and shoulders.

For a frightening moment, he thought the wind might either knock him over or grab the girl and yank her from his shoulder, but he managed to regain his balance as he unlocked the door and swung it open, pushing them both inside.

Slamming the door behind him, he immediately moved to the couch and deposited her there, the crashing rain somewhat muted by the walls and ceiling, though he didn’t know for how long. The wood covering the windows clattered with the aggressive storm and a chunk of strange debris struck the plywood covering a small pane of glass in the living room, putting hairline cracks through the thin piece of wooden protection. For a sudden fearful moment, Joel wondered if the plywood would be enough to hold against those threatening winds and rain.

Another smashing noise sounded as yet more debris slammed against the walls and windows, and it felt as if the cabin were shifting slightly with the force of the hurricane. That was impossible. Knowing his grandfather like he did, he doubted the cabin would succumb to the elements. His grandfather was far too forward-thinking for that. Far too prepared. There was no way.

Smashing echoed from the roof, and for a moment, Joel thought he saw one of the rafters tremble, the A-frame structure of the cabin suddenly feeling very, very vulnerable.

There was no choice. No choice at all. Jerking to the right, he sprinted to the couch and grabbed the arm, wrenching the large piece of furniture aside with the young girl still on it, looking dazed and confused, but somehow awake. Moving to the rug, which now sat uncovered, he swiftly rolled it up into a tight cylinder, sliding it aside the panel entrance to the shelter below. Quickly twisting the hidden release, he snapped open the panel, revealing the staircase as he heard a ratcheting crack outside that sounded almost like a gunshot.

With a frightening chill, he realized what it was. The large oak tree looming between the cabin and the lake, the ancient, thick wood sentinel surveying the natural world around it. It was cracking.

He threw his EDC bag down the stairs, watching it tumble softly as it went farther down into the shelter below, and another violent, shuddering crack split the air from outside, a sound that almost felt as if it were going to snap the cabin itself in two. With a fistful of lead in his gut, Joel knew what was going to happen even before it happened and he lurched to the left, sweeping the girl from the couch, throwing her over his shoulder as he turned toward the opening to the shelter beneath the cabin. More creaking and cracks echoed from outside, and he moved to the opening in the floor, sliding down the staircase, taking them one at a time, trying to balance her, working their way through the opening.

Up above him the roof exploded with the impact of the falling oak, A-frame supports splintering with the force of the falling tree, and he twisted around, propelling her through and reaching up to grab the door panel. For a moment his foot slipped on the slick stairs, but he reached up and grabbed the bottom handle of the panel, holding himself upright as the rafters broke apart, giving way under the force of the massive tree, the roof caving in with a shower of jagged wood, breaking glass, and falling debris.

Joel pushed himself backwards off the stairs, one last tug of the strap on the bottom of the door slamming it closed just as the cabin collapsed in around him, the ceiling of the shelter roaring with the noise of falling roof and thick wooden supports.

Spilling down off the stairs, he curled himself around the young girl and hit the hard ground with his left shoulder, absorbing the impact, cradling her, rolling over, his arm burning with raw nerve agony as he landed.

For a moment he thought the ceiling of the shelter might come down as well, the shaking and thrashing continuing from above, but by some miracle it held as he lay there, the girl prone over his torso, seemingly awake but still unmoving, in a state of shock and disbelief about what was happening and what had already happened.

For a few long moments he remained there, laying on the concrete back-first, letting her rest on his chest, her own breathing steady and heaving, somewhere between an inhalation and a sob.

Outside the hurricane raged, though from within the shelter, he couldn’t hear it, and at that point, he was much happier that way.




Chapter 28

Seattle, Washington

She felt lost. More than lost, she felt aimless and clueless, a rare feeling indeed for Laura Park. She hadn’t lived in Seattle for long, but she felt like she knew the place, she felt like she belonged. Whatever this place was, it was not the Seattle she knew. It wasn’t the America she knew.  Walking through the wrecked and damaged streets had only further solidified her decision.

She couldn’t stay.  Not in Seattle.  There was nothing for her here, and she had family out there who might need her, people beyond the borders of Seattle, Washington.  Her sister.  Her ex-husband and daughter.  After the shoot-out at Aurora, she was becoming increasingly paranoid about her safety and increasingly detached from her life working for the government.

The streets were unlit, the power outage consuming the entirety of the city, but going by what had happened outside of Aurora, she was thankful for those small favors. Even in the dim light of approaching night, she could see and hear the devastation. Somehow, in her rush to escape the unexpected brutality of the soldiers outside Aurora, she had ended up going deeper into the city proper, deeper into where the airplane had crashed, and she now found herself surrounded by destruction.

Walking along a narrow, darkened street, she could see the silhouettes of crumbled buildings to her left. What had once likely been an expensive luxury apartment building had been smashed, the top three levels knocked off, leaving a ragged wound in their place. The wall was broken and uneven, metal rafters showing through like snapped bones, the crumbling face of it spilling down and over the streets, leaving a layer of rocks and debris.

She could see many other people roaming aimlessly, unsure of what to do or where to go, and she figured many of them were one-time inhabitants of the building that now stood damaged before her. Next to the building was a small, quaint coffee shop, one of those rare independent places amidst an ocean of Starbucks, though its brickwork skin was stained by spent flame, windows were smashed, and a pile of broken rocks rested on the sidewalks outside of it.

Somewhere she heard screams in the distance, the fearful cries of the pained and infirm. Whether their pain was physical or emotional she didn’t know, but at that point she didn’t think it really mattered. Pain was pain, and Seattle was now a city defined by it. Three cars twisted together in a violent wreckage, the front of a small hatchback collapsed in on itself underneath the front bumper of a much larger delivery truck, the broken glass from the windows scattered about the road beneath. Fires burned in the streets, and from time to time, she could see the red or blue glow of emergency vehicles.

Whenever she saw a police car approach, she lunged for cover, no interest in repeating the events that she’d seen a few moments previously. She’d always trusted the military and the police before, thinking they only had the American people’s best interests at heart, but when she saw what happened outside of Aurora, she questioned everything she knew, especially given the information from Cameron Pike and the hard-edged atmosphere that the world was currently within.

Conflict brewed around every corner, and the less you got in the middle of it, the more likely your chances for survival. All she knew was that there were a lot of people on the streets, and many of them were dangerous. She needed to find somewhere to bed town for the night, a place with a roof over her head and walls between her and local law enforcement.  A place to stay for a short period of time, just to gather herself before leaving town and heading for the hills.  Somewhere outside of the city and somewhere closer to family.  Picturing the nation in her mind, she mentally circled Wyoming as a first stop.  She’d travel east, going there first, then think about what came next once she was settled.

She wasn’t sure she could make it to her apartment in one night, a fact that made her increasingly upset the longer she walked.  She couldn’t fathom leaving town without returning home; she had important cargo to retrieve, and in fact, she wouldn’t leave town without it.

Unfortunately her apartment was in the shadow of the Space Needle, a fact that made her somewhat uncomfortable given the current leaning state of the large, manmade observatory, but she had things to do there, so she continued heading that way, using alleys and darkened corners to conceal her passage.

Up ahead, she saw shadowed figures working through the spilled wreckage of a collapsed building, speaking in muffled voices, the grinding sounds of moving rocks and debris audible even from several hundred feet away. The pitiful cry of someone asking for help echoed above the murmurs of the others and Laura drew in a breath, breaking into a soft run, her bare feet hurting as they moved along the hard, uneven pavement. She couldn’t remember exactly when she’d kicked off her shoes, but she had, and now she’d pay for it as she moved throughout the city with no protection on her feet. She moved alongside some of the other shadowed figures, bending low, clawing her fingers around rocks and pulling debris from the pile. She’d seen the worst humanity had to offer, the brutal reality of the new world. But it was comforting to see that even among all the death, destruction, and doom, there were still people willing and able to help.

In the back of her head she thought of home, thought of what was waiting there, and knew she didn’t have much time to waste.  But the guilt sat hard and tight in her gut, and she couldn’t help but stop to assist, considering the role she’d played in this whole disaster.  Atonement was a real thing.  And for the foreseeable future, it would be the centerpiece of her life.
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Chicago, Illinois

“Are you sure this is a good idea?” Tristan asked, looking both ways as he and Shawna made it around one more corner, approaching the apartment building where she and Chad had shared a place to live for two years that now seemed like a lifetime ago. They could barely see in the gloom, but the streaks of lightning and subdued flames brightened their surroundings just enough to reveal the structure of the building and show them the way.

The street was a two-way road, barely lit by extraneous light, and even before Chicago had been plunged into darkness, it would have been a dreary and shabby stretch of neighborhood. That section of town looked much like the previous stretches they’d passed through, worn down, beaten up and broken, like a man’s face barely held together with bandages and headgear.

People moved along the streets ahead of them, crossing over and disappearing behind another building across the street. Shawna took a step forward, then looked back at him.

“You might want to pull out that Beretta,” she whispered.

“I thought you said this was a good idea?” Tristan asked. “Coming back to your place?”

“Best one I’ve got,” she replied. “That’s just going to have to be enough.”

Tristan nodded, reaching into his shoulder bag and removing the semi-automatic. He did one last check of the magazine, then loaded a round into the chamber so it would be completely ready if the need arose. For a moment, he held his eyes on the weapon, remembering what had happened when he’d last touched it. While on active duty, he’d fired his weapon on enemies several times, to be sure, though he had rarely seen the results up close and personal, and for some reason seeing it happen on the streets of America rather than in the desert of a foreign country made it different somehow. More visceral. More real.

Ducking low, Shawna moved across the street, feet gliding over the pavement, and Tristan followed close behind in the same posture, or as much as he could with his sore back and tired muscles. By now, Tristan was moving on pure adrenaline, his reserves of energy completely spent, the exhaustion deep and all-consuming. He’d snatched a few hours of sleep the previous night, about what he normally did, but he didn’t normally spend the entire day on his feet running from one place to the next, battling for every inch.

A hard day’s work for him meant sitting against a wall, reading Bible passages to passersby, spreading the Lord’s word, and accepting his rewards as they came. Moving in unison, they both ventured onto the sidewalk outside the apartment building and moved toward the structure, with Shawna taking the lead. Testing the lock on the door, she tugged and jerked, but the door was locked.

“Damn,” she hissed. “Door’s locked.” 

“We never did decide how we were going to get in without a key,” Tristan said, looking around, his hands clasped around the handle of the pistol, keeping it pointed at the ground.

Voices were echoing in the darkness around them, voices that sounded a little too loud to be casual.

“He was dead!” one of the voices shouted. “Shot him in the head! Crazy, man!”

“You think she’s going back to her place?” another voice asked.

“No!” Shawna hissed. “They must have found Jared!”

“I knew this was a bad idea, lady,” Tristan said, his eyes moving left and right, scanning the void for threats. “I ain’t built for this stuff anymore.”

“I never was,” Shawna replied. “Chad was always the muscle in our arrangement. I was the brains.”

Tristan looked at her.

“And you both ended up in jail? I ain’t gonna lie, little lady, that’s not a good look.”

“Oh, shut up,” Shawna replied.

“Hey!” a voice barked, and Tristan saw some figures huddled around the corner of the building where they had just come from. “You there!”

“Break the window, break the window!” Shawna shouted, tugging on Tristan’s jacket. He held the pistol tight and bolted his arm out, smashing the window with the butt of the pistol, fracturing the glass into jagged pieces, spilling it down into the entryway beyond.

“Stop right there!” a voice called out. Shawna reached into the broken window, fumbling around for the lock on the inside of the door, and she finally found it, unlatching the deadbolt. Two gunshots rocketed from the darkness, swift shots echoing in the night, and Shawna ducked, yanking the door open. Tristan lifted his hands and returned fire, his Beretta chopping up and down twice, bright muzzle flashes exploding from the blunt barrel of the weapon. Dust and chunks of brick scattered across his face as they returned fire, and Shawna was grabbing his arm, shoving him around and inside, pushing him through the now-open doorway, following close behind. Another shot struck the door behind them, shattering wood and breaking another pane of glass as they ducked and ran.

Tristan heard a mélange of voices; he picked out at least four separate men, and now he heard the footfalls behind them as they tromped across the street in pursuit.

“Down here!” Shawna gasped, pointing toward a narrow hallway running along the left perimeter of the first floor of the apartment building. Tristan followed her, hearing the loud slam of the front door being kicked open behind them.

“This way! They went this way!” another voice echoed.

“Through this door,” Shawna said, gesturing toward a closed door which looked more like an office than an apartment, a large slab of frosted glass taking up a section of the top half. There was a metal plaque next to the door labeled Superintendent.

“Are you sure?” Tristan asked.

“Break it!” she shouted and Tristan turned his pistol around again, crashing the butt against the large piece of glass window. It immediately exploded, shattering into dozens of glittering fragments and spilling into the office beyond. Shawna reached through and unlocked that door as well, pushing it open and plunging inside.

“What are you looking for?” Tristan asked, glancing over his shoulder, waiting for the inevitable approach of their pursuers.

“When I said this was my boyfriend’s place, I meant it!” she replied, moving around the desk and flinging open several drawers. “He owns the building. Leases it out, mostly to meth attics and petty criminals.”

“Your boyfriend is a slumlord?” Tristan asked, regretting the word as he said it, anticipating a scornful retort.

“He’s a lot worse than that,” Shawna replied, “but at least in this case it’s helpful.” A jingling noise came from the desk and she produced a set of keys which she tossed lightly in her hands. Footsteps crashed on the wooden floor in the hallway outside and Tristan lunged toward the doorway, twisting left and firing his pistol three times. There was a shout of pain as the muzzle flashes illuminated the darkened passage, and he saw a shadowy figure flinch backwards.

“They’re here!” another voice yelled. 

“Come on!” Tristan bellowed, but Shawna was already moving, lurching out behind him and breaking into a run down the opposite hallway. He fired twice more into the blackness, then turned and followed her, angling right around another corner, then left towards another door. Shouting and running came behind them, the sound of someone slamming into the wall as they rounded a corner.

Shawna stopped by the second door, set into the wall to their left, looking different from an office door, but looking too skinny to lead to an apartment. She fumbled for the right key as their pursuers came closer, and once again, Tristan opened fire with the pistol, letting two more rounds fly.

“I only have one magazine,” he whispered. “I’ll be out soon.”

Shawna nodded as she messed with the keys, finally finding the right one and driving it in, then twisting the lock open. She flung the door wide and pitched herself in, Tristan following, slamming the door behind them both. Instead of a room as he anticipated, there was a steep stairwell plunging down into darkness, and he could only tell where to go by following the thumping steps of Shawna, holding on to a railing with his left hand that guided him down. 

Muffled shouts came from the hallway above and he could hear the scuffling of feet by the closed door, then the jiggling of the doorknob which was now locked. “They went down here!” a voice sounded and then the door shuddered under the hard kick of someone trying to break through. Tristan continued, hitting the floor and following the noise of Shawna’s steps ahead, which had angled right down another hallway.

He burst through the second door, coming into an open room, but he couldn’t see a thing. He could only hear her moving around inside.

“You still have that flashlight?” she asked. Back at the top of the stairs, more feet and what Tristan guessed were shoulders slammed hard into the door, trying to bust it open.

Lowering into a crouch and reaching into his shoulder bag, he dug out the flashlight and removed it from the bag, snapping it on and shining a pale beam of off-white light into the room they were standing in.

His eyes went wide.

The room was relatively large, a storage area by the looks of things, with lockers set around the perimeter of it. The entire set-up of the room looked like a locker room you might find a gym or school, with aisles between the rows of lockers, though instead of a tile floor, it was hard concrete. A separate door was in the wall on the back side of the room, looking about the size of a walk-in freezer.

“What is this?” Tristan asked.

“Like I said, my boyfriend was the super here. Some pretty sketchy people rented property. If they skipped out on the rent or got pinched by the cops, sometimes he’d have to confiscate stuff in their apartment.” 

They heard another massive kick against the door at the top of the stairs, and that time it was followed by a sharp splintering noise, the door slamming open against the wall, the reverberating bang drifting down over the stairs.

“Here!” she shouted, waving him over to the door similar to that of walk-in freezer, which was latched with a padlock, a padlock she was already cramming a key into. With a twist of her wrist the padlock snapped open, the sound barely audible over the crashing of feet on the stairwell in the hallway leading down to the storage room. She flung the metal door open and they both dashed inside, Tristan shining his flashlight around the smaller, enclosed space.

“God is good,” Tristan whispered as their pursuers stopped outside the opening to the storage room and gathered there in a group, three of them still standing.

He glanced out at them from around the center row of lockers, and saw them slowly approach as he flicked off his flashlight.

It was tough to make them out in the dim light, but there were certainly three of them, the largest of them in the center with a puffy jacket and gleaming bald head. To his right was a boy of opposite stature, short and rail-thin, a pair of baggy pants looking even baggier on his narrow waist, nearly hanging down to his knees.

The third man was another big one, though not quite as big as the first, wearing a blue bandana and what looked like a Chicago Bulls jersey. The man in front and the kid to his right both held pistols, the third man had looked to be holding a small submachine gun, though it had been tough for Tristan to tell as he snapped off the light.

“We saw that flashlight!” one of the men yelled. “We know you’re in here!”

“C’mon, Brookie, don’t be stupid!” Shawna shouted back, evidently recognizing one of them. “Chad will take a round out of you if he hears about this!”

“The way you messed with Chad, I think he’d approve, chica!” a voice barked back. “Why don’t you both just bring your sorry asses out, save us the trouble of hunting you down? Might put us in a better mood, you know?”

“The way you’re waving those pistolas around,” Shawna replied, “I’m thinking you’re not in a great mood anyway.”

There were some whispered murmurs.

“You know, sometimes that happens when I find a buddy of mine with his brains all over the street. What did Jared ever do to you, huh? Did he deserve to get whacked?”

“He was trying to kill me!” Shawna shouted back.

“Guess he shoulda tried harder,” a voice replied, and suddenly there he was, the guy in the Bulls jersey, lunging left, coming around a wall of lockers. Even in the low light, Tristan could see what looked like a Mac-10 machine pistol clamped in his left hand, the boxy shape and snub-nosed barrel immediately identifiable, especially with the extended magazine jutting from the handle.

Before he could even react, the Mac-10 exploded to life, chattering with a rapid strobing of muzzle flashes, the relentless chitchitchitchit of automatic fire throwing nine-millimeter rounds toward them in a fury.

Tristan scrambled left, diving for the ground, hitting the cement hard, his elbow flaring in pain with the impact of the hard floor. He rolled, desperate to get out of the way of the Mac-10’s onslaught.

That’s when he saw Shawna. She had emerged from a shrouded corner in the smaller storage room with a tactical assault rifle, and Tristan could hardly believe his eyes. It looked like a Galil SAR assault rifle, a fully automatic, gas-powered weapon that had typically been issued to members of various international military organizations. He couldn’t tell from his glimpse if it was one of the 5.56 millimeter or 7.62 millimeter varieties, but whichever it was, it would pack a hell of a punch.

Twisting back over, he brought his hands toward his ears as Shawna unloaded with the Galil, the narrow barrel exploding with a ratcheting cavalcade of gunfire, the noise almost deafening in the tight confines of the storage room.

Tristan looked out from around the lockers and saw the jerking spasm of the Mac-10 guy’s feet as he was struck by the initial barrage of weaponsfire. The two other men shouted and cursed, breaking off and scattering to the right. Tristan crawled up on one knee, trying to ignore the pain cascading throughout his body, cradled his gun hand in his other and fired three more times, leading the guy with the gleaming, bald head. He was intimidating, for sure, but not very smart in the ways of gun battle and he charged headlong into the field of fire, the second and third bullets catching him in the chest and left shoulder, spinning him like an oversized, drunken ballerina.

There was one shooter left, the skinny one, and he drew on Tristan, bringing his gun around, aiming it at him, and for a moment, the Marine thought he’d survived several tours overseas only to buy the farm in a storage room in the basement of a rundown Chicago apartment.

But Shawna was there at his back, shouldering the Galil, and she fired another quick burst, arching it sideways, and catching him with the end of the volley which drained her magazine. Her aim was awful, but in that tiny room, throwing thirty rounds in a two-second period, it would have been tough for her not to hit something.

After a few moments, the deafening echo of the automatic fire had passed, the stench of thick cordite dissipated, and the three bodies of their would-be attackers lay still on the concrete, showing no signs of life. Tristan checked the magazine in his Beretta again to find that he only had two rounds remaining.

“We probably have more around here somewhere,” Shawna said, her voice a bit distant and vacant. Tristan snapped on his flashlight again and shone it around the room, his stomach twisting at the clear view of the carnage. All three men clearly lay dead, and a wide spray of blood arched on the floor behind the last man that Shawna had killed.

The first one had crumpled, folding in upon himself rather than sprawling backwards, curled in a fetal position, a pool collecting underneath and around him.

The second one, the one that Tristan had taken down, seemed relatively tame by comparison, though when it came to death, did it really matter if it was tame or wild? The end result was still the same.

“Do I even want to know where your boyfriend got that cannon?” Tristan asked, looking at the Galil.

“We had renters all over the spectrum. I think this one belonged to an arms dealer who got nabbed by ATF a few months back. Don’t think we’ve got dozens of these squirreled away—this is definitely the biggest thing we’ve got. The rest are mostly small potatoes.”

Tristan followed the direction of her empty gaze and saw that her eyes lingered on the last man she’d killed, the one who she’d stitched a vicious, ragged pattern of bullet holes in, tearing his jacket and flesh in a lazy downward arc.

“They didn’t give us a choice,” he said softly. “We did what we had to do.”

Shawna nodded softly.

“Did you do that before? In the Marines?”

Tristan didn’t immediately reply, honestly not sure how.

“Not necessarily up close and personal,” he said. “But I have no doubt that a bullet I fired killed someone somewhere. I have no question about that. And I wake up every morning, repenting to the Lord above about that and praying for his forgiveness.” He instinctively touched the book, which still remained in his jacket pocket, gently touching the fresh slice through the leather cover where it had stopped the knife.

“Does it get easier?” Shawna asked.

“Easier to do the killin’? Or easier to get over having done it? The answer to both is nope. And I’m sorry that you now have to live with that. If I coulda done it, I would have, save you the misery.”

Shawna wiped the back of her hand over her eyes.

“When Chad—when that store clerk got killed, I was sick. I had nothing to do with it, but Chad did and I couldn’t believe it. I really saw him differently from then on. I saw him being one sort of person and me being another. Not necessarily good or evil, Lord knows, I’m no saint, but it colored how I thought of him. Now, I’m the same as him.”

Tristan walked to her and put his hands on her shoulders.

“You are not. There’s a difference between self-defense and senseless murder. What he did and what you did are not the same thing. They’re not even two sides of the same coin. They’re completely different money.”

“If you say so,” she replied.

“I do,” Tristan said. “And coming from someone who has fired a weapon in violence and anger more times than I can count—I know of what I speak.”

“So what now?” Shawna asked.

“Seems to me they might have been the only ones who knew you were in the neighborhood. Well, them and Jared. Hopefully that means a measure of peace. Let me escort you to your apartment and then I’ll be on my way.”

“Don’t even think about it,” Shawna said. “There are plenty of empty apartments upstairs. I’ll take mine, and we’ll find one for you. We can get some sleep and think about what comes next in the morning. Sound fair?”

Tristan nodded, smiling, showing his yellowed teeth.

“More than fair, my lady. More than fair.”

#
[image: image]


Washington, DC

“This will not end well,” the voice said, and Cameron Pike was hard-pressed to disagree. The office was cloaked in darkness, the man’s silhouette against the faint glow of the window all that Pike could see, but he knew who it was.

Anyone who had heard the voice would know who it was. He was a regular on the evening news, quoted almost daily in most national newspapers, and had the distinct, hard-edged, gravelly voice of someone who had spent three quarters of a lifetime in combat. In his earlier years, the combat had been warfare—several stints overseas, boots in the sand, rifle in hand, full-blown, red-blooded combat. In recent years, the combat had been much more theoretical. In courtrooms, on television screens, standing across the aisle. It was a far less honest form of combat, but in many ways far more dangerous, because his life wasn’t the only one on the line.

Pike didn’t reply to the man’s earlier statement, instead remaining where he was, standing ramrod straight, arms clasped behind his back as if he were a soldier at ease before his commanding officer. In a way, that’s precisely what he was. “What’s the latest from Seattle?” the silhouette asked, looking over his left shoulder. Pike could see his distinctive profile, close-cropped hair, bone-hooked nose, and a rigid and stoic jawline. He looked like an observant hawk, a predator carefully watching as dozens of field mice scurried through the grass, unaware of the terrors that loomed above them.

“Not good,” Pike replied. “Violence at Aurora. There was a bus accident. People got nervous. A mob formed and Lieutenant Colonel Oliveri brought his team in for reinforcements.”

The man shook his head.

“Oliveri,” he whispered. “I can imagine how that went.”

“However you imagine it, it was worse,” Pike replied. “Almost two dozen dead, up to forty injured. They’re triaging at the scene now and assessing the capacity to deal with critical care patients at local medical centers, which are already overloaded with casualties from the plane crash.”

“How many planes went down in Seattle?” the question was amazingly normal. Casual, even. As if asking about the weather or a child’s sporting event.

“Three, I believe,” Pike replied. “Though reports vary. It’s been remarkably challenging getting accurate communications in and out of affected areas.”

“I’m hearing the same from everywhere,” the man replied. “We’re crippled. Blind, deaf, and dumb. We’ve grown so blasted reliant on this technology that without it we’re fumbling around in the dark.”

“Indeed,” Pike replied. Against the low glow of the day outside, the silhouette shifted slightly, hands going in his pockets, his head turning to look back out over Washington, DC.

“Have you heard anything about Ms. Park?” he finally asked, though didn’t change the position of his body.

“No word,” Pike replied. “Though she was with the mob outside of Aurora when the shooting started.”

“Maybe that problem will...resolve itself.”

The statement was a quiet, pensive one, one that Pike chose not to reply to. The other man in the office didn’t know of Pike’s past relationship with Laura Park. Nobody in Washington did. He intended to keep it that way.

“What are next steps, sir?” Pike asked, fairly certain the man he was speaking with wouldn’t have an answer.

“Too soon to tell, I fear,” the man replied. “This has quickly spiraled down the crapper. All we can do is wait things out and prepare damage control.”

Down the crapper. He made it sound so...minor. While reports were sketchy, at last estimate nearly a thousand planes had gone down during that particularly violent last electrical storm. Cities all across the United States, and likely across the globe, had been decimated, not just by falling aircraft, but by sudden power surges, devastating lightning strikes and all manner of strange, natural phenomena.

Only there was nothing natural about it.

“Go home, Mr. Pike,” the man said. “Get some rest. We’ve got a few long days ahead of us. A few long months, more likely.”

“Yes, sir,” Pike replied with a curt nod. Without a second look, he turned and vacated the office, swinging left to head toward the nearest exit. The truth was, whether he was home or not, he wasn’t sure he’d be getting much rest tonight or ever again.

But when the Secretary of Defense asked you to do something, you did it. Passing through a gathered group of Secret Service, all of them now wearing tactical vests and sporting automatic weapons, he went out onto the grass and toward the parking lot, the crepuscular clouds above riddled with flashes of forked light.

–––––––– 



Chapter 29

South Brisbane, Louisiana

Joel had always thought it was silly to put a battery-operated clock down in the shelter beneath the cabin, but it all seemed to make sense now. Like everything his grandfather did in the name of survival, it had seemed like ridiculous overkill, but now he was thankful for it.

The clock read six in the morning, and while he hadn’t slept well, he had, at least slept.

More importantly, she had slept. In fact, as he swung his legs off the cot, he peered over at her rounded form, and it looked as if she were still sleeping, huddled on her left side, curled up in a fetal position, legs pulled tight, shoulders heaving softly with the regular movement of her breathing. She hadn’t said more than two words to him since he’d rescued her. Since he’d failed to rescue her father. At one point he’d thought he heard her crying softly in her sleep, but he didn’t want to interrupt her, so he’d stayed right where he was, lying on his back, staring up at the ceiling, wondering if there was something more he could have done.

He knew there wasn’t. He knew she was lucky that he had even been able to get her out, and no matter how prepared somebody was, you couldn’t always save everyone. He’d reacted quickly and correctly.

It hadn’t mattered.

Easing himself to his feet, he pushed aside the brown, scratchy blanket and let it bunch on the cot as he walked across the cool concrete in his bare feet. He wore basketball shorts and a slightly too-small white T-shirt, and eased the door softly behind him, closing in the sleeping quarters so he could move a little more freely without worrying about waking her.

Moving to the food storage closet, he approached the freezer chests and refrigerator, then slowly opened the fridge door, looking inside. The Corona he’d transplanted from the refrigerator upstairs to the refrigerator downstairs was still there and he reached for it, his fingers touching the smooth glass.

Six o’clock in the morning. He closed his eyes, trying not to think about the crisp, refreshing glide of cold beer down his throat. He wasn’t sure how much longer things would be cold as it was. The solar panels were connected to wall-mounted batteries in the basement and although the panels themselves had been destroyed in the storm, the battery capacity would keep things running for a short period of time. 

He pulled his hand back from the beer. There was a lot to do, and he needed a clear head to do it, and his own life wasn’t the only one in his hands anymore. He cast a look toward the closed door, knowing the young girl was sleeping beyond it.

He shook his head.

Would Anita take her? Young girls liked horses, right? She’d probably love to live on a horse farm and Anita’s kids were getting older. She would be the first person he reached out to, he decided, just as soon as he got things cleaned up around the property.

Walking to a shelf in the dry goods closet, he bent down and removed a battery-powered hot plate and a coffee carafe with built-in coffee filter. Setting it on a shelf in the closet, he flipped on the hot plate, removed a jug of water from the fridge and set it aside, then scooped out some coffee grounds and put them in a filter that he carefully inserted into the top lid of the carafe.

The hot plate signaled that it was on and warm, its soft red light shining, and he placed the carafe on it, slowly pouring water down through the coffee grounds in the filter. Within moments, the dark liquid was settled within the carafe and slowly heating as Joel looked around for some more potential breakfast supplies.

He knew there was a wood stove upstairs, and rather than use up the batteries any more than he had to on the coffee, he collected some sausage links and bacon strips, slipped them into a zipper bag and waited for a few moments for the coffee to be done.

Once it was, he turned off the hot plate, retrieved a mug from the shelf, and filled it up with hot, steaming coffee, the fragrant aroma filling the small confines of the dry goods closet.

Pinching the zipper bag between his fingers, which were also hooked around the handle of the coffee mug, he made his way up the stairs, drawing a deep, long breath, anticipating what he might find. He knew it would be a mess; the large oak tree had been crashing through the roof as he’d slammed the door behind him, but part of him hoped the damage might be minimal.

The roof was strong, as were the thick wood support beams, and while things had sounded horrific, part of him hoped that perhaps the tree had gone through the roof, but been halted by the beams, not slamming all the way through.

Using his shoulder, he pressed hard against the door panel, which moved a little, though not far. He took a long step up, then used his body again, pushing up against the panel, gritting his teeth as he did. His shoulder was amazingly sore after taking the tumble down the stairs last night, but he closed his eyes, grunted, and thrust hard upward, finally feeling the panel give slightly as he shoved. He took another step, balancing himself as he carefully held the coffee and bag in his right hand, finally moving the panel up enough that he could get some further leverage.

Moving his shoulder and placing his palm against the underside of the wooden door he gave one last push, cranking it wide open, feeling something slide off of it as he moved it upward and emerged out into the cabin proper.

Any hopes he had of salvaging the home were immediately dashed.

The tree had slammed down through the roof, cleaving it in two and continuing down through the supports and into the living room, hacking a ragged, messy hole through the wall, shattering windows, and caving in the entire back half of the cabin. Wooden shards from the walls and trees littered the floor, mixed in with broken grass and discarded leaves. 

Snapped and hewn in two, the thick support beams had fallen into a broken V shape, resting in the living room, one of them crushing the couch beneath it into a pulverized pile of fabric, wood, and pillowy stuffing. A large chunk of the couch had broken free and rested on the floor panel, which was why it had been so heavy to move when Joel had come up for air.

Joel looked up, squinting into the sky, and he realized he could see the clouds through what remained of the roof. That morning the sky was bright. Not especially sunny, but bright just the same, especially in comparison to the days before it. It felt warm and soothing, a soft breeze blowing, but it was a warm, soothing breeze, not the aggressive, violent winds of a hurricane.

Somewhere up above, he was certain the sun was shining, and although he couldn’t see it from where he stood, he closed his eyes and pictured it straight up above. He took a long, satisfying sip of warm coffee, letting it linger on his lips, then his tongue, then finally slowly moving down his throat, an entirely blissful exchange. Looking to the right, he saw, miraculously, that his kitchen remained more or less unscathed. Sure, bits of broken wood were sprayed about the floor and counter, but there was the wood stove right where it had always been, the stove pipe intact, the cast iron surface unmarred by the furious storm from the night before.

He opened the door, checking to make sure wood was inside, which it was, then he opened a drawer in the kitchen counter and withdrew a pack of matches. Striking one, he tossed it in and smiled as it caught the wooden tinder, slowly growing to an orange ember, holding for a moment, then whooshing into soft, soothing flame.

He shut the door and retrieved a frying pan from a hook on the wall above the sink, turning and laughing in spite of himself at the ridiculousness of it. Half of the cabin was destroyed, wrecked and smashed beyond repair, yet here he was, cooking on the wood stove, exposed to the elements, standing out in the fresh air in his shorts and T-shirt.

Placing the pan on the stove, he opened up the zipper bag and peeled out the bacon and sausage, throwing them one at a time in the pan where they struck with a low, rattling sizzle.

In the gentle breeze the luscious smell of cooking meat filled his nostrils and he took another long swallow of coffee. If he closed his eyes and tried not to think too hard, it seemed at that moment in time, life was pretty good.

It wasn’t. Not really. And deep down he knew that, but for that brief moment, he appreciated those small things that life had to offer and prayed that it would last, hoping that the caliginous storm clouds had retreated, at least for a little while.
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Seattle, Washington

She’d saved four lives last night, yet somehow still felt terrible.

There had been a small but loud voice in the back of her head telling her to get back to her apartment, to forget about the helpless victims she came across and focus on herself.  Her life.  So many of her decisions throughout her life had been driven by self-need, by keeping only herself in mind, often ignoring the consequences of her actions.  She’d grown a lot in the past several years, and that was on full display the previous night as she stopped and helped almost every person she passed.  Was it because she was growing as a human, or simply because of her implacable guilt over the role, however small, that she potentially played in the evolution of this disaster?

Closing her eyes, she continued forward, angling around the corner of a nicely manicured brick building, a stark difference from the parts of the city she’d gone through overnight.

In the shadow of the leaning Space Needle, Laura approached the staircase to her middle-class brownstone, a small Seattle building that she’d called home for the past few years. As she looked upon it, she felt conflicted.  She’d suspected that her part of the upper-class Seattle neighborhood might have been untouched by the calamity, and she’d been correct, a fact that gave her some significant mixed feelings.  On the one hand she was immensely grateful.  On the other hand, it only served to further exacerbate her guilt.  Every person she’d come across during her trek across town, she’d attempted to help, hoping that each person saved would be a weight off her shoulders, but it hadn’t worked that way.  Instead, as she approached her front door, she felt even more guilty.

Not for the people she’d left behind, but for the one she hadn’t rushed home for.  The one who was inside her apartment right now waiting for her.

She’d dug through rubble, she’d navigated darkened alleys, helped a crowd move half of a wall that had collapsed. She’d even assisted in forcing open a car door and had broken a window to help save an old woman’s dog that had become stuck in the back seat of a car.

She’d lost count of the people she’d helped along the way, not just the lives she saved, but the small differences she’d made.

The city was an inferno around her. The sun crawled up the sky, showing through the thinning clouds, the occasional static charge of crackling lightning doing little to dull the glare of day. Even now, she could smell the thick charcoal smell of roaring fires. She could hear the sirens and screams, the revving engines. Seattle was a city in mourning, a ragged and badly cauterized wound on the flesh of northwest America.

She couldn’t stay here, that much was clear. It had become indelibly so by the time the sun struggled to poke its head through the thick blanket of clouds.  Seattle was a war zone, and even worse, she felt pretty sure that she was a target.  Cameron Pike, and others like him would be sending people after her.  Trying to sequester her, to contain the information she had in her head.

She wouldn’t let them.  Aurora was destroyed, almost everyone she ever knew in Seattle was gone.  She was effectively alone.

But she had others out in the wild—her ex-husband, her child, people who she had left behind and people who she could return to now that her job was gone, the promises of fame and glory gone with it.

Seattle teetered on the precipice of extinction, if not from the crashing planes, then from the violence and bloodshed threatening to consume it from within.

Were there other cities like it? She thought it was likely. Based on what she’d seen in the sky, based on what she knew about Project: Heatshield, she suspected there were plenty more cities across America just like this one. It was a scary proposition, but a realistic one in her view. The real question was, what could she do about it? In her mind, she pictured Washington, DC, the familiar skyline of the nation’s capital, and the place where she’d last seen Project: Heatshield. Cameron Pike was there. The National Security Agency was in Fort Meade, which was close enough.

That’s where all of it had started. Perhaps that was where it could end.

Closing the door behind her, she worked her way up the dim hallway, moving toward her first-floor apartment. Her world had become a hazy fog of memory and reality, coalescing together into a sickening realization of what she’d played a role in creating.

A small role, but a role nonetheless. She closed her eyes and immediately saw the soldiers opening fire on the crowd of Aurora employees. Weapons blasting, muzzle flashes illuminating the dirt-covered, pale skin of the innocent people who had only wanted to escape a groaning building in fear for their lives.

They had been right to be afraid.

She was afraid now. Afraid of what she’d done and afraid of what they would do to cover it up. But she couldn’t worry about that now. 

Fumbling with her keys, she unlocked and opened her front door, and immediately the smell hit her in the face.  She grimaced slightly, but she didn’t get mad.  What could she expect?

Nails tapped softly on the tile floor from deeper in the apartment, slow and cautious, a valiant protector patrolling its home.

“Bruiser?” she called out, using that familiar tone of voice, the one that she hoped would coax him out of hiding.  Nails clacked and there was a shifting blur of motion, a narrow, long-snouted face peering crookedly from behind the wall leading to the bedroom.

“Bruiser!” she shouted, dropping into a low crouch and the German Shepard woofed excitedly, nails trying but failing to grab at the smooth floor as it charged forward, half skidding, half running, looking both wildly enthusiastic and horrifically ashamed.  Laura opened her arms and let the dog barrel into her chest, burying its head in her shoulder, letting her wrap her arms tightly around his fur-covered neck, squeezing.

Bruiser whined excitedly, his tail down, but his butt wagging furiously with pure, unbridled joy.

“Good boy, you’re my good boy,” she said, squeezing tight until the tail slowly perked up and then rose completely, wagging back and forth in a brown-and-black blur.

She petted him vigorously on his head as she stood, grabbing his collar and leash from a hook on the wall of the entry hallway.  Slinging the collar around the dog’s neck, she carefully worked around his eager hopping and woofing, finally guidinghim back through the door and out into the hallway.

For a few minutes, life seemed almost normal.  She took Bruiser out the front door and along the sidewalk, letting him do his business, lifting his leg and sniffing every six inches or so.  She caught herself glancing at the gently leaning silhouette of the Space Needle, but beyond that, she took him on his normal rounds, encircling the block around her brownstone.  Nearly every building in this section of Seattle looked untouched from the damage and destruction that surrounded it.  While she could see the top of the needle, the bottom, where the plane had supposedly struck, was buried behind a thick clutch of buildings.

Rounding the block, she looked at the other buildings, watching as curtains parted, tiny faces peered out, spotting a few other brave souls actually wandering the sidewalk and streets.  There was no traffic, something that didn’t necessarily surprise her, and off in the distance the constant chorus of sirens wailed even this far out of the immediate downtown area.

Giving Bruiser another affectionate pet behind the ears, she led him up the stairs back into the house, feeling an ever-increasing need to leave town.  Reuniting with her ex-husband and their daughter wouldn’t be easy; they lived out of the state, and she wasn’t sure how easy it would be to navigate the roads.  But she had at least some access to supplies, she was physically fit, and Bruiser would be tagging along.  She’d take off soon.  

But not immediately.  Sleep was more important. Sleep was first, and her bed was calling her name. Venturing back into her apartment, she realized just how closed-in and claustrophobic it was.  The hallway from the front door was narrow, an end table taking up half of the floorspace.  The modestly sized living room was equally cramped, most of its space taken up by a department store couch, a nice but small entertainment center topped by a flat-screen television.  A small family picture was in a frame on the top shelf of the entertainment center, the only reminder of one of her many past lives.  Much larger was a picture of her kneeling next to Bruiser, surrounded by trees, taken in Mount Rainier National Park, a trip she’d taken with Bruiser the previous summer.

An even smaller kitchen extended to the right of the living room, little more than a narrow hallway of appliances and counterspace, completely utilitarian, all function and no form.

Walking through the living room, she noticed the distinct lack of noise in her apartment. All of the appliances were silent, anything generating any semblance of power still and dead.

The power was out and would remain so, potentially forever.

She took a few moments to locate the spots on the floor where Bruiser hadn’t been able to hold his bowels, using biodegradable doggie bags to scoop them up and deposit them in the kitchen trash can.  She found three wet spots of urine, found the all-natural pet spray and spent a few more minutes spraying down the stained floor and wiping it clean with paper towels.  Good old Bruiser, even when stuck in an apartment for over twenty-fours, still found it within himself to do his business on the tile floor and not the rug.  He really was the best dog.  Not just the best dog, but her best friend, and after the events of the previous evening, probably her only friend.

Pushing that into the murky recesses of her mind, she walked through the rest of the living room and into her bedroom, Bruiser trotting happily behind her.  Her bare feet ached with the pain of walking and stepping on rocks yesterday. She left crimson footsteps in her wake everywhere she went, her feet bloodied and blistered, the skin cracked, broken, and seeping.  Bruiser sniffed at the bloodstains and she poked him gently, telling him no, and he reluctantly obeyed, casting a mournful look at the red splotches on the floor.

She’d clean those tomorrow.

For a moment she halted, thinking about a shower, but realizing that without power, such a thing probably didn’t work. Sitting on the bed, she considered that fact and thought for a brief moment of testing it out.  Bruiser laid his head on her leg, snuffing, his eyes lifting up to meet hers, a thick, pink tongue jutting out from black lips.  She knew what he wanted.

She relented, patting the bed with her hand and his tail wagged eagerly as he jumped up, walking two lazy circles before finally settling down on top of the sheets and blankets.  He didn’t leave her much room, but Laura knew she’d sleep soundly, based on how exhausted she was, and what was still to come.

She would hit the road tomorrow after gathering some supplies. She’d get Bruiser’s leash and set out east, toward Wyoming, looking for the few family members she still had left.

At least, that’s what she hoped.

Her eyes longingly lingered on the bathroom door, knowing the shower lay beyond and for yet another second, she thought about at least checking it out.

But before she could even move toward it, the seductive fingers of sleep dragged at her peripheral vision, then pulled her backwards into its warm, blackened embrace.




Epilogue

Atlas Orbital Technologies Regional Headquarters

Chicago, Illinois

Selanda Lopez sat in the high-back office chair, one leg crossed over the other, fingers steepled together underneath her narrow chin. The computer screen on her desk was dead, and had been for several hours, but truth be told, she had been ill just looking at what was on that screen prior to its sudden darkening.

Unlike many of the people throughout the United States and the world, she was embracing that newfound ignorance. Happy to not know what was going on in the world. As the president, CEO, and founder of Atlas Orbital Technologies, she had spent the better part of the last decade pitching the idea of commercial orbital spacecraft. Transport shuttles that could move items or people in a fraction of the time it took now, bridging London and Los Angeles by an atmospheric transit system.

It had been ready for prime time. She’d been sure of it. Absolutely, one hundred percent certain. There was no question in her mind that the prototype was ready to go.

So what the hell had happened? Where had everything gone wrong? Well, she knew where things had gone wrong. She was watching it happen right before her eyes as she stood there, watching the strange arcs of lightning streaking throughout the dark clouds above her. She’d seen lightning flash—not just flash, but practically explode, right as Atlas-One had crossed over that cloud cover. Readings had gone haywire, and the sensors at Atlas-Ground had redlined for nearly ten minutes straight.

Whatever technical malfunction occurred with Atlas-One wasn’t internal, it was external. Something had caused it.

That didn’t stop the dread from settling within her, however. That hadn’t help her sleep any better last night as the imagery projected in her mind on an endless loop, some sort of horrific scene on a projector which kept rolling continuously on the insides of her eyelids.

She’d gotten a hotel just outside of Chicago to watch the flyover, knowing that the streak of light over the Chicago Cubs game would generate a lot of publicity. It was a show for the cameras.

For that part, she hadn’t let them down. It had been a show for the cameras, but for all the wrong reasons, and now it wasn’t just Chicago that had paid the price. Whatever phenomenon sent Atlas-One hurtling to the ground was now occurring worldwide. Her corporation just happened to be at the center of the storm.

There was a soft rapping of knuckles on wood behind her and she turned. Selanda had rented a penthouse suite in a high-rise hotel on the outskirts of the city, and she stood there now, the room large and open with a sofa, two thickly cushioned chairs, and a multi-level floorplan, arched steps leading down to a sitting area and large-screen television. A kitchen ran along the southern edge of the open living area with polished counters and stainless steel appliances.

It was a gorgeous room. She’d wanted to pull out all the stops for her little victory lap. Now, with the power out and the city she loved burning to the ground, it was little more than an intricately carved and immaculately cleaned facade. A model home that looked gorgeous, but ultimately had no functionality beyond being clean and pretty.

The door opened as she finished turning toward it, a well-dressed man with close-cropped red hair and wearing a pair of wire-frame glasses emerged.

“Ms. Lopez, good morning. I hope I’m not bothering you.”

“Not at all, Peter,” she replied, gesturing to him. “Did you get some sleep last night?”

“Not much, I’m afraid,” he replied, smoothing out his suit coat. Selanda noticed how wrinkled it was.

“What can I do for you?” she asked, getting right to the point.

“I’ve just gotten off the phone with general counsel,” he replied. “It was...quite the challenge finding a working landline, I must say.”

“Just wait a week,” Selanda replied. “It will get harder.” She turned away from Peter, closing her eyes as she tried to shut out the memories of her youth. She knew all too well how quickly things could go wrong when a population went without their basic necessities. It didn’t take long for people to devolve into savagery. After a moment, she looked back at him. “So, why general counsel?”

Peter looked uncomfortable.

“Well, given the situation, the board felt it prudent to get lawyers involved, given the scope of the accident—”

Selanda chuckled. It was a dry, cracking sound, a sound devoid of humor.

“You’re worried about lawyers?” she asked. Casually, she gestured toward the window overlooking the Chicago skyline. Even from that far away, the shattered remains of buildings were visible, a low, persistent cloud of thick, roiling smoke hanging low, touching the roofs of the buildings that remained. A soft orange glow limned the lower section of the clouds, the reflection of the scattered fires from within the city.

“One can’t be too careful these days,” Peter replied, clasping his fingers together in front of him.

Selanda shook her head.

“Has the Red Cross started soliciting for donations yet?” she asked. “I’m far more worried about making sure search and rescue have the resources they need. Anything else is perfunctory at best.”

“I have not heard, Ms. Lopez,” Peter replied. “I fear that the problems affecting the United States may be beyond the scope of the Red Cross to resolve. FEMA has been dispatched to Chicago, New Orleans, Seattle, and two dozen other locations throughout America, but word from the United Nations is that the rest of the world is suffering from similar fates. Things...do not look good.”

“Congratulations,” Selanda said, “you get the award for the understatement of the century.”

Peter opened his mouth to reply, but apparently saw the look on her face and thought better of it. Without saying another word, he stepped back out of the door and eased it closed behind him, leaving her alone in the large suite, looking out through the window over the burned and smoldering remains of a city she once called home.

It wasn’t the first time Selanda had seen a city she knew and loved razed and burned to the ground. An unsettling pit deep in her gut told her it wouldn’t be the last.
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Well, here we go again.

I’m often asked as I talk about these books that I write ‘where do you get all of these ideas’?

I’m afraid I don’t really know how to answer that question – they just kind of come to me.  Storm’s Fury was definitely one of those.  It was spawned from a conversation with Mike about various Post Apocalyptic films and video games and how much we enjoy the genre at large, and before we knew it, within the frame of a single afternoon I had a story brewing in my head.

As with most of my fiction, it all started with the characters first.  After all, how impactful are the events of a story if you don’t care who those events are happening to?  Joel and Helen are obviously the core components of this ongoing story, but I’ve found myself more and more drawn to the others as well, in particular Tristan.  Whenever I write these adventures, I never sit down and tell myself ‘this is how it’s going to go’, I generally assemble the small kernels of an idea, then just let things happen organically, and I’m very happy to say, Storm’s Fury is shaping up to be a very wild ride.

One thing that Mike and I did set out to do with this one is to make the stories a little longer, a little more character driven, and maybe even a little bit harder.  Society breaking down doesn’t always give you the warm and fuzzies, and in many cases very bad things happen to very good people, so I wanted to explore some of that.

Don’t get me wrong, I like it when the good guys win, too, but there have to be some stakes, and the stakes in Storm’s Fury are high.  So high that it required a few more words and pages to tell, so you’ll notice these books are a good deal longer than ones we’ve written in the past.  I truly hope you enjoy them.


-  Justin
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Prologue

As hurricane winds hammered the small town of South Brisbane, Louisiana, the town’s residents struggle to rebuild, none more so than Joel and Helen.  Helen Zhou, a fourteen year old high school student lost her father during the hurricane, her own life saved by Joel, a reclusive outcast who lives on his grandfather’s property outside of town.  A member of a national survivalist network, Joel’s grandfather built his cabin as a shelter of sorts, with an underground bunker, redundant generators, solar panels, and enough supplies to last a lifetime.  Still reeling from the after effects of the hurricane, Joel and Helen hunker down and start to rebuild.

In Chicago, Tristan, a local homeless veteran has run into Shawna, an ex-criminal whose life he saved during the inferno following the crash of a prototype orbital aircraft, Atlas-One.  In the aftermath of the collision, a global network of climate control satellites has gone haywire, riddling earth’s atmosphere with a webwork of lightning strikes, cutting off communications, sending aircraft crashing to the ground and plunging the nation into darkness.

Meanwhile, in Seattle, Laura Park, a former employee of a government sponsored weather analytics agency, struggles to escape the violence as people in Washington put the pieces in place to ensure her silence and her execution.

The nation has been thrust into chaos, a flaming Armageddon that may in fact be consuming the entire globe, and somehow these men and women must find a way to survive the onslaught and get back to the ones they love.




Chapter 1

Route 26, near Madison, Wisconsin

Three hours after the impact of Atlas-One

The white van moved swiftly down the southbound lane of Route 26, easing left to pass a slow-moving truck. Trees whipped past the windows, blending together into green and brown smears against the cloud-filled horizon as they passed through rural Wisconsin. Oscar Hayward looked in his rearview mirror as he guided the eight-passenger van back into the travel lane, easing it in front of the truck and touching the accelerator, transitioning the van to a higher rate of speed. The older man adjusted his grip on the steering wheel, drumming his fingers lightly as the van moved. His face was hard and weathered, carved by the skilled hands of over five decades of life. Gray streaks slicked through his normally dark hair, pressed tight and smooth to his thick skull.

His narrow eyes peered out through the windshield, the hard, steel eyes that had experienced much and seen more. He wore the familiar blue uniform of the State of Wisconsin Department of Corrections, his muscular arms bulging out from under the short-sleeved button-up shirt. As he drove, his eyes moved from the rearview mirror on his left to the one mounted in the center of the windshield. He looked into it, watching through the metal-grated barrier between the front seat and the rear transport. The metal barrier was made with very tight links, obscuring most of what he could see of the two men in the rear of the van, sitting in their passenger seats, hands cuffed at their laps.

“How many times you going to look at them back there?” Giuseppe Forbes asked from the passenger seat, his mouth in a crooked grin. He wore the same familiar uniform as the driver, though his face was softer and younger, his skin more bronze, and his frame more hidden by the baggy cloth. “You afraid they’re going to Houdini their way right out of there through the van walls?”

Oscar glanced at him, though he showed no signs of humor himself.

“You never know with these perps,” he said, his mouth downturned, pulling at the wrinkled features of his aged face. “The guys I’ve dealt with in my career, nothing surprises me these days.”

“Ain’t these guys fault you’re an old codger who’s seen too much,” Forbes joked.

“That’s the problem with the world these days,” Oscar replied derisively. “Everyone’s so quick to say it ain’t their fault. These shmucks are in prison for a reason, Forbes. The stuff they did, they don’t deserve rehabilitation. They deserve punishment.”

“Well, they’re both up for multiple life sentences, Oscar. Sounds like punishment to me.” Forbes said the words without malice or anger, just as a matter-of-fact statement.

“Good,” Oscar replied. “Maybe they deserve worse.”

“There were plenty of people who said the same thing about my Pops,” Forbes replied. “He was in for twelve years, and until a DNA test exonerated him, he was gonna spend the rest of his life behind bars.”

“He’s the exception, not the rule,” Oscar replied. “Mopes like the guys back there, they’re here because they’re guilty. Because they’re bad people. They deserve what they’re getting.”

“We can hear you back here,” one of the men said, speaking through the metal grate dividing the van.

“Ask me if I care,” Oscar replied loudly, looking in the mirror. “I’ll tell you all this right to your sorry face.”

“Be the last thing you tell anyone,” a cold, hard voice replied.

Oscar looked over toward Forbes, his eyebrows raised.

“What did I tell you?”

“I know, I know,” Forbes replied, holding up his hands. “I’m not saying the guys back there are angels, okay? I’ve seen the evidence. Whatever they’re getting down at Statesville Correctional Center, they deserve. I’m just saying don’t judge all prisoners by the two punks in back.”

“Watch who you’re callin’ a punk, blue boy,” a voice said.

“I call it like I see it,” Forbes replied. “You guys are the ones in handcuffs back there.”

“Lucky for you,” the voice came back.

“Just gimme a reason,” snarled Oscar, turning to look over his shoulder at the barrier between them and the two prisoners in back. “I’ll pull this van over. We’re out in the woods, I could beat the snot out of both of you and claim self-defense.”

“Try it, old man, just try it.”

Oscar snarled, but Forbes put a calming hand on his shoulder.

“Don’t fall into the trap, man,” Forbes said. “We’ve already got them beat. We’re free men. We’ll be going home to our houses and our families tonight. They’ll be looking at solitary confinement in a six-foot cell.”

They came upon another car and again Oscar glanced in the mirror and swung the van around, picking up speed before merging back into the other lane, leaving the car behind.

“Not a lot of traffic today,” Oscar said. “I think that’s only the third car I’ve seen on this stretch of road.”

“Ain’t nobody looking to travel to Chicago,” Forbes replied. “Not today. That’s some scary stuff.”

“Damn shame is what it is,” Oscar replied.

As if on cue, the radio, which had been playing country music at a moderate volume faded into a news report, the female newscaster clearing her throat and then beginning her regular, hourly update.

“A state of emergency has been issued in Chicago and the greater Cook County metropolitan area following the tragic crash of the Atlas-One orbital transport vehicle.”

Oscar Hayward shook his head and moved to turn down the radio.

“Hold on!” a voice barked from the back of the transport. “What did that report say?”

“You didn’t hear?” Forbes asked.

“Hear what?” one of the prisoners replied.

“Chicago. There was an accident with a prototype orbital vehicle. Crashed in the middle of downtown, impact was like a small asteroid.”

There was a tangible silence from the back of the transport as the prisoner who had been exchanging hard words was suddenly, aggressively silent.

“You got family in Chicago?” Oscar asked with a sly smile on his face.

“Yeah,” a voice came back. “Yeah, as a matter of fact I do.”

Forbes leaned forward, over the dashboard, looking out through the windshield and up toward the sky.

“Have you seen that crazy light show going on up there?” he asked quietly. “Ever since this morning. Heat lightning like crazy.”

Oscar leaned forward a bit as a wild fork of blue lightning danced between thick clouds in the sky.

“Crazy,” he said quietly.

As he watched, one of the clouds glowed a strange, pale color, the faint outline of bright light surging from beyond the cloud cover. Suddenly, from seemingly nowhere, a white-hot, blinding, searing bolt of pure vibrancy cut through the air, hacking apart the horizon like a narrow gleaming blade.

“Holy—” Oscar shouted, reeling, putting a hand over his eyes as the brightness illuminated the entire driver’s section of the van. “What the—”

Forbes blinked heavily, trying desperately to clear the sunspots from his eyes, brushing at his face with one hand. Finally rubbing away the lingering blindness, he looked through the windshield, eyes widening.

“Oscar, look out!”

Oscar had been blinded, too, and as he tried to rub sunspots from his own eyes, the van drifted left, heading toward the shoulder.

Oscar cursed under his breath, clutching the wheel and cranking to the right, trying to correct the van’s errant trajectory. He hauled hard, slamming on the brakes, the tires catching on pavement with a loud, rubber-peeling, screeching sound.

The van started to lilt to the left as it whipped around sideways, crossing a lane and thumping hard up on the grass-covered median. He struggled to maintain control, the van jumping and jolting over the uneven ground before thudding down onto the northbound lane. 

As his vision started to clear, Oscar saw with shocked horror that a semi was coming at them in the opposite lane, its horn wailing as they crossed the median, veering into oncoming traffic.

“Oscar!” Forbes shouted, reaching over to try and grab the steering wheel to help coax the van out of harm’s way. He pulled on it, and the blunt front of the prison transport moved slightly.

But not enough.

With a shattering thunder of impact, the front left corner of the semi blasted into the front corner of the van, ripping into it, metal-on-metal, peeling away the bumper, grabbing the van and swinging it around like a child kicking a plastic toy.

The van kicked left, screeching into a sideways skid, spinning around in a clumsy circle as it left the road, rumbling over grass, tipping, rolling, tumbling, metal crunching, glass exploding, as the men in the driver’s seat bounced around under the sudden impact.

There were three more echoing crashes as the van skipped along the ground on its side, then its roof, then its other side until it finally came to a shuddering halt, roof-first, the tinkling of breaking glass and the slow tick-tick-tick of the engine the only sounds.
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The world had swirled into a tumbling tornado of crunching metal, shattering glass and explosive concussion, and for a brief moment, Chad Zabrosky was certain his life was coming to an end.  He’d just heard the news update on the radio in the front seat of the prisoner transport van, the one that mentioned the tragedy in Chicago, the state of emergency that had been enacted, the thousands of deaths expected, and the small likelihood of a recovery back to relative normalcy. He had been just about to ask that punk Oscar to turn the volume up when the entire interior of the van was lit by a sudden blinding flash of light, and then the vehicle was swerving, crossing the median into the path of a semi, only to be swatted aside and sent rolling.

Both Chad and Antonio, the second prisoner in the transport compartment, had been strapped into their seats through seatbelts crossed over their torsos and remained bound to their spot as the van reeled, rolled, and slammed over the shoulder, down a grassy embankment and to a jerking halt upside-down.

Chad had been wildly disoriented and was just starting to crawl slowly back to full consciousness, the chiming of falling glass and the rank aroma of spilled fuel filling the entire rear of the passenger van.

“Antonio?” he groaned, his voice low and strained as he tried to push past the sharp, throbbing pain in his head. Even though he’d been strapped in, that hadn’t stopped his body from thrashing around or his head thumping against the metal wall of the van behind him with every lurching roll. “Tony!”

“Yeah,” the other man replied, his own voice thick and groggy. “I’m here.”

Chad blinked away the darkness, the van’s passenger compartment starting to come into view. At one point it had been an eight-passenger van, though the rows of seats had been removed and four mounted chairs put in their place, each chair bolted to the wall of the van, two on each side. Each chair had a bolted harness with seatbelts that crossed over their chests, and their wrists were cuffed and held firmly in their laps.

Both Chad and Antonio wore orange jumpsuits, a clear sign of their destination, which had been Statesville Correctional Facility outside of Chicago. It was a maximum-security prison, far more secure than the previous jail in Wisconsin where they’d been held. Chad’s destination had been maximum security the whole time, whereas Antonio had earned his spot thanks to a particularly brutal fistfight he’d gotten into out in the yard when someone refused to give up their set of dumbbells even though they weren’t using them. Tony had used one of the dumbbells to fracture the guy’s skull, earning himself solitary confinement and a transfer to a harder, more secure facility where things like that wouldn’t happen again.

Tony’s head was shaved clean, though he had dark sideburns leading from his squat ears over his narrow chin, coming together into a chin beard. His face was young but mean, a scowl permanently etched on his tanned features, his dark eyes always finding a different way to hurt you.

He was slender built, the baggy jumpsuit concealing a muscular, though skinny physique. Chad, on the other hand, was broad in shoulder and chest, with a large, round, but hard stomach, tree-trunk legs, and layered muscles on his arms. He wore a jumpsuit two sizes larger than Tony’s yet still  stressed the fabric with his bulk. Sleeves were rolled up to his bicep, revealing twin forearms of ornate gang tattoos, some of them professionally done, but most of them done at home, either by himself or friends. It was a sign of toughness in his crowd, a signal that he could take the pain and come back for more, and in fact the array of hand-etched tattoos had earned him much respect and credibility among his fellow inmates.

He was going to have to start over from scratch at Statesville, and that fact had annoyed him, considering he’d spent the past six months asserting his dominance at the old place and had risen fairly high in a short period of time on the prisoner respect scale.

All for nothing.

“Can you move?” Chad asked, jerking his head toward Tony, who was still somewhat slumped over in his harness.

“Kind of,” he replied, shifting his shoulders. The cross-belt ended in a metal clasp bolted to the bottom of the chair, but it attached to a swivel joint and buckle, just so it could move with the prisoner’s movements, albeit slightly.

Twisting left, Chad reached down over his lap with his cuffed hands and wrapped his fingers around the belt, tugging. There was a bit of give in the belt, more than he figured there’d be, and he leaned down more, looking at the clasp on the bottom left side of the chair. Even with his naked eye, he could see that the joint between the buckle and the chair had been bent slightly in the crash, and the metal mount was whitened slightly with stress.

“You smell that?” Tony asked. “Smells like there’s gas all over the place.”

“No doubt,” Chad replied.

“This thing gonna blow up?” Tony asked.

“No open flames that I can see,” Chad replied. “Spilled fuel by itself won’t burn, it needs to be ignited by something, smart guy.”

“The hell do I know about cars?” Tony asked and Chad laughed, shaking his head. He pushed past a lingering pain in his side as he reached down for the mount and clasped his hands around the metal. He bent his knee as much as he could, planting his booted foot for leverage, and pulled as hard as his muscular arms would allow.

The metal bent slightly.

There was a low groan from the front seat and Chad looked toward the driver’s area. Behind the steering wheel, the seat was empty, though he could see the slumped form of someone in the passenger side, still strapped to his seat, upside down in the capsized van.

Just like they were.

Chad tried to ignore a wave of dizziness from the blood rushing to his head, as he reached across his body and adjusted his grip on the buckle mount again. Closing his eyes, he tensed his muscles and pulled as hard as he could, and he could feel the metal twisting even more. His muscles bulging, his arms aching, he kept pulling, not relenting, until finally, after almost a minute, the clasp sprang free with a metallic twang, two screws jumping out of the mount and falling down past him to the ceiling of the van, which was now acting as a floor.

With the clasp broken, the belt suddenly loosened, and Chad jerked, starting to fall toward the roof of the van. The other side of the belt caught his momentum and tugged hard, leaving him hanging upside down, but suspended by the shoulder so he didn’t tumble all the way down to the ridged metal.

Chad’s head was mostly bald, though he had a thick clutch of hair near the crown of his head, which he’d pulled into a tight ponytail. The long, bunched-up hair dangled past his right cheek and he puffed out a burst of air, trying to get it out of his face. Slowly moving left to pull his right shoulder free of the loosened belt, he reached between his legs and held on to the chair so he wouldn’t free fall after wriggling his shoulder out of the strap.

The strap released, and he jolted again, almost falling free, but he clutched with his fingers, holding himself to the seat.

“Belt’s free,” he said to Tony, glancing over at him. Tony nodded, still hanging upside down across the van, looking back and forth as if to judge how he might do the same thing Chad was doing.

Slowly, Chad maneuvered his legs, tucking one thick thigh underneath his lock-tight arms, moving so he wasn’t in so much a seated position as a leaning one, his hands still keeping him from falling. His legs partially moved from underneath his arms; he was in a strange sideways posture, and he could feel his fingers loosening, so he closed his eyes and let go, letting his shoulder lead the way down to the roof of the van, where it struck with a metal echo, shaking his entire body.

There was a brief slash of pain, but it quickly faded as he rolled over, and used his cuffed wrists to push himself up into a kneeling position. Looking up at Tony, he smirked, seeing the skinny guy hanging from the ceiling.

“What’re you looking at?” Tony asked, though he had a crooked smile on his face.

“Not a thing,” Chad replied. He worked his way to a standing position, though he had to hunch over in the passenger section of the van, and walked toward the metal grate separating them from the front seats. Looking behind him, he saw that the rear doors of the van itself were still sealed shut, even though the walls around them had buckled and dented slightly with the crash.

The metal grate was in a worse state.

Thanks to the dented roof, the grate had bent as well, one corner of it pulling free from where it had been attached to the ceiling, creating a gap and revealing weakened metal. Chad smiled as he approached, lifted his knee, and kicked as hard as he could, striking the grate where it had pulled away. The metal bent a bit more and the gap widened slightly, and he knew he’d be able to break through.

The empty driver’s seat still concerned him. If Oscar had left the van voluntarily, could he be lurking around somewhere outside? Waiting for them to make a move so he could put a bullet in them? Or had he been thrown from the van during the crash?

In the passenger side, the guy he knew as Forbes groaned again, louder and slightly more coherent as he started to regain consciousness.

“Oh, hell no,” Chad whispered, kicking again. His boot struck the grate and again peeled it away a bit more, denting the metal and widening the gap.

“Don’t do it,” Forbes said from where he was buckled. “I’ll—I’ll—” his voice was low and hoarse, fading in and out. He was still buckled to his seat and in an awkward position.

“You’ll what, little man?” Chad asked through a sneer. He kicked again and again the grate further degraded. Smiling, he reached over with his cuffed wrists and hooked his fingers around the narrow rungs in the grate and pulled, grunting with the effort. Metal buckled even more and the grate slowly peeled back toward him, wrenching free. He worked his way down toward another screw and pulled again, yanking hard enough to rip the screw free of the frame where it had been attached. Pressing his back against the wall of the van, he lifted his knee again and kicked again, striking the peeled metal with the heel of his boot and it broke free even further, popping two more screws out and pulling loose of its housing.

“Now we’re talking!” Chad shouted and moved forward.

“Don’t!” Forbes groaned again, and moved in his chair, trying to reach for his sidearm. Thrusting himself into the narrow gap between the grate and the frame, Chad wormed his way toward Forbes, scrabbling at his hip until his fingers touched the man’s holster. 

“No!” Forbes barked back, moving his hands to intercept Chad’s, battling with the prisoner, struggling for the holster at his hip. Chad pulled his wrists back, bent both arms and lunged forward, driving both elbows into Forbes’s face, striking his nose with a dull, splitting snap.

Forbes gasped and instinctively moved his hands to his face, where his nose now twisted awkwardly and spilled twin streams of dark blood. Twisting around and wedging himself further through the opening in the grate, Chad made one more desperate attempt and hooked his fingers around the handle of Forbes’s pistol, ripping it free of its holster and pulling it back through the grate.

“Please!” Forbes gasped through a nasally voice, reaching toward him as he slipped just out of the man’s reach. Forbes looked at him, eyes meeting eyes, the correctional officer hanging upside down in his seat as Chad sneered at him, lifting the pistol.

“Give me the keys to the cuffs,” he growled.

Forbes shook his head.

“I can’t,” he replied. “Please. I can’t. I’ll lose my job—”

“You’ll lose a hell of a lot more than your job,” Chad replied, thrusting the pistol forward. “You know me. You know what I did. You know I’m not bluffing.”

“You’ll let me go?” Forbes asked, his voice high and desperate.

Chad nodded, his finger resting on the trigger guard as he held the weapon in both hands, wrists bound by cuffs.

“Okay,” Forbes replied, showing a hand in surrender. “Okay, give me a minute.” He bent over his lap, reaching toward the floor, which was actually above him, searching for where the keys to the cuffs might be. “They fell off my belt in the crash,” he mumbled desperately. “Please. Just give me a second.”

“Try anything funny and I will execute you,” Chad said. He knew he was somewhat at the guy’s mercy. He’d pulled the grate most of the way free, but without the cuffs off he was still limited in how he might be able to escape. He couldn’t work his way through with bound wrists, and the back door was still locked tight, otherwise he would have just shot Forbes in the face and done it all himself.

But Forbes didn’t have to know any of that.

“Come on!” Chad shouted, thrusting the weapon at him. It was a Glock 22 with a fifteen-round magazine, though Chad knew at this range and angle, he’d only need one of those fifteen to do the trick.

“Got ’em!” Forbes shouted, still reaching toward the floor, metal jangling as he found a ring of keys resting there, trapped under the floor mat. “I’ve got ’em!”

“Give them to me right now,” Chad hissed, pistol level and unmoving.

“Just relax,” Forbes said, slowly moving his hand up and Chad could see the keys jutting out through his fingers. Forbes twisted up and around the keys in his hand.

“Just throw them through,” Chad said, jerking his head toward the gap in the grate. “Throw them through, I’ll pick them up!”

“Trying,” Forbes replied, angling himself around, a difficult task while bound in the buckled seat belt and hanging upside down. Moving farther toward the broken grate he extended his hand. He released the keys themselves, holding the chain by its round ring, the bronze keys swinging free around it. Reaching toward the grate opening he shifted his wrist—

—and threw the keys into Chad’s face. Chad grunted and winced involuntarily and Forbes twisted around with his other hand, grasping for the Glock, his hand wrapping around the barrel and pulling at the weapon.

“You dumb son of a—” Chad yelled and wrenched to the right, yanking the Glock free of the man’s desperate clutches.

“No, wait—” Forbes said, holding up his hand, but Chad was already coming back around with the pistol. Before the prison guard could say another word, Chad fired three times directly into the man’s shocked face, the muzzle flash swallowing the man’s young features, concealing the damage the .40 Glock rounds did to his face and skull.

“Dumb!” Chad growled. “Dumb, dumb, dumb!”

“You would have killed him anyway,” Tony said, still hanging upside down in his seat as Chad bent low, fumbling for where the keys had dropped.

“True,” Chad replied, his fingers closing around the smooth metal of the keyring. He picked it up and sorted through them, identifying what looked like a handcuff key, then worked it into the slot and snapped the cuffs open with a coordinated motion.

Immediate relief flooded to his pained wrists as the metal cuffs fell to the roof of the van with a clattering sound.

“Oh, that feels good,” Chad said, rubbing his wrist with an unshackled hand.

“I’m happy for you,” Tony said. “Now get me out of here.”

Chad retrieved the keys again from where they had fallen, still attached to the cuffs, and moved to the buckle mounted to the side of Tony’s chair. Unlike Chad’s, his hadn’t been bent or damaged in the crash, so he had to spend a few moments finding the right key, then unlocking the latch holding the cross-strap harness to the chair.

Tony carefully let himself free, swinging around and dropping down to the ceiling of the upside-down transport, bending his knees so he could move through the narrow spaces. Chad unlocked his cuffs as well and the two men went back to work on the grate, trying to pull it free.
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Oscar crawled along the grass, his head raging in pain and confusion, ears ringing, the sounds of crunching metal and breaking glass still deafening him to all else. He looked back over his shoulder at the overturned van, barely remembering scrambling free of the vehicle, walking a few steps, then collapsing.

He’d somehow managed to unbuckle his seat belt and crawl free, apparently worried that the vehicle might catch fire and explode.

But it hadn’t. It still sat there, twelve feet away, sitting on its roof, the driver’s side door open and Forbes dangling from his seatbelt in the passenger seat. Oscar tried to put the pieces together in his head, trying to sort out what had happened and what had to happen next, but he couldn’t think. His ears were ringing and his thoughts were a jumbled mess. It felt as if his brain was soaked in wet cotton, and his eyes were trying to glare through heavily frosted glass. Nothing made sense, his world upside-down in more ways than one.

The three gunshots smashed it back into full reality. Whipping his head around as the three loud bangs echoed within the confines of the prisoner transport van, he saw Forbes still dangled, but there was a light haze of smoke in the driver’s seat, and the man’s arms were hanging low, no longer trying to free himself from his seat belt. Oscar could still hear the faint drifting echo of weapons fire, and his vision cleared.

Forbes now looked lifeless, like a slab of meat in the back of a butcher shop, hung to drain. Even in the dim light of the driver’s cabin he thought he saw long threads of blood sliding from the silhouetted form of the man in the passenger seat, and he saw splashes of a strange substance across the passenger window in haphazard streaks, like a kindergarten child’s experiments with red paint. Something wasn’t right. Well, it hadn’t been right, not since the blinding flash of lightning that had sent them careening off the road, but it was even less right now. He could hear the movement of something or someone in the back of the van, feet on the metal ceiling, keys jingling, a metal scraping sound.

The prisoners. 

It came back to him like a hard slap in the face, an entire bucket of chilled water thrown over him. They were escorting prisoners and somehow they’d gotten Forbes’s gun. Forbes’s keys. They were getting out.

Metal screeched from inside, and he knew what they were doing. He pictured it all in his mind, his hand moving swiftly to the holster at his hip, closing around the handle of his own Glock 22. He saw movement in the driver’s compartment and lifted to one knee, sliding his weapon free of the holster, lifting it, cradling it with a support hand, aiming it toward the driver’s side door which still sat askew.

Shadows moved, blocking his view of Forbes, passing through the broken grate, huddled low and crouching. Crawling over the front seat, lowering down onto it, coming toward the open door.

The orange jumpsuit was now visible in the low light of the clouded sky, belonging to the skinny guy with the shaved head.

Antonio. Tony. Gang banger. Killer.

Oscar sighted the barrel and fired three times, his Glock kicking in his hands.
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The moment Tony’s feet hit the grass, gunshots exploded from ten feet away and the skinny man grunted, flying back against the upside-down van, his spine pounding into the already buckled and bent metal of the vehicle. He pitched left, leaving a series of red streaks across the white surface of the vehicle, tracing his lazy arc as he slumped to the grass.

Chad was in motion, slipping free of the driver’s seat, his boots striking grass, Forbes’s Glock clamped between both hands. He saw the other guard moving, crouched on one knee, his blue uniform clear in the afternoon light, his arms straight, a pistol moving from where he’d hit Tony to center on Chad.

Chad jerked forward and dove right as two more shots rang out, .40 rounds glancing off the metal of the van in a squat shower of bright sparks. As Chad went over to the right, he compensated, bringing his aim farther left, trying to track the motion of the older man. Letting the pistol drift a little ahead of the officer, he squeezed the trigger three times, purposefully leading the target. Oscar looked right-hand dominant, so his natural motion would bring him that direction, and indeed it had.

The first shot went wide, leading too far ahead, but Oscar lurched right into the path of the second bullet, taking the shot in the right bicep, the momentum sending him whirling back around to the right just as the third round punched through his left shoulder blade and ripped into his heart from behind.

Oscar spasmed, his breath locking, and slumped to the grass, his heart stopping even as his face struck the dirt. Chad lay there on his right shoulder, breathing in and out, his lungs filling with acrid air as he waited patiently for his heart to ease its jackhammer beat. Finally, after a few moments as the gentle pressure released, he could breathe more freely and calmness slowly settled over him. Standing, he looked over at Tony’s corpse, then at the body of Oscar on the ground several feet away, smiling softly.

Darwinism at its finest. Only the strongest survive.

He was a free man.

He hadn’t lied when he told Oscar that he had family in Chicago. He honestly did. But he didn’t care about them. He barely spoke with his family, and didn’t recognize them as anyone important in his life.

However, he did have some unfinished business in Chicago, and his newfound freedom would allow him to finish it.




Chapter 2

South Brisbane, Louisiana

Joel could still feel the cold dampness of the world, even a week later.  Hurricane Alexandra had ravaged his small home town, and not just his town, but his cabin itself, bringing down trees, hammering the structure, smashing his solar panels, and plunging his entire existence back into the Stone Age.

For nearly his entire life, his grandfather had been planning for the worst, using an old tractor trailer as the foundation for an underground shelter, a necessary move due to the significant wetlands of southern Louisiana. He’d reinforced the walls with cement, built shelves, redundant electric circuits, solar power, generator power, and stocked months’ worth of food and rations, enough to keep him through the lean times, no matter what the disaster might be.

But for all of his planning and all of his preparations, not even Joel's grandfather could prepare for the existence of an orphaned fourteen-year-old girl suddenly fired into the middle of his life.

Joel hadn't been prepared for it either.

Everything had happened so fast.  Fleeing the raging winds of the storm, her father's car plunging into the dark depths of the raging streams, Joel barely saving the girl's life.  Her entire world had flipped on its axis in a period of six hours.

For what it was worth, she had been even less prepared than he had.  For two days after the accident she hadn't spoken a word.  She'd sheltered down in the barracks within the concrete bunker, lying on the bed, curled in a fetal position, not speaking, not moving, barely eating.  At first, Joel had left her alone.  He couldn't even imagine what she was going through, and didn't want to add to her emotional turmoil.

But at the same time, he needed to set expectations.  The cabin had been designed to keep his grandfather alive.  Joel had been fortunate and was now planning on using it himself, but it had been built for one, not for two, and especially not for a second person who was a fourteen-year-old girl.  He'd gently prodded her about friends and family.  Someplace she could go.  Someone who might take her in.  She staunchly refused any mention of friends, personal or family.  She'd known people at school, but hadn't been especially close with any particular kid, and certainly not close enough to be taken in by their parents.

Any mention of other family was met with a dark glower and a furrowed brow, an expression that made it perfectly clear she was either unable or unwilling to tell him if any other family even existed.  As if simply mentioning the word brought too many bad memories to the surface.  Reminded her too much of the family she just recently lost.

Eventually, she showed some signs of life.  Joel had barked orders at her at first, directing her to pick vegetables, bag and store food in the freezer, help him fix meals.  Walk around the perimeter, clean up small pieces of debris, hand him tools as he worked to fix the solar panels, help him unfurl the tarp to cover the hole in the roof.  Their relationship had evolved to boss and employee.

That was all he really knew.  He'd been a father at one point, but his daughter had been young, and mostly his wife's responsibility.  Being a father was a foreign concept to him, especially of a teenage girl.  Although Winnie had been the chief caretaker of his daughter, Joel had been trying to grow into fatherhood five years ago.  It had been difficult, and the lessons about being a role model to his only child didn’t come easily to him, but part of him hoped he’d at least started down the path to fatherhood. But fathering a young child was a far different thing than a teenager, and without the slow progress to guide him, he found himself woefully inadequate.

So he didn't even try.

He had left her at one point and gone to his sister-in-law's house, heading over to Anita's, and while he hadn't said anything to Helen about it, he’d been hoping she might be home.  Secretly hoped that maybe she'd take her in, take Helen off of his hands and bring her in like the daughter he knew they'd always wanted but never been able to have themselves.

But Anita and her husband hadn’t been home.  They were still missing.  He’d spent a few hours with the horses, feeding them and keeping them company, and had come back a short time later.  Helen had been a little skittish when he’d returned, not comfortable about him leaving her alone, pale and soaked with sweat, fearful that he’d never return.

The reaction had shocked him.  She’d seemed so closed off, so distant, so unemotional, that the surprisingly visceral reaction to him leaving had come as a surprise, and had revealed that this young girl was truly far more vulnerable than she was letting on.

Joel had wanted her to go.  Sooner rather than later.  But it was becoming more and more apparent that she had no place to go.  She was stuck with him, and him with her, at least for a time.  He was trying to make the best of it, but knew he was mostly failing.

But now, Hurricane Alexandra was officially in the rearview mirror, but her effects were lingering and would be for some time to come. Joel Robertson craned his neck and pulled a rag from the back pocket of his worn blue jeans, wiping the shine of sweat from his forehead. 

His property had been the result of decades of work, first from his grandfather, then passed down to him, and the lessons learned from his grandfather had literally saved his life. Joel stood in the grass under the soft glow of an afternoon sun, the normally piercing light dulled by the persistent presence of clouds and scattered lightning. There was so much to repair, he’d struggled to prioritize. He’d started with the big tree, sacrificing some of his precious fuel to run a chainsaw, cutting the branches free and finally severing the massive trunk, dismantling the big oak and pulling it free of where it had punched through the cabin’s roof. That had accomplished two things: it had freed the roof so Joel could potentially make repairs somewhere down the line, and it had given him a nice source of firewood for months to come. Spring was just getting ready to transition to summer in southern Louisiana, so he wouldn’t need the firewood to heat his home, but he’d use it for cooking and reserve the generator power for his electric appliances.

Whatever he could wean off the generator would be important in the months to come as the power was still out all across Louisiana, and if reports were correct, it was out throughout most of the United States and even the world.

Joel looked up into the sky as if casting blame on the lightning above, an accusation that was more than a little grounded in reality.

For a week now, the sudden appearance of the strange lightning storms had been causing havoc across the country, beginning with the rocket impact in Chicago, and going right through rumors of hundreds of plane crashes, and impacting relief efforts right here in his backyard as the entire state of Louisiana struggled to recover from the combination of lightning and hurricane landfall.

Joel wasn’t sure how much he believed the rumors he’d heard whispered throughout the town, but if even half of them were true, New Orleans had been decimated, along with several other major metropolitan areas alongside Chicago’s most visual collapse. Things didn’t look or feel very good right now.

But Joel wasn’t as worried as most. His grandfather had spent his entire life preparing for it, and had instilled the same sense of preparation and survival into his grandson over the past few years. Joel found it somewhat tiresome at the time, but ever since the hurricane first bore down on them, he’d been repeatedly thanking his grandfather for the hard lessons he’d taught him. There was a good chance he wouldn’t be alive right now if not for them.

And Helen would have certainly drowned in the car next to her father, that much was certain.

He looked at her now. The young girl sat on the shore of the lake with a fishing pole between her bent knees. Joel had spent several hours over the past few days post-hurricane trying to coax her into some kind of functional activity, with only moderate success. The poor girl was still distraught over her father’s unexpected death, not to mention the shock of the natural disaster and the rumors of the nationwide collapse of the power grid and subsequent recovery efforts. 

Joel had dug out an old ham radio from the basement and had been using it to check news frequencies and tap into other groups throughout the region and the nation, hoping to remain somewhat informed of the events of the world. Unfortunately, the more information they got, the more hopeless it all seemed. It hadn’t done much to improve the young girl’s mood.

Joel looked back over at the cabin, considering the large, plastic tarp that had been draped over the gaping hole in the structure’s roof. It was less than a Band-Aid, and in fact the entire inside of the cabin was still devastated and near destruction, but he had to take these things in bite-sized chunks.

Looking at the metal mounts of the solar panels, he took a step forward and tested the strength of one of the support posts, which he’d reinforced with three broomsticks and duct tape. It seemed ridiculous. He had a welder in the tool shed, but he was still hesitant to waste fuel in the generator for such a thing with no assurances that the solar panels would even work. Many of the panels themselves had been ripped free of the overall structure, though on each large rectangular housing there were still over fifty percent of them intact. He had to begrudgingly admit he knew very little about the actual infrastructure that made solar power work and he promised himself that he would do some more research when time permitted.

When time permitted.

Based on the amount of work still left to do to get the cabin back in livable shape, that meant sometime in the next three years if he was lucky.

The only thing that had kept them going was the fact that his always well-prepared grandfather had constructed a full-blown livable shelter beneath the cabin. Initially designed and constructed at the heart of the Cold War as a bomb shelter in the event of nuclear war, it had evolved into an elaborate underground compound with limited plumbing that could be powered by the solar panels or with a manual pump and well system bringing water in from the nearby lake. There were sleeping quarters, food storage, and with a redundant circuit to not only the solar panels, but a gas-powered generator that had thankfully survived the hurricane damage.

Joel had enough fuel reserves to last a couple of weeks, he figured, as long as he used it carefully, but he didn’t want to have to depend on them, which was why he was focusing most of his attention on the solar panels. Typically solar power fed back into the area’s power grid, but his grandfather, in his infinite wisdom, had installed an array of solar batteries in the basement shelter, and if he could get the panels functional again, they’d be able to provide power to those batteries and help ease the burden on the generator, even if the entire grid was offline.

Of course, none of that was doing anything to help communications with the outside world. Besides the ham radio, Joel, Helen, and by all accounts everyone else were completely isolated from the rest of the nation and the world at large.

Landlines had worked for a time, but as the days went on and redundant power at the central offices slowly failed, even the landlines started cutting out as well. The Internet might as well have been two cans with a string for all the good it was doing anyone right now, at least in their part of the world. 

Looking at the contraption in front of him with the solar panel mount and the broomsticks, he twisted the duct tape more tightly around the frame and pulled it tight, cinching it off and testing the strength of the reinforced post, which had become surprising stout. The two large arrays of separate panels lay on the ground several feet away from the mounting system, and his plan was to try and work up some sort of pulley or lever apparatus that would allow him to elevate the panels and slide them into place before screwing them down.

He thought for a moment about Armand Beuchene. His manpower could certainly help with that project. Maybe even Fire Chief Fred LeChamp. The South Brisbane Fire Department had its hands full at the moment helping with search and rescue, reconstruction, and assisting with the minor emergencies that remained, especially without the support of FEMA, but if he could get a hand on South Brisbane’s only ladder truck, that might make elevating those panels even easier.

He added that to his mental to-do list and filed it away. Joel suspected it would be some time before he could get access to that sort of vehicle, but it was nice to know the option might be there if he needed it.

When he needed it.

He wiped away more sweat from his brow and took a deep breath, stretching his shoulders as he walked across the grass toward where Helen sat on the shore of the lake. He watched her for a long moment, wondering what was going through her mind. Trying not to think of how old his daughter would have been if she hadn’t—

He shut out the painful thought as he walked, bending low and scooping a half-full bottle of Corona off the grass. He took a quick slug, enjoying the light, bitter taste of the beer. He’d been milking his Corona supply for the past few days and was currently down to a single six-pack, and had purposefully not been thinking about what would happen when he ran out.

He had a feeling Almira down at Schmidty’s would hook him up.

“Thirsty?” he asked as he approached her. She shrugged and looked over her shoulder, then furrowed her brow.

“Not for that garbage,” she said. “Beer’s gross.”

“Clearly you haven’t had the right beer,” Joel replied.

“I’m fourteen years old, you psycho,” she replied, turning back to the lake and Joel smirked for a moment, not sure if she was joking.

“I’ve got other stuff inside,” he said. “Water. Some lemonade in the refrigerator.”

“I’m fine,” she said. Gently, her pole tugged slightly and she pulled back a little, playing with the line. Twisting the reel, she pulled a bit more.

Joel reached over and grabbed the pole, giving it a yank.

“Gotta pull hard, kid,” he said, “get that hook set.”

Helen jerked the pole, but whatever was on the hook must have released, because the line sprang free of the water, the empty hook flopping to the grass.

“Gee, thanks,” she said. “Solid advice.”

Joel took another sip of his beer, feeling a sudden urge for a cigarette. He was almost out of those, too, though he still had the three full cartons he’d acquired from Beuchene’s. Something had told him not to break into them yet, and he hadn’t, but once his packs were gone, he wasn’t sure how long he could hold out.

Helen dropped the pole on the ground next to the empty hook and pushed herself to her feet, turning away from the lake. Joel opened his mouth to say something, but she walked past him, across the grass, then wandered over toward the trees, the air seeming to cool in her wake. Joel sighed. His wife and daughter had been dead for five years now. Five long, dark, painful years, and it appeared that in that time he completely forgot how to be a parent.

Did he forget, though, or did he just not want to? Losing the two people closest to him had been far and away the most painful and damaging thing that had ever happened to him. Keeping people at arm’s length wasn’t just an option for him, it was mandatory.

It was a key to survival. As he watched, Helen circled around the trees and approached a spot of grass next to the cabin, a rectangular plot encircled by rudimentary fencing, fencing that had amazingly not come down during the hurricane.

Somehow the winds had brought down a century-old oak tree, but narrow stakes and strings surrounding his garden? Completely untouched.

Mother Nature was a fickle beast.
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Helen passed through the trees and walked to the garden, fighting the urge to look over her shoulder. She didn’t want Joel to see her, she wanted to be completely invisible, to blend into her surroundings and be forgotten. She was tired of the sympathy, not just tired but wholly and completely exhausted, the pain of being sad weighing on her like a concrete block. What surprised her the most was that it wasn’t necessarily the being sad itself that she found so draining, it was the expectation that she should be sad—visibly so, that truly wore her down.

She was sad, of course. Devastated. Her mother had been gone several years already, her grandparents lived in another state far away and she hadn’t seen them in almost a decade. She had an aunt somewhere, but didn’t really know her either. Her entire life had been her and her father.

Now, her father was gone. Not just gone, dying peacefully in his sleep, or stricken by a heart attack, but dragged down into the raging waters, kicking and screaming, fighting for his next breath, struggling to live to see his daughter. It had been a kick to the stomach, a full-blown body blow. One moment they were arguing about the restaurant, and less than thirty minutes later he was gone, swept away by the raging waters courtesy of Hurricane Alexandra. Joel had saved her, broken her window, cut her seat belt and yanked her free. Saved her as if it were automatic. Just something he did. Yet somehow he hadn’t been able to do the same for her father. That fact struck her as almost impossible to rationalize, how thin the line was between life and death.

She was fourteen years old; she understood the dichotomy between life and death, even if she was too young to dig too deep into her own mortality, but she’d never experienced the sheer fragility of life. How easy it was to tip from one world to the next. One second you’re there, the next second you’re just...gone.

She stepped softly over the string fence, then lowered herself to a crouch, digging through the garden. It was a little overgrown with grass and weeds, but there was lettuce, a few tomato plants, carrots, potatoes, radishes, and several other vegetables. Joel had gone over them all with her the morning after the hurricane, setting her to gathering while he started his repairs, and every morning since she’d made the rounds, looking for the latest ripe veggies, plunking them in a basket and bringing them into the cabin as enhancements to whatever food they were having for lunch or dinner.

They’d alternated since the power went out, moving from fish to canned pasta to ramen noodles to Spam and back again, mixing it up with a little variety, but making things simple. In most cases he’d used the wood stove in the upper level of the cabin, though as night fell, they often retreated into the shelter, using hot plates or boiling water transported down from the wood stove above. She’d been surprised at how variable the meals had been so far, and at how few of the now-invaluable stores of supplies they’d actually used. She’d gotten a good look at the dry goods storage as well as the freezer, refrigerator, and other scattered locations and figured they had enough food to last them a year or more.

A year. Could she even see that far ahead? Could she look a year in the future and imagine the world spinning that long without her father in it? Eating Spam and soup and fish every day for three hundred and sixty-five days, no Internet, no phones, just going through the same dreary daily routine infinitely for a full year?

Pulling the basket closer, she dug out a few carrots, brushed off the dirt, and dropped them inside, turning next to the tomato plants.

Maybe the power would come back on before then. She had to think it would. Power outages happened all the time. They were no big deal. It would just be a matter of time before the energy companies got their stuff together and got the grid back up. The American financial system depended on it.

Hell, everything in the world depended on it these days. Were they going to be thrust permanently back into the hunter-gatherer stage of life? She found that very difficult to believe.

She smiled softly as she twisted a tomato from one of the vines, squeezed it gently and set it next to the carrots. Her father would have loved it. He was old-school, often times ranting and raving about how much better it was in the old days when he worked in his grandfather’s restaurant back in China. Picking fresh food, making sauces from scratch, catching the fish that they would later gut, descale, and cut to feed their customers and neighbors. It was a way of bringing people together, he’d always said.

There was something about people eating something you spent so much time preparing. It was as if they were consuming a part of you and bringing you into them. Forming a bond.

She shook her head. So ridiculous. Food was food. If she’d learned anything over the past week, it was that there was nothing glamorous about the old way of doing things. The old way sucked. Spending hours picking vegetables, boiling water over burning wood. Hunching over dead fish, scraping the scales free, deboning them, and spending two hours preparing food that it took ten minutes to consume. To his credit, Joel had patiently shown her the ropes of preparing fish.

She sort of wished he hadn’t. That first day after the hurricane, they’d spent four hours preparing catfish, bass, and even a few white crappies, getting the meat all ready, then vacuum-sealed and into the freezer to keep it fresh.

Looking in the basket, she quietly counted the tomatoes, carrots, and now radishes she’d collected. The basket was a quarter full, probably more than enough for the meals they’d have today. Joel had drilled into her that she should only pick what they could eat; nothing should ever go to waste. Food was currency now, an invaluable resource, and even a single tomato could be the difference between life and death if things got really bad.

Her father had often said similar things, forcing her to clean her plate and telling her stories upon stories of rationing in China and how difficult it was to find food because of overpopulation, state regulations, all the stuff she usually tuned out when he was talking.

She wondered for a moment how things were in China right now. Were they going through the same things they were in America? She had to think they were. Her eye drifted upward and looked at the rolling clouds above them, searing streaks of constant lightning blistering the sky, the cloud cover a mottled gray backdrop to the raging storms.

Only they weren’t storms. As far as she could tell, it was just lightning, nothing more. And if it was like that here, she assumed it was like that everywhere.

Looking in her basket again, Helen stood, looping her fingers around the metal wire handle, picking it up and turning to walk back toward the cabin. She’d have to wash the vegetables downstairs where the manual vacuum-powered well pump could supply a consistent amount of lake water. Might as well get started.
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Every morning Joel made a pass through the underground shelter to make sure everything was running as expected, and today everything still appeared to be in top shape, given the circumstances. He checked the junction box for the gas-powered generator first, ensuring that it was running only the most critical functions. Right now that was primarily the freezers and refrigerator, though he had the option to run some limited lighting through it was well. Each day that he’d done his walk-through he’d thought about diverting some electricity to his in-ground well in hopes of getting some actual functional plumbing. But they’d made do so far with a manual pump and buckets for washing food, washing themselves, and even for flushing the toilet, so he’d held off to date. They had plenty of gasoline, but he knew that wouldn’t always be the case, and he wanted to keep it on hand for emergencies. Verifying that the freezers and refrigerator were still running and powered, he checked the stock of canned meats, pastas, soups, fruits, and veggies, mentally calculating how many they could use per day and how many days it would last, trying to extrapolate out for a full year.

He still struggled to wrap his mind around that. Was it possible they’d still be struggling with power and supplies a year from now? Honestly, he thought it was pretty likely, though Helen never liked to hear that.

Helen didn’t like hearing much of anything these days, not that he could blame her.

Venturing back out to the main area of the shelter, he let his eyes linger on his portable ham radio, which sat on the floor next to a mobile battery pack as well as a Powerfilm flexible solar panel, which could be folded up into an easy-to-carry bundle, then unfolded and plugged in when necessary to power the radio. Next to that radio was a second, a hand-crank and solar-powered emergency model, which was not quite as robust as the traditional ham, but could at least tie into most major NOAA, AM/FM, and emergency broadcast channels. At least once a day he took them both up top and hopped between them, using one of them to check for emergency broadcasts or weather alerts, while he used the second to scan through a few well-known frequencies to see if he could get in contact with anyone.

His grandfather had been a long-standing member of a national organization of preppers and survivalists, and he’d had a list of call signs and frequencies, but as of yet, Joel had been unable to get through to any of them. There could have been any number of reasons for that, but the fact remained that he was flying completely solo.

That didn’t necessarily bother him, though he was sure a time would come, sooner rather than later, when he needed help, and it would have been nice to know where to go to get it.

Speaking of help, he made a mental note to check the fuel of the generator today. He hadn’t checked it yesterday, and knew that even with the limited output the generator would be gulping fuel. They had two to four weeks’ worth at worst, and it had been close to a week since landfall, so he knew a visit to Beuchene’s would be in the cards shortly. He had a service contract with a local fuel depot, but considering the state of the town after the hurricane, he had no confidence that the delivery guy would be out his way any time soon. He’d be on his own.

He didn’t want to think of how much Armand would charge him, though. Ever the opportunist, he could only imagine with fuel levels getting sparse just how much of a premium he’d charge for even the slightest drop of liquid gold.

Footsteps echoed on the drop-down stairs and Joel looked to see Helen making her way down, a basket of vegetables in her hands. She carefully maintained her balance coming down and Joel made his way over to her, glancing in the basket.

Immediately he shook his head.

“That’s way too many,” he said, his voice narrow. “We’re either going to stuff our faces or throw some of this stuff out.”

“There’s like five carrots, three tomatoes, and two radishes in here,” Helen protested.

“Too many. We can make do with less.”

“Next time you can pick the stupid vegetables,” Helen snapped and dropped the basket on the floor, turning back toward the ladder.

“Helen, stop,” Joel said firmly.

She halted by the bottom of the ladder and took a breath so deep he could see her shoulders heave.

“I’m sorry,” he said, “but we need to stay on top of this. Our lives literally depend on it.”

“Yeah, I know,” she replied. “So you’ve told me a few hundred times already.”

“Did I do something wrong?” Joel asked. “Last I knew, I was freely offering you a place here. All I’m asking is for a little cooperation and assistance. Is that too much?”

Helen narrowed her eyes at him.

“I didn’t ask for this,” she said. “I didn’t ask for any of it. I didn’t ask for you to pull me out of that car, I didn’t ask for my father to die, I didn’t ask for the hurricane, and I sure as hell didn’t ask for this stupid bomb shelter! You don’t want me here? Fine. I’ll leave.” She turned and started to clamber up the ladder, using her hands and feet to move quickly up toward the trapdoor in the living room floor above.

Joel closed his eyes and clenched both fists. How had he ever thought he could do this? 

“Helen!” he shouted after her. “Don’t!” He made his way to the ladder and scrambled up after her, going up through the trapdoor and catching up to her as she stepped out onto the front lawn. “Helen!” he shouted again, then reached forward and clamped his hand around her shoulder.

“What?” she yelled, whirling on him, tears streaming from her eyes. “It’s obvious you don’t want me here.”

“That’s not true,” Joel replied, though in the back of his head he had to admit he wasn’t being fully honest. He’d treasured his life alone, isolated, with the freedom to do whatever he wanted. But she was a fourteen-year-old girl; he couldn’t just leave her to the elements.

“Stay,” he said. “Please. I need your help.”

She glared at him, her eyes filled with the sort of white-hot anger only a teenager could generate.

“Please, Helen. I’m sorry for what happened to your father. I’m sorry I couldn’t save him, but what’s done is done.”

She didn’t seem to be convinced, and in truth, he wasn’t convinced either.  The constant shift between being closed off and being vulnerable threw him off as well.  Part of it was her teenager mentality, part of it was the dramatic change in her lifestyle and the complex emotions her young mind was trying to process.  There was a lot she was dealing with, and he didn’t truly appreciate how much more difficult that might be for a kid of her age compared to an adult of his own.

“Right now,” he continued, sensing the need for a bit more empathy, “I can’t do this without you.”

That last part was a lie. He could do it without her. He’d been practicing a good chunk of his life for something just like what they were dealing with, and in fact, he’d likely be able to do it better without her.

But she had nowhere else to go.  No close friends. No family that she’d speak of.  Yes, he could do it without her, without a doubt, but he couldn’t tell her that. If he let her go and she stormed off and ended up dead somewhere, he’d never forgive himself. He’d failed his family, he’d failed her father. He wasn’t going to fail her, too.

Helen rolled her eyes and stormed back past him, returning to the trapdoor and going down the metal steps into the shelter, her footfalls echoing softly in the quiet morning.

“Yeesh,” Joel whispered, quietly enough that she wouldn’t hear. “Teenagers.”




Chapter 3

South Brisbane, Louisiana

Downtown South Brisbane, Louisiana had been hammered, to say the least. Even if there had been power when the hurricane hit, there wouldn’t have been afterwards, as many of the power lines running up and down main street had been ripped free, shorn off, or otherwise damaged, leaving splintered wood, tipped poles, and frayed electrical cables in their wake. Main Street wasn’t a street so much as an obstacle course, with countless small piles of debris scattered all up and down the roadway, from sidewalk to sidewalk. Local authorities and emergency personnel had been working around the clock to clear the streets and try and restore basic functions to the town at large, but it had been a tall order without enough manpower to go around. Volunteer firefighters, EMTs, local police, construction companies, everyone was pitching in, working long hours and asking for no money in return. It was a truly inspiring showing of common goals, beliefs, and neighbors working together for the common good.

It made Malcolm Conway want to vomit.

It was all so blasted fake. Phony. Artificial. These same neighbors now working shoulder-to-shoulder would have spat on each other in the street a week ago. He’d applied for jobs at two of the construction companies he now saw out on the streets helping and neither one of them had given him the time of day. Now he was supposed to believe they were volunteering their cash and their employees for the general good?

Not likely.

Conway clamped his fists tight together, looking at the trucks and people milling around, using power tools to cut up fallen trees and power poles, large men and scattered women working together to hoist heavy objects out of the road and set them in neat stacks to each side.

Somewhere in the distance an ambulance siren wailed a sound that was almost constant ever since the hurricane hit, occasionally interspersed with police and fire sirens, most of the emergency personnel on twenty-four-hour rotations as people recovered from the storm. People who routinely cut in front of each other in traffic, pushed others over in line to get the last gallon of milk at the grocery store, but now they were pitching together and helping their neighbors.

Such garbage. He’d seen these people for what they really were.

“What’s the matter, Malcolm? Not pitching in?”

Malcolm turned and smirked at Maximillion Mendez as he walked toward him on the sidewalk, hands stuffed deep in his pockets. He was a short guy, a hair over five feet tall, and wore a baggy plaid shirt over oversized blue jeans. He shook his head of tightly curled dark hair and rolled his eyes.

“These people clearing roads and cutting up trees as if it means anything,” he said. “None of it matters. Haven’t they been paying attention? Power’s out everywhere, man. This is some serious EMP stuff going on here.”

“You read my mind, Max,” Malcolm replied. “All this fake ‘neighbors helping neighbors’ stuff. If any of them knew what was really going on, they’d be stabbing each other for fuel, not using it to cut up trees. These idiots are going to blow through what little resources we’ve got and leave nothing for the rest of us, just to clear some dead trees out of the road.”

“Someone needs to tell them,” Max replied.

“My brother’s been trying,” Malcolm said. “He’s a deputy. He’s spent the past week in the sheriff’s ear, but that old codger’s useless. They all are.”

“So what are we going to do about it?” Max asked.

“Do about what?”

The two of them turned to see Malcom’s brother Lyman strolling nonchalantly up the sidewalk. He wore the blue uniform of the South Brisbane Police Department, a belt pulled tight around his waist, his trusty Glock buckled into a flat leather hip holster, a nightstick banging against his thigh on the other hip.

Malcolm smiled slyly and fist-bumped his brother as he walked forward, with Lyman returning the crooked grin.

“We were just discussing how useless this all is,” Malcolm said with a sneer, gesturing toward the group of people clearing debris from the road. “How when it all comes down to it, spending gas, energy, and time clearing these roads is a waste of time and resources. We need to gather defenses. Collect weapons and ammunition. Establish a security presence. Cleared roads won’t mean jack when a neighboring town decides they want what we have.”

“You really think that’s likely?” Max asked. “I mean, that seems kinda paranoid, don’t it?”

Lyman and Malcolm looked at each other, then Malcolm looked back at him.

“Old man Peterson would have disagreed with you. People like to pretend his group was all about being prepared, but when it came right down to it, it was more about survival, and most times you surviving means someone else ain’t.”

Max nodded.

“You guys were talking about doing something about it,” Lyman said. “What were you talking about?”

Malcolm put a hand on his brother’s shoulder.

“Funny you should ask.”

#
[image: image]


Almira Schmidt watched the group from across the street, walking down the sidewalk, her eyes lingering on the gathered malcontents. Malcolm Conway was trouble, and his brother wasn’t much better even though he was a cop. Max Mendes was generally an okay guy. He’d worked for her at the bar for a summer when he was in his last year of high school, but when he got wrapped up with the Conways, he was just as bad as they were.

All in all, they were the town troublemakers and any time they were gathered together it was bad news. This time especially it made her uncomfortable, as they looked upon a group of hard-working men and women from Detolt’s Construction who were volunteering their time and energy in clearing roads, taking down fragile trees, and trying to put the town back together again.

She wondered, not for the first time since the hurricane, whether they would be able to put the town back together again. Sections of it had been completely demolished by winds and rain, and she felt more and more fortunate by the day that somehow her bar, Schmidty’s, had managed to escape relatively unscathed. She took a right down a side street, walking the sidewalk as she always did to get to work. Almira had lived in town her whole life and relished the half-hour walk to work every day. In spite of the typical crowd of troublemakers like the Conways, she loved South Brisbane. It was her home, and it had been her parents’ home, and her grandparents’ home, and while it was looking less and less likely that she’d ever have children of her own, if she did, she wanted them to grow up here.

For all of its faults, she couldn’t think of anywhere else she wanted to be. Walking along the side street, she smiled as she looked at the old houses she passed, a row of American townhouses running along the border of the sidewalk, the tall peak-roofed structures looking every bit the 19th century when they were constructed. There was a time she knew the names and families of every single person who lived in these houses, but as the years had gone on there had been more and more new people moving to town as more and more of the older population passed on, leaving her with only a vague recollection of who inhabited these homes. It seemed like fewer people were setting foot in her bar these days, too, and she grew more detached from the neighborhood as time went on.

That made her sad. It wasn’t that long ago that South Brisbane felt like a place separate from the rest of the world, a small town where every neighbor really did have each other’s back. Of course there were the troublemakers as there always were, bad eggs like the Conways. Kids stirring things up like Joel Robertson used to. But by and large, everyone came together in the end.

At least they had. Something had changed five years ago. Something dramatic. She wasn’t sure if it was the fire itself that had altered the community, or whether it was due for change anyway, and the fire was just a coincidence. Whatever the catalyst, South Brisbane was an entirely different place before the Robertson family home burned to the ground. Since then it had been divided, but not cleanly divided. It had been ripped asunder, torn apart like wet tissue, leaving tangled fragments and frayed edges behind. She’d been bound up in those frayed edges, as had Joel Robertson, both of them twisted into the mangled remains of what South Brisbane used to be.

After the fire there had first been sadness, then remorse, then inevitably there came the blame and accusations. The incomprehension about how such a terrible thing could have happened, but then, as the human brain always does, the community tried to rationalize it by pointing fingers.

Sides were taken and the community was divided, leaving whatever remained in its wake.

But Almira still loved it, in spite of all its warts. She always would. She didn’t blame Joel for what happened. She never had, and never would, and in fact had grown very fond of him, at first out of sympathy, and then—something deeper.

The side street opened up into another intersecting road and almost absently, Almira turned left, continuing her pace toward her pub. She glanced over her right shoulder, looking at Wok and Roll, a Chinese restaurant sitting back from the road. The door was damaged, a large slab of plywood nailed over broken glass, but the lights inside were dark, and the place remained closed.

She’d been making the walk every day since the hurricane, and the restaurant had been closed every day, which struck her as unusual. Wayne Zhou was a hard worker, a longtime community leader, and someone who would have been playing a large role in relief efforts. Yet he was nowhere to be found.

Her stomach twisted a bit. In the wake of the hurricane there had been some rudimentary counts done, some careful monitoring of the local clinics and even the hospital twenty miles north. So far, they had no documented counts of deaths from Hurricane Alexandra. There’d been some injuries, a few of them critical, but so far, nobody had died.

At least not that anyone knew of.

Almira stopped for a moment on the sidewalk, looking at the restaurant, her eyes narrowing as she crossed her arms over her narrow chest. Wayne had a daughter, too. Helen. She hadn’t seen her either, not that they normally crossed paths, but—

Almira made a mental note to do some checking as she turned and continued walking down the sidewalk. She glanced toward the lightning-filled sky, a blanket of ranging forks of electricity streaking across the contours of the gray, murky horizon.

Leading up to the hurricane, she’d written off the strange lightning as odd weather patterns caused by the oncoming storm. But the storm had passed and the lightning remained. Something strange was happening, something she figured was related to the chaos throughout the rest of the world.

The world was swiftly moving underneath her feet, faster and less stable than it ever had before. Best she could do was to try to hang on for dear life and hope she wasn’t pitched off.

Up ahead she could see her tavern, the small, gray building set atop a gravel parking lot, windows dark with no cars in sight. She didn’t usually open that early, but the struggles of the town and the recovery efforts had motivated her to alter her opening hours, and it turned out after a full day of cutting trees and moving heavy objects, warm beer was just as good as any other beer.

She’d never bought a generator and the power outage had spoiled all of her frozen or refrigerated goods, but she still had plenty of liquor and beer, which it turned out was what everyone was after anyway. Carefully looking both ways, she crossed the street to a chorus of chainsaws echoing from around the corner, then walked to her bar, unlocked the door, and went inside.

–––––––– 



Chapter 4

Seattle, Washington

Laura bent low by the corner of the broken building, looking out across the debris strewn street, her eyes focused on the Aurora building a hundred yards away. For several days, ever since the collapse of Seattle, she’d made the trek back and forth, moving silently from her brownstone to Aurora and back again, scavenging for supplies, getting as much ready as she possibly could as she prepared to head out of town. She’d wanted to head out immediately. The events at Aurora a week ago had shaken her to her core—military operatives firing upon unarmed employees and researchers, gunning them down mercilessly as they pleaded for help. Sequestered inside the meteorological research facility for over twenty-four hours straight, they’d been desperate for answers, many of them missing their families, petrified of what was happening in the world.

Many of them had found their answers at the wrong end of a bullet. Even a week later it was still raw and festering, an open wound on Laura’s psyche, a brutal and visceral reminder of how quickly life changed.

She’d been jogging in the park. Running past the trees, feeling content, looking forward to a weekend camping trip with her dog, just going through her normal routine.

Then her pager had gone off. All hell had broken loose, and twenty-four hours later, two dozen people she’d called co-workers and friends lay bleeding, wounded or dead in the dirt-covered streets.

She’d snuck by Aurora the next morning and had found the discarded remains of Dr. Foster, bullets ripping apart his chest and neck, his head lolling awkwardly to one side, eyes still open, looking up into the lightning-streaked sky. She’d found the corpses of many others as well, including Jolie, the young blonde who had been desperate to get back to her children.

Laura had actually dropped to her knees and sobbed into her hands when she saw her body lifeless and bullet-ridden in the streets, wondering who would tell her children, and if they would ever even find out what had happened. Communication was abruptly and suddenly nonexistent, and she suspected there were thousands, if not more, similar stories currently happening throughout the country.

She pressed her shoulder into the broken and cracked brick of the building, then looked over as Bruiser, her German Shepard, took a few cautious, plodding steps closer. She adjusted the leash wrapped around her wrist, ensuring she had a good handle on it. Bruiser was a good dog and very well behaved, but she didn’t completely trust him off his leash, not when emergency personnel and military operatives still walked the streets. The city was quieter now than it had been previously, the sirens silenced, the only real noise the dull, persistent thunder of large engines as vehicles of all shapes, sizes, and formats worked throughout the city in an attempt to recover from the dramatic events of the 787 impact.

It all seemed inherently ridiculous to Laura. A fool’s errand. The entire planet was under a blanket of lightning, a persistent cloud cover of electricity, and it would remain that way no matter how much they tried to organize recovery or cleanup efforts. No matter how much martial law or how long of a curfew the population was under, the power would remain out, fuel would continue to dwindle, and the population would spiral downwards into chaos.

She’d seen it with her own eyes.

Carefully she began to move toward the street, which cut between the building she was using for shelter and Aurora Institute. The noise of an engine broke away from the underlying rattle and began coming closer, and she halted for a moment as the stubbed nose of a military Humvee emerged at the opening of the street to her right.

Tugging her backpack tight to her shoulders, she pressed herself back, pulling her dog along with her, hiding herself in the shadows of what remained of the shattered building she was hiding behind. As she watched, the Humvee slowly passed by, tires crunching over broken rocks and glass, a soldier in the roof-mounted heavy machine gun turning left and right, scanning the area.

Scanning for what? As it passed, she followed it with her eyes until it came to another intersection and turned right, circling around the back side of Aurora, disappearing from view. Immediately, Laura climbed to her feet, rushing across the road, Bruiser woofing as he dashed along after her, running fast enough to keep slack in the leash as they moved.

Glancing at the ground, she could see the dark splotches of dried, dark blood still awash on the sidewalk, the remains of the corpses that had been piled there a week ago. At least someone had removed them, though she suspected it was more out of a sense of covering up what happened and less about hygiene. As she moved toward the entrance of Aurora, she saw the back side of a Seattle metro bus still jutting out from the shattered wall of the institute, still in the same place it was when it first hit a week ago. The facility stretched out before her, looking remarkably different than it had a week earlier. She could still remember smiling as she approached it from her last morning run, awed by its design and architecture, its postmodern style, glass-encased wall, shaped dome, all looking more like a tech company than an institute.

Now, bracketed by mud-colored clouds, streaks of lightning, and a seemingly persistent haze of dull gray air, it looked run-down and dilapidated. Several of the large glass windows were broken, either from the impact of the bus or from other events afterwards. The metal superstructure buckled slightly, causing the building to lilt to one side.

The windows that still remained intact were smeared with grime and settled smoke, an opaque layer covering the entire building, looking dirty and worn down. It was as if she’d been catapulted twenty years in the future, into a world with no people, and this was what remained of her once-vibrant workplace.

The doorframe was bent and twisted from the bus’s impact, so she was able to push through the opening and venture into the open lobby as she had done countless times before. The inside of the building looked remarkably intact compared to the outside, and in fact, she wagered that not many people had set foot within Aurora over the past several days since everything went sideways. Moving past the stairwell to the second level, the same stairs she climbed to get to her space every day, she ventured down a narrow hallway, walking slowly and as quietly as possible, listening for any signs of other intruders. There was another low, growling rattle outside and she lunged to the left, pushing herself up against the wall as yet another military vehicle bumped over the roadway outside.

She wondered how often these patrols happened and exactly what the soldiers intended to do if they actually found anyone. Surely there weren’t enough boots on the ground to conduct these routine patrols throughout the entire city?

That was when an uncomfortable thought occurred to her, a thought that crystallized so quickly and clearly that she wondered why she hadn’t thought of it before.

The answer was simple—they weren’t patrolling the entire city. They were specifically patrolling Aurora. They were watching the building. Watching and waiting.

For what? For who?

For her?

She remembered the conversations she’d had with Cameron Pike, the man associated with the National Security Agency whom she’d collaborated with on Project: Heatshield. She remembered that the military had locked down the facility even before everything went further sideways. They’d been keeping her and her fellow employees sequestered within the facility for fear that they’d reveal what they knew.

What she knew. Project: Heatshield had been very tightly compartmentalized, and whether she liked it or not, she was a loose end. The realization was a heavy weight upon her and she couldn’t believe it hadn’t occurred to her. Halfway down the narrow hallway, she stopped for a moment, turning to listen. The rattle of the Humvee engine from outside was still audible, but it didn’t sound like it was passing through.

It sounded like it was idling just outside.

She clung tight to the wall and slowly inched her way back the way she’d come, heading toward the lobby, then peeked her head out just a little.

Three camouflaged soldiers were outside of the Humvee and squeezing through the narrow gap in the front door, all three of them with weapons drawn.

She pressed a hand to her chest, desperately stifling an audible gasp.

Bruiser growled, low and mean, coming up around her left leg and she dropped to a knee, wrapping her arms around his snout, holding his mouth closed.

“Shush!” she hissed, and she heard the footsteps from the lobby suddenly stop, then squeak lightly as if they were reacting to something. Muffled voices followed the squeak of combat boots on the smooth floor, though she couldn’t hear what they were saying.

All she’d wanted was some supplies. She had planned to stop inside for five minutes, then hit the road. Clearly, she’d pressed her luck and now they knew where she was.

Turning back down the hall, she rose to a crouch and moved, jerking the leash so Bruiser would come along with her. He lingered, craning his neck to look back toward the sound, but he got the message when she pulled a second time and reluctantly followed along behind her. The hallway ran the left perimeter of the building, following the rounded path along the foundation, and near the rear of the building was a series of supply closets which held scores of batteries, replacement walkie-talkies, and even a few shelves of military rations, flashlights, and a score of other things. With its close relationship with the government and the military itself, Aurora had prided itself as being a waypoint of sorts, a gathering place for first responders in the event of a crisis.

There had been a crisis, but anyone else who had known about the dual role for Aurora either wasn’t paying attention or had been summarily executed almost a week ago.

She thought she had the inside track.

As she drew farther away from the soldiers entering the front door, she picked up the pace, worrying less about making noise and more about putting additional distance between her and the newcomers. Her shoes slapped the hard floor as she moved around the gently curving perimeter, carrying her away from the entrance lobby and deeper into the compound. She felt comfortable, knowing that she had a handle on the floor plan and the layout of the complex far better than any of these soldiers. As it stood, the state-of-the-art facility was a labyrinth of hallways, corridors, conference rooms, and offices, many of them with multiple entrances and exits. She had the upper hand here, not them.

Slowing, she moved left, Bruiser’s claws clacking on the floor as he moved with her, following an arrow on a wall-mounted sign that was pointing toward a narrow door in the inner wall. A diagram of a downward staircase was on the sign with the words No Exit stenciled above it. Laura knew the emergency supplies were in an array of basement storage rooms, and while that had not been her initial destination, now that she was forced to retreat, that seemed like a logical next place to go.

Although the sign said no exit, she knew that—

The door burst open as she approached and a man stepped free, dressed in urban camouflage, a helmet pulled tightly over his head. On one shoulder he had a backpack stuffed full, and on the other shoulder there was a tactical rifle. His eyes locked on hers and she froze.
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This wasn’t what he’d signed up for. All he’d wanted was to pay his way through college, and the Army had seemed like the best course of action. His uncle had been a Green Beret, his father had been an Army Reservist, and both of them had raved about their service. It had been one of the best times of their lives, and for a short commitment, he could ensure a lifetime of appreciation, education, and critical life skills he could take with him everywhere.

Jack Prescott had been dubious to say the least. He’d been indoctrinated since his youth to embrace and appreciate the military. Nearly every adult male in his close and extended family had been associated with the military in one way or another, and he respected the hell out of all of them for it. He’d been a Boy Scout, he’d gone to survival school during the summers, and had even helped develop a wilderness survival program for his high school as part of his Eagle Scout project.

But he never saw himself as a soldier. He didn’t exercise much and didn’t especially enjoy physical fitness, much preferring role-playing games or his Xbox. Since he’d been old enough to notice, he sensed that he was a disappointment to his father, not following the family tradition of trying out for the local football teams, not knowing how to fix a car, and basically not embracing the stereotypical male responsibilities as expected by his parents. His much older brother and all of his male cousins seemed to fall into that model, but for some reason he just...didn’t. He’d pushed back long and hard, but eventually, under the pressure of his father’s apparent crushing disappointment, he’d agreed to join the Army as a way to help offset the cost of college tuition. Jack had wanted to work in the information security field, and without a diploma that wasn’t going to happen, but his parents had made it abundantly clear that they would not be paying his way. While his cousins all got part-time summer jobs at neighborhood garages or gas stations, he’d been working for minimum wage at a local video game store, which wasn’t going to cut it.

Jack had enlisted, and had almost backed out twice during basic training, but surprised everyone, including himself. He stuck it through and made it, passing the physical tests by the skin of his teeth.

That had been less than a year ago. He was now a private first class, holding an E3 rank and doing just about the minimum required to make it through his four-year stint.

Then Atlas-One crashed in Chicago. The lightning had started streaking across the sky throughout the United States and cities had fallen into chaos, thanks to hundreds of planes falling from the sky.

Almost immediately he’d been deployed to Seattle, Washington, as one of the first boots-on-the-ground soldiers to try and maintain law and order as rescue personnel struggled to keep the city from completely falling apart.

Already he’d seen and experienced things seasoned soldiers who had put two decades of service in had not. He’d been part of a group that had opened fire on a surging mob outside of the Aurora Institute, killing several civilians. He himself had not fired his weapon. He’d raised it among the group, he’d jerked his arms as if he were opening fire, but his finger never touched the trigger and a bullet from his rifle had not killed anyone.

That hadn’t alleviated the sickening lead of guilt in his guts, however. His squad had been part of the team. Many people he knew on a first-name basis had pulled their triggers, pumping innocent American civilians with 5.56-millimeter bullets, tearing them down, butchering them for no reason other than their bosses had told them to.

Since then, he’d been part of cleanup and recovery efforts, working overtime to cleanse the street of the corpses, to cover up what had happened, and then to start monitoring the Aurora Institute. According to orders, there were people affiliated with Aurora who were considered enemies of the state, and his squad’s mission was to watch the facility and ensure that anyone who returned to it was detained and questioned.

While patrolling the interior of the facility, he’d stumbled upon a hallway near the rear that had gone unnoticed during previous patrols. While several of his squad mates had ventured into the alleys and streets outside, expanding their surveillance to the areas around the glass-covered building, he’d ventured down the narrow, dimly lit stairwell, using his flashlight for illumination. The passage hadn’t been on any floor plans, it hadn’t appeared on any maps, and it seemed to him that there must be a reason for that.

Down in the basement he’d found the mother lode. The stairwell he’d climbed down had led to a long, open room enclosed in concrete with two other exits, one on the opposite wall, and one off to the left. Dozens of shelves pressed up against each wall, each lined with a vast number of supplies. The entire right side of the room was full of military rations, MREs stacked six deep on each individual shelf for several feet along the wall. Canned goods filled the next few shelves, and bottles of purified water, powdered milk, vitamins, supplements and other nutritional items filled out the rest.

On the opposite wall were hundreds of boxes of batteries, a few dozen different types of flashlights, tool kits, and several items that Jack didn’t recognize even with his background in Boy Scout survival courses. It was a cache unlike anything he’d ever seen, and he could already imagine the kudos he’d receive from Lieutenant Colonel Oliveri when he reported what he found.

Resting alongside the wall were several military-style backpacks and he peeled one open, starting to fill it with various items from the shelves, hoping to use them as a demonstration to his superiors of what he’d found hidden in the basement of the institute. His eyes widened with every moment as he stuffed MREs, batteries, a flashlight, and several other items inside the military backpack. Standing, he slung the pack over his right shoulder, then let his rifle dangle from his left, moving across the room toward the exit in the wall from where he currently stood. His eyes lingered on another unmarked doorway to his left, wondering for a moment where it could possibly go. The basement was built within the bedrock of the city, beneath the facility, and he couldn’t think of any other part of the structure that the door might lead to.

A bathroom? Another room? He hesitated for a moment, thinking about going inside, but ultimately, he elected to check out the other exit door first, picking up his pace to ease the door open and venture out into another stairwell heading back up toward the surface.

He smiled as he played the beam of his flashlight up the dimly lit stairs. Private First Class Prescott was no brownnoser and felt little need to try and impress anyone, but he had to admit, he was proud of his discovery and he greatly looked forward to telling the lieutenant colonel about it.

Reaching the door at the top of the stairs, he threw it open.

The woman in front of him gasped and drew back, her German Shepard lowering into an angry crouch, lips twisting into a vicious, fang-filled snarl.
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“Bruiser, no!” Laura shouted, but it was already too late. The dog charged forward, his snarl growing into a barking growl, nails scraping as he lunged forward and up, barreling toward the soldier who had suddenly appeared in the doorway.

“Hey!” the kid shouted—and he wasn’t much more than a kid, no more than twenty years old at the most. Bruiser yanked his leash free from Laura’s grasp and jumped up, placing both paws on the kid’s chest and shoving him backwards, jaws snapping as he lunged.

The backpack the soldier carried fell from his shoulder, thumping to the floor and tipping over, its flap opening and spilling a few MREs onto the floor. Desperately clawing for purchase, the soldier twisted around, but he’d left the door to the stairwell open, and he pitched backwards, into the darkness, shouting as he went over, his rifle tumbling free and clattering down the stairs as he went.

“Hey!” a voice shouted from down the hall.

“What the hell was that?” a second one joined in.

“Someone back there?” a third voice barked.

Laura closed her eyes and charged forward, reaching the doorway just in time to see the young soldier finish his clumsy tumble, somersaulting backwards over the last two stairs, the rifle hitting the concrete next to him as Bruiser scrambled down the stairs to finish what he started. Wasting no more time, she reached down to her left and scooped the MREs into the pack, then threw it over her shoulder, where it joined a second stuffed backpack already strapped to her back.

She plunged into the dimly lit hallway, pulling the door closed behind her as quickly, but quietly as she could, already hearing the thunder of approaching footsteps above. “Bruiser, no!” she hissed as the dog reached the bottom of the stairs, nails hitting the concrete and the dog turned toward her, cocking his head slightly in a confused expression. Living alone in the city, Laura had gotten Bruiser from a rescue, figuring he would be a good companion on her runs as well as her hikes and various camping trips, and her wish had been fulfilled in spades. He was an eighty-pound German Shepard, an intimidating beast, though she’d managed to get him pretty well trained.

All throughout his training, however, she’d made sure to instill in him a protective nature, and that was always his first instinct, regardless. Her safety was priority number one, and now, he’d successfully protected her, yet she was yelling at him for it. No wonder he was confused.

“Good boy,” she quietly corrected, patting her thigh and nodding to him. “Come.”

Bruiser obediently followed her orders, trotting back over close enough that she could grab the leash and get him tethered again.

“Sorry,” she whispered, going to the soldier and kneeling down next to him. “Are you okay? I didn’t mean for that to happen.” As she kneeled there, she made sure to use her foot to slide the rifle farther out of his reach. She hadn’t wanted to hurt him, but after seeing what men dressed like him had done to her friends, she sure as hell didn’t trust him.

The soldier groaned slightly, moving his arms to push himself upright, rubbing at his head with one hand. During his tumble down the stairs, his helmet had flown off and she could see the dirty blond close-cropped hair that covered his head.

“Sorry,” she said again. “He’s usually very well behaved.”

“It’s okay,” the young man replied, managing to roll over into a seated posture. Slowly he rotated his shoulders and moved his limbs, apparently satisfied that nothing was significantly injured. “Could have been a lot worse.” His eyes drifted to the rifle which now lay a short distance away, then flitted back to her.

“You don’t have to worry,” he said in a low voice. “I won’t hurt you.”

“Kind of like how your friends didn’t want to hurt the others outside of Aurora a week ago?” she asked, her once-kind tone shifting into hard-edged anger. “I was there. I saw what you all did.”

“It wasn’t supposed to happen like that,” he replied, his eyes closed. She thought she saw real, raw emotion there. “I don’t even know—”

“They were butchered,” she snapped. “Massacred by men who were supposed to protect them.”

“I know,” the camouflaged man replied. “It was disgusting. I—” His voice broke and he lowered his head.

“What?” she asked.

“I was there,” he said in a low, pained voice. “I—I didn’t pull my trigger. But lots of men I knew, men I respected...they did. And it sickens me.”

“It sickens you?” she asked. “Friends I knew for years bled out in the streets right outside of the building. A man I knew and respected. A woman with two kids at home who may never know what happened. I feel more than sickened.”

The young man coughed slightly, his head still bowed, and for a brief moment, she thought she might have just seen a tear break free from one of his closed eyes. Had she misjudged him? She figured he was just stringing her along, just trying to delay things while his buddies—

Footsteps crashed in the hallway just outside the door to the stairwell and muffled voices barked back and forth.

“It came from here!” someone said.

“Was this door always here?” someone else asked.

“You need to go,” the soldier hissed. “Find a place to hide. I’ll tell him it was me; that I fell down the stairs. If they find you, they’ll—”

“I swear it was a dog,” a voice came from the other side of the door. The knob began to turn slightly, and Laura climbed to her feet, pulling Bruiser close.

“Get out of here!” he shouted and Laura was already moving toward the exit on the right side of the room. 

“Where are you going?” he asked, pulling himself to his feet and groping for his weapon. His helmet still lay on its side a few feet away. “That doesn’t lead anywhere!”

“Who told you that?” Laura asked. There was a press-button combination lock above the door, and the keypad was still faintly illuminated. The lock itself was battery powered, so even without electricity down here, it would still function as normal. Her finger punched the buttons in a certain combination and after the fourth press there was a soft clacking sound.

She grasped the doorknob.

It was still locked.

At the top of the stairs the knob turned and the door swung open, the rectangle of light distorted by the darkened silhouette of a man with an M4A1 shouldered, the rifle aimed down the stairs.

“Hey!” the young soldier shouted as Laura tried pressing another combination, just slightly out of view of the stairwell.

“Who the hell are you?” a voice shouted from the door.

“It’s me!” the soldier yelled back. “PFC Prescott!”

“Prescott?” the voice came back, incredulous. “What are you doing down there?”

“Found a hidden doorway at the back of the facility. Stumbled across this room, tons of stuff down here.”

Footsteps thumped onto the stairs as the man with the rifle took a cautious step down. Laura desperately thumbed the combination once more, but again it didn’t work. Had they changed it since the last time she’d known it? Everyone had gone through emergency preparedness classes, and the designated coordinators all had these combinations. She’d been one—two years ago.

Had it been that long? New coordinators were chosen annually. Did that mean she no longer had the right combination?

Boots fell on the stairs again as they ventured down, and again she hit a series of numbers, and again was rewarded with a soft click, but no unlocking mechanism.

“Someone down here with you?” the voice came from the stairs.

Laura could see Prescott shaking his head as he brought his rifle in front of him.

“Nah,” he said. “I’m alone.”

“We heard a dog,” the voice continued.

“I didn’t see any dog,” Prescott replied. Laura’s eyes darted left to right and back again, scanning the entire storage room, looking for some place to hide. The shelves were all set along the perimeter, with nothing at all in the center of the room. It was basically a wide-open space. She had nowhere to go.

The feet grew even louder as they continued down the stairs, her heart hammering so fast she was starting to feel a little dizzy. Everything was happening so quickly, the world was closing in around her and swiftly her options were cycling towards none.

“I know what I heard,” a voice echoed from the stairs. “There’s a damn dog somewhere and don’t try to tell me otherwise—” the soldier stepped down the final stair, breaching the wall next to him and got a full view of the room. His eyes landed on Laura and Bruiser, then narrowed, his lips twisting into an angry snarl.

“Private Prescott, explain your—”

Prescott didn’t explain. He lunged forward, spinning his M4 around and hammering the man in the jaw with the stock of his rifle. It snapped his head around and he spun clumsily to his left, sprawling back toward the stairwell he’d come out of.

“What the hell, Prescott?” another voice shouted from the tight confines of the stairway corridor, and even as the voice finished bellowing, the private had his weapon turned back around, barrel facing the stairway.

“Just stay right there!” Prescott shouted. “Nobody needs to get hurt!”

“Oh, you’re wrong about that, punk,” a voice came back. “You absolutely need to get hurt.”

“Just stop,” Prescott repeated. “She’s going to go. We’re just going to let her go; nobody else needs to die. There’s been enough already.”

“We’ve got strict orders!” the voice replied. On the ground, the man Prescott had bludgeoned started to groan softly.

“I can’t open it,” Laura hissed. “It won’t unlock!”

Prescott stood there, the rifle locked to his shoulder, his support hand curled around the tactical foregrip, barrel aimed at the stairs. Looking at him, she could see a slight tremble in the support hand, the barrel bobbing slightly. He was young, and a private, meaning he hadn’t been in the Army long. Probably joined up a year ago with no clue about what was to come, no idea that twelve months later his squad would be gunning down innocent civilians in a parking lot in an American city.

She felt for him, she couldn’t help it, even if a bunch of men and women dressed just like him gunned down a few dozen of her friends a week ago.

“This isn’t going to end well for you, Prescott,” the voice repeated from the stairway. “Don’t waste your life for a pretty girl. Ain’t worth it.”

Prescott held his position, his eyes dancing from one group to the next.  He wasn’t one of those soldiers who had joined the military out of faithful devotion to protecting his nation’s freedom.  He didn’t consider himself especially patriotic, and his fellow soldiers weren’t brothers, especially not the ones who had helped gun down a group of innocents outside of the Aurora Institute.  

But he had signed up.  He’d volunteered.  He’d sweated, he’d seen his friends bleed, he’d known at least two men who died.  Could he really do this?  Betray his squad and betray his nation simply because a woman was in danger?

What kind of soldier would he be if he didn’t?

What kind of man?

“Hey,” Prescott hissed, glancing over at Laura. “Can you get out?”

She jerked on the doorknob and pulled on the door, but it remained locked tight.

“They changed the combination,” she said in a low, frantic voice. She ran a nervous hand through her hair, pacing back and forth, Bruiser’s leash tugging on her wrist as he growled, low and angry.

“Come on, Prescott,” the guy from the stairs said. “You’re trapped. There’s nowhere to go. What are you gonna do, gun us all down? Just so you can get a piece of—”

“Shut the hell up!” Prescott snapped, his young face reddening with rage. “That’s not what this is about!”

“Hey, hey,” the man said, his voice suddenly calming down. “Take it easy, kid. Don’t get all worked up. We’re all on the same side here.”

Laura felt like she was going to cry, then vomit, then cry again. There was no way out. Two men with rifles, dressed like the ones who had killed Dr. Foster and Jolie, not to mention several others. They were going to do the same to her, probably on orders from Cameron Pike. She was trapped, stuck, and there was—

“Wait,” she whispered to herself, reciting the combination to the lock inside of her head again. It was a four-digit combo, and when she’d been coordinator, it had been 1801. It had been very low-tech security, with the year and the month that the combination was set. She’d tried 1801 and 1901, but neither was working.

But something had occurred to her.

They’d usually changed coordinators at the beginning of every calendar year. Only this time around, they’d been in the middle of three separate research projects and hadn’t done it until March.

Her fingers trembling, she touched 1-9-0-3. There was a soft, metallic hiss, a louder clack, and she turned the doorknob. It rotated fully and the door swung open into a darkened passage beyond.

“It’s open!” she yelled, tugging the leash so Bruiser came along with her. “Come on, Prescott, let’s go!”

The young soldier cast an eye her way, then back to the stairs.

“Yeah, Prescott,” the voice said. “Why don’t you go with her? You certainly can’t stick around here. You’ll be court martialed if you even make it that far.”

“I just didn’t want anyone else to get killed,” Prescott replied, his voice shaking.

“Well, you just signed your own death warrant, kid,” the voice came back. On the floor, the soldier on the ground stirred, starting to rise, and Prescott took a few steps backwards, moving back toward the open door. 

“Just stay right there,” he said, shifting his aim, moving his barrel back and forth between the man on the floor and the opening to the stairs. “Again, I don’t want to hurt anyone.”

“You’re already hurting yourself,” the voice came back. Laura held the door open as Prescott backpedaled toward her, his weapon aimed back into the room. The soldier on the floor had climbed to his feet and was scanning the room for his discarded weapon as a second soldier emerged from the stairs, weapon raised.

“I will put a bullet in you, Prescott,” he snarled, “don’t think I won’t.”

Prescott didn’t wait for him to do it. He thumbed the switch to full auto and opened up with the M4 carbine, spraying a staccato of rounds in a wide arch along the wall and toward the stairs. Holes punched into the concrete, blowing small chunks and puffs of dust into the air, sending the other soldiers scattering for cover. He didn’t get close to any of them, but the barrage of fully automatic weapons fire was enough to keep their heads down and as they dove for cover, he threw himself into the dark passage, pushing past Laura and running deeper into the corridor beyond. Laura yanked Bruiser to make sure he was clear, then slammed the thick metal door closed, listening to it latch, the combination resetting and sealing the emergency exit behind them.

“Run,” Laura breathed, pointing down the hall. “Just run!”




Chapter 5

South Chicago, Illinois

For as long as Tristan Greg had been living on the streets, he’d held himself to a certain moral code. No matter how hard things were or how bad things got, he would hold himself to a higher standard, operate by the Lord’s will and in the Lord’s way. He’d had plenty of opportunities to cheat, steal, or otherwise skirt the line between good and evil, and to a fault, he’d stayed on the side of the good, often consoling himself with the pages of his trusty family Bible, relying on God’s word to overcome his situation. It had worked for him, even on those cold nights when he huddled in a darkened alley, his numb fingers clutching the leather-bound tome, holding it close to him, as if somehow the warmth of God’s grace would come through the cover and keep him alive.

It had kept him alive, even through the most difficult times. But none of what Tristan had experienced to this point could compare to what was happening now. Not during his time with the United States Marine Corps, not even during his time living on the streets. He’d always had that light at the end of the tunnel, that faith and realization that God would see him through.

That faith, as much as he hated to believe it, was now being shaken every single day. Almost a week had passed since the orbital spacecraft had barreled into downtown Chicago, knocking down buildings, starting fires and killing thousands of people and Tristan “Big T” Greg still had not truly gotten over it.

The fact that he was now seven days without any of his comfort pills certainly wasn’t helping. Comfort pills was what he called them, and he tried to convince himself that they weren’t drugs, not really. He wasn’t an addict. He’d met and known so many addicts during his time on the streets, rail-thin and tattooed, faces gaunt, desperation seeping like open wounds all up and down the insides of their arms.

That wasn’t him. He just bought the pills every once in a while because they made him feel better. Made it easier to sleep on the streets at night, made his world seem less dark and threatening. He’d never actually been addicted to them, he just liked them. But he’d had to stop taking them cold turkey. His access to the pills had been severed the moment Atlas-One hacked through the Chicago skyline, and he hadn’t found another supply. He found himself sweating constantly, not sleeping well, with sharp pains stabbing at his stomach, and his normally positive outlook had significantly soured.

He was miserable, and it was making his already hard life that much harder.

After only three scattered hours of sleep in his top-floor apartment, Big T and Shawna had decided to go on a supply run.

Shawna Wieder was a determined young woman, a good two decades younger than Tristan himself, and during the collapse of Chicago, he’d rescued her from certain death inside a holding cell of a downtown police station. She hadn’t really talked a lot about what had brought her there, and he hadn’t really asked, knowing only that her boyfriend Chad had killed someone and ended up somewhere much worse than her.

Her boyfriend Chad had also been a slumlord, running and managing a beat-up old tenement building. A building where they were now staying, though they had to tread carefully because Chad had lots of friends in low places, friends who had no love for Shawna.

It was a tangled web, a life far more complex than Tristan preferred, but as the world slowly began to unravel around him, he found solace in Shawna’s company and couldn’t bring himself to pull away from her.

She needed him. And as much as he refused to admit it, he needed her, too. For the first time in years, he had a roof over his head and an actual bed to sleep in, even if it meant looking over his shoulder and barricading the door at night. In this new world, he often wondered if a place existed where you didn’t have to barricade your door at night. Things were different now.

Every day it reminded him more and more of some of the Middle Eastern locations he’d visited in the Marine Corps. Each passing day Chicago felt more like post-war Baghdad or Kandahar than it did an American city and that fact frightened him. He’d begun the whole adventure by patiently waiting for the problems to resolve, for the lights to come back on, the trains to start rolling again, for construction and emergency vehicles to start rebuilding.

But every day it seemed as if that time might not ever come.

“What’s on your mind, Big T?” Shawna asked, circling around on his left.

Tristan blinked several times, his eyes adjusting to the light of the street, a dull, constant ache digging at the back of his skull.

“Sorry, lady,” he said with a forced smile. “Just spacing out is all.”

“Well, get your head in the game,” Shawna replied. She ran a hand through her dyed hair, traces of light purple still coating her dark roots. She wore her familiar red leather jacket, though she’d removed all of her facial piercings over the week since they’d met. Her preference was to operate under the radar now, and the fewer distinguishing characteristics she had, the better.

They were eight blocks from the tenement building they both called home, slinking through a dim alley. They were far from alone on the streets that day, and rarely were the only ones out and about. While emergency vehicles and law enforcement had been pulled north to downtown, vast areas of southern Chicago had devolved into a wild, wild west mentality where only the strongest, most aggressive survived.

Their preference was to move quietly and to do whatever they could to not run into those roving gangs of criminals.

“Hold up,” Tristan whispered, grabbing her arm and slowing her down.

Up ahead a group of six youths crossed a street, approaching a store with a huge, front-facing window. From his angle he couldn’t tell what kind of store it was, but suddenly a metal trash can arced through the air and struck one of the intact windows head-on. Glass exploded in a sprinkling shower of jagged shards, bursting inside the store and out, followed by a victorious chorus of whooping, cheering, and hollering from the assembled crowd.

As they watched, three of the kids scrambled into the store, throwing out what appeared to be shoeboxes, jerseys, and other assorted sporting goods.

“What good is any of that stuff going to do them?” Shawna asked, watching as one of them pulled out a brand-new pair of sneakers, their vibrant colors reflecting in the sparse light, pumping them up and down like some sort of hard-won trophy.

“Gimme that Gronk jersey!” a kid shouted and a blue shirt flew through the air, snatched by his hands. The football shirt was pulled hard down over his head, and he pumped both fists in the air, a broad grin splitting his young face.

Their cheering voices and loud whoops faded into the distance as they moved on to something new and exciting, no doubt heading to an electronics store or video game place.

“I don’t get it,” Shawna said. “Who cares about sneakers? Or an Xbox? We’re all struggling to survive out here.”

“Our version of survival and theirs might be very different,” Tristan replied. “I know what it’s like. I’ve seen these kids on the streets for the past ten years. Its status symbols and bragging rights, and as stupid as it may seem to a middle-class white girl—”

Shawna halted, whipping around so fast, her purple tinged hair jostled.

“You did not just call me a middle-class white girl.”

“Hey, hey, calm down,” Tristan said, holding out his palms, but knowing he’d already stepped way too deep into it. “I didn’t mean to—”

“Don’t even try,” Shawna replied, rolling her eyes. “You have no idea what the hell you’re talking about.”

Tristan opened his mouth to reply, but simply ran his tongue over his dry, cracked lips and closed his mouth again, following along as she reached the corner of the building near the mouth of the alley. Slowly, she snuck around and continued deeper into the strip mall, a long row of businesses stretched along the sprawling parking lot and dirty sidewalk. The sports store the kids had broken into was at the north side of the strip mall, with several other stores spreading along the stretch along the west side. There was a specific one Shawna and Tristan were looking for, and it was down near the southwest corner.

Tristan moved a hand to his belt instinctively, verifying that the Beretta M9 pistol was still tucked snug in his waistband. The pistol had saved his and Shawna’s bacon a few times already, and it was like a trusted friend for him, nearly as important to him as the Bible which was still held firm in his right jacket pocket.

He’d fired nearly all the rounds he’d been carrying with it since he’d first acquired it a few years back, but thankfully Shawna’s secret stash in the storage basement of the apartment building had replenished it. They’d been pursued by some of her boyfriend’s angry buddies as they’d approached the apartment almost a week ago, but it had turned out everything Chad ever confiscated from abandoned apartments was in storage in the building, and that included a surprising amount of weapons and ammunition.

In fact, Shawna herself had her own semi-automatic, a SIG Sauer P320 M17 Bravo, the civilian model of the United States Army’s new sidearm chambered in nine-millimeter with a seventeen-round magazine. She had four spare mags with her, carried in baggy pouches in a pair of dark-colored cargo pants, which matched the look and style of pants that Tristan also wore. He only had two spare magazines in his pockets, wanting to keep some extra room for supplies if they should run across any.

So far, the back side of the strip mall was somewhat quiet, the jubilant voices of the victorious youth fading into the distance as they approached the row of stores. Several of the small shops already had broken windows and ransacked storefronts, glittering glass and scattered debris spread along the sidewalk and into the parking lot. They had hoped, however, that the last store on the end would not already be broken into.

Unfortunately those hopes were dashed as they approached, the large front window of Brooker’s Wilderness Supplies shattered, allowing access to a small display area where a pair of mannequins showed off backpacks and winter parkas. Shawna placed a hand on the platform, making sure she didn’t get any broken glass in her palm, and hoisted herself up into the display area of the store, which had stairs down into the rest of the showroom.

Tristan halted for a moment, looking into the dimly lit store, unsure of what to do.

“You coming?” Shawna asked.

Tristan closed his fists at his side. He’d followed the Lord’s word all this time, even when times were so hard it was tough for him to see the light. He’d ignored temptation and listened to what the Bible said, and the Bible was clear: thou shalt not steal.

But this was about survival. It was the difference between life and death. When it came to that, couldn’t those rules be just a little bit flexible?

“Big T! Come on. We may not be alone for long!”

Tristan blew out a breath of air, shaking his head softly, and hoisted himself up inside, following Shawna’s lead as they went deeper into the camping supply store.

“So, you were the one who wanted to come in here,” Shawna said. “What do you even want in this place?” She looked around and spread her arms. The mobs had clearly been inside the small store, clearing out many of the tents, sleeping bags, backpacks, boots, and even the canoes, kayaks, and inflatable rafts. Clothes were pulled from shelves and spread throughout the large, open store, and several gun racks that had been mounted behind the registers had been torn off the wall, broken apart, and cleaned out. There seemed to be no part left untouched.

“It doesn’t look like much is left,” she finished.

Tristan nodded and moved to an aisle, slowly walking up and down, evidently searching for something. He bent low and scooped a backpack off the ground which had fallen and been stuffed under a shelf. Snapping it up and down, he forced open the flap and continued walking along, looking to see what else he could find. Moving to various pegboards, he found an all-in-one utility tool with a knife and several screwdrivers, then dropped it into the pack, followed by a pack of water filters, two water bottles, four straws with built-in water filters, head lamps, and even a flare gun with a few spare flares that he was stunned had been left behind.

Roaming throughout the store itself, there wasn’t much left that hadn’t been picked over. Most of the pegs were clean, the shelves torn from walls and discarded, the store looking like it had been hit by a small, focused tornado. There was no ammunition, no bows or arrows, and very little of any use. He made sure to grab every single protein bar he found as well as some scattered packs of batteries of various sizes.

Ultimately, after several minutes of combing through the store, the backpack was only very partially full and he looked back at Shawna, jerking a thumb over his shoulder. She followed him as he headed toward the backroom where he pushed the doors marked Employees Only wide open.

Shawna’s jaw slackened. She hadn’t even thought of it, and apparently the looters hadn’t either. Although they’d gone through the store itself and ripped out everything not bolted down, they hadn’t ventured out into the back room.

There were boxes everywhere. Six sets of metal shelves lined a large storage area, each one labeled with the contents, taped shut and organized, with a small office on the left, and a break room straight ahead through a secondary door.

“Jackpot,” Tristan hummed in a low voice and set down his mostly empty backpack to get to work.
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Shawna still couldn’t believe it. For thirty minutes she and Tristan had gone through the back room of the camping supply store, ripping open boxes, thumbing through sealed goods, and plucking out several items that they suspected would be useful in the coming months. By the time they were done, they’d found two collapsible solar blankets, and portable solar panels with a variety of adapters allowing several different devices to be plugged into them.

A hand-crank flashlight, a hand-crank radio, six full cases of protein bars, two full cases of vacuum-sealed jerky, a collapsible stove, a box of twelve fire-starters, even more portable water bottles with built-in filters in the straws. They’d grabbed a few more multi-tools, a spool of paracord, three first aid kits, a second large backpack, and a wide array of other miscellaneous gear that would typically be used for recreational camping, but for the two of them could be key to their survival. By the time they’d left, they both carried huge backpacks, stuffed to the gills with critical supplies.

They had exited through the back door out into the employee parking lot, which was more or less empty. Unlike downtown Chicago, this part of town had not been directly struck by catastrophe, so employees, business owners, and other citizens had at least had the opportunity to go home before finding out just what a disaster things were.

As far as Tristan knew, from what he’d revealed to Shawna, anyway, all vehicles were still functional. There would just be fuel concerns as the power outages stretched on. He’d guessed, and she agreed, that most short-sighted folks wouldn’t be as worried about that as they should be and would likely be continuing to drive and travel as if nothing was wrong.

Once people started to realize gas stations were unable to pump fuel and the fuel supply itself was interrupted by clogged highways and disasters in other parts of the country, they’d both agreed that things would start getting more desperate. But for now, the employees of these shops had driven home and simply not come back, leaving the parking lots remarkably empty.

That was a mixed blessing. Having a free and clear path out of the strip mall was nice, but a lack of shelter when they were carrying huge packs of valuable gear left her feeling especially vulnerable, even with the SIG tucked neatly in her belt.

That being said, they’d made it from the shops to a row of low-income housing without anyone noticing, and then had moved from shadow to shadow, slinking carefully along as they made their way back toward the apartment building. In a few cases they’d had to dodge some of the roaming groups of young men and women, but had still made it across town quickly and peacefully, coming up just south of the large, old brick tenement building where they’d been staying.

“Nice and slow,” Shawna encouraged, holding her hand out as she maneuvered near the corner of the building leading up to the apartments. Tristan listened, falling in closer to the tall structure and moving carefully, his back aching slightly under the weight of the stuffed backpack.

Shawna went down to one knee, resting her hand on her hip about six inches from where she’d slipped her semi-automatic between her belt and her skin. Four men were milling around outside the entrance to the apartment and even from this far away, she thought she saw two of them holding pistols, a third holding what looked like a submachine gun, a snub-nosed MAC-10-style weapon cradled in two practiced hands.

“You think they’re waiting for us?” Tristan asked.

Shawna nodded softly. Her boyfriend Chad had been the owner of the place, and he’d been in tight with several local gang members and drug dealers. His imprisonment had done two things: it had enraged his group of close followers who seemed to blame Shawna for what had happened, and it had created a vacuum of leadership that others were being drawn into.

It was impossible to tell where these four belonged in that ecosystem, but one thing was clear: they were waiting for someone to return so that they could get their revenge or assert their dominance. Shawna wasn’t sure which group this crowd fell into, but at the end of the day, it didn’t really matter. They’d be dead regardless.

“Do you recognize them?” Tristan asked, leaning forward slightly. “You think maybe they’re friendly?”

“I don’t have any friends,” Shawna replied quietly. “Not anymore. Doesn’t matter who they are, they’re no friends of mine.”

Near the entrance of the building, the guy with the MAC-10 said something they couldn’t hear and one of the men with the pistols laughed out loud, shaking his head, his hair flopping about as he did. He wore a baseball cap pulled tight over a thick head of hair, which would have likely fallen over his shoulders if the hat was off. He wore a thick parka and baggy jeans, his hand clutched around the pistol, which was too far away for Shawna to tell the model.

The one with the MAC-10 was dressed similarly, though his parka was the familiar blue and red of the Chicago Bears. Instead of a hat, he wore a bandana and carried a backpack that looked too small to hold anything of value.

The second guy with the pistol had a longer coat, puffy like a parka, which seemed odd considering the time of year, but she supposed it was more fashion statement than protection against the climate. He wore track pants and bright yellow sneakers, and somehow she suspected that, like the mob earlier, he’d liberated them from some sports store within the past week.

Standing alone, leaning up against the wall of the apartment, the fourth guy had his arms crossed over his chest, wearing a hoodie with the hood pulled up tight over his shaved scalp. Shawna couldn’t see a weapon on him, but she had no doubt one was there somewhere, probably rammed into his belt or waistband. After the first guy laughed, he looked over and said something in a low, snarly voice, though she couldn’t hear what. It got their attention, regardless.

They stopped laughing and drifted into a strange formation, standing in front of the entrance and blocking the way. Shawna and Tristan weren’t the only ones living there, but they couldn’t see anyone trying to leave and nobody else approaching. Whether it was just the time of day or whether they were purposefully avoiding the gathered quartet of troublemakers, she wasn’t sure.

“We need to get in there,” Shawna whispered. “In this neighborhood it’s just a matter of time before we run into someone who doesn’t like me.”

“You weren’t lyin’,” Tristan replied, “you really don’t have any friends.”

“No, I don’t. Not after what I—after what happened to Chad.”

“One of these days, y’all gonna tell me that story, right?”

“Don’t hold your breath,” Shawna replied.

Up by the apartment, the kid with the MAC-10 took a seat on the short staircase leading up to the entrance, holding the submachine gun over one bent leg. They made it perfectly clear that they weren’t going anywhere anytime soon.

“Not good,” Shawna said. “Not good at all.”

“If they ain’t gonna move,” Tristan said, “seems to me, we need to encourage them.”

“There are four of them and two of us,” Shawna said, looking back at him, “and one of them has a weapon that shoots a thousand rounds per minute.”

Tristan was down on one knee, slowly letting his oversized backpack slip from his shoulder and onto the ground next to him.

“Then I guess we gotta get creative.”

Shawna looked at him as he unzipped the flap of his backpack and methodically began rummaging around inside of it, obviously searching for something. Her eyes widened as he smiled victoriously and pulled his hand out, a distinctive shape clutched between his fingers.

“You crazy son of a—”

Tristan put a finger to his lips and crept slowly forward, staying low to the ground, holding the object in one hand. Reaching the corner of the building, he checked the item one more time, unsnapped it, tapped the cartridge in, and then snapped it closed again, lifting it slowly and expertly.

Clearly, he’d handled one before.

For what seemed like forever he stood in that pose, watching the movements of the men across the street in front of the apartment. Shawna couldn’t help but marvel at the sudden attentiveness of his stare, the careful precision of his movements and the sculpted posture of his spine, shoulders, and arms.

He squeezed the trigger and the muffled thunk echoed loudly in the quiet space between them and the building across the street.

Immediately the kid with the MAC-10 leaped up and swung around, his eyes focusing on Tristan as he started lifting his weapon, realizing that something was happening, though he wasn’t sure what. Tristan wheeled back, pulling the flare gun to his chest and shielding his eyes. Shawna followed his lead, but heard the sudden whooshing smack of the white phosphorus round striking the apartment wall, exploding into a blinding white bloom, ripping apart the air with a brilliant slash.

“What the—” one of them shouted and Shawna could see that the kid with the submachine gun had been in the direct line of fire of the flare. He sprawled to the left, his coat roiling with flames, smoke engulfing his head as he pitched over sideways, slamming down to the concrete.

“What was that?” one of them shouted.

The one leaning against the wall sprang forward, reaching back into his belt. Tristan had stuck the flare gun in his belt and replaced it in his hands with the Beretta M9 and he centered it on the guy’s hoodie and squeezed off three rounds, the pistol kicking in a tight, controlled thrash.

With a grunt, the guy went over backwards, the other two clawing at their eyes, waving their arms around wildly, afraid to shoot, blinded by the sudden splash of light from the flare. Tristan was already moving across the road, loping forward in his strange, pained gait and Shawna fell in behind him, lifting her SIG M17 with two hands. Tristan was on top of the kid in the Chicago Bears parka before he could get his bearings, grabbing his head and shoving downward, pounding his forehead against the concrete steps leading up to the front door.

There was a dull cracking sound and the guy slumped over to the left, groaning, but the sound drew the attention of the kid with the baseball cap and long hair. He spun toward Tristan, bringing his pistol around, but Shawna was only ten feet away and opened up with a swift volley of four rapid single shots.

Two missed, knocking chunks of brick and stone out of the side of the building, propelled by thick clouds of rock dust. The third round caught the kid in the right bicep of his outstretched arm, ripping through flesh and muscle, splashing red in the air, but throwing the gun from his tensed fingers as he went down, screaming and grasping at his wound. She had no idea where the fourth round went, but no longer cared, following Tristan as he limped up the stairs and threw the door open, plunging inside.

She slid in just behind him, letting the door pound closed, making their way to the stairwell and surging upwards, taking them two and three at a time until they reached the top floor and the safety of their apartments.

“They’re getting closer,” Tristan said. “Those punks out there know where you are now, they know you’re staying at your old man’s place.”

Shawna nodded. 

“Could be bad news. Make sure you barricade the door, be ready for anything. We may need to start thinking about moving on,” Shawna said.

“Moving on?” Tristan asked. “You crazy, girl. Chicago is my home. Born, raised, and lived. Where you think I’m going to go?”

“Someplace where people aren’t shooting at us any time of the day or night?” Shawna asked.

“The way the world is now,” Tristan replied, “I don’t know that there is such a place.”

Shawna nodded, admitting that he had a point.

“Still, Big T,” she continued, “at least think about it. I know I will be. Whether you come along or not is up to you.”

Shawna smiled softly at him, adjusting the strap of her backpack, and went into her apartment, closing and locking the door behind her.
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Somewhere between Madison, Wisconsin and Chicago, Illinois

While most of the world had taken to the streets fearful and screaming about the end of the world, Eugene and Kylie Harrisburg had taken an alternate tack. The husband and wife young, urban professionals had somehow found themselves in high-stress, fast-paced jobs within the Chicago financial community, working as a stock trader and financial planner for a population that was on the upper fringes of the middle class. They hadn’t quite parlayed that success into six-figure salaries, but were on the way there, the jobs slowly consuming every small facet of their lives.

They both hated it. Eugene and Kylie had met each other at Loyola University, each of them majoring in the always-generic business degree path, neither one of them with any clear indication of what they wanted to do with their lives. Where they had truly bonded was during the weekend, as they each had a love of the wilderness, camping, and living away from the urban sprawl of downtown Chicago. Almost every Friday evening, they would work hard to complete whatever was required for the weekend, then venture elsewhere, sometimes visiting state parks in and around Chicago, but often traveling to the Wisconsin Dells as a way to get out of the rapid-fire pace of city living.

They’d had grand plans for their post-graduation lives: moving to a quieter, less frenetic environment, camping frequently, living off the grid, taking jobs as park rangers or tour guides, being surrounded by trees and mountains and everything else that truly made their nation great.

It hadn’t worked out that way. Eugene had been offered a unique once-in-a-lifetime paid internship at a local financial firm, and Kylie’s roommate had connected her with a stock firm that promised to let her get her feet wet so they could start paying down their student loans while they made plans for the future.

Eight years passed, and while they’d gotten engaged, then married, and considered having children, going out of town on the occasional camping trip or hike, by and large they’d become trapped in the endless cycle of city living. Working hard to get ahead so they could fund a nice apartment, which cost so much money they had to work even harder, then a car, monthly parking rates, plus cell phones, cable television, barely leaving them enough breathing room to try and stay ahead on the loan payments.

They’d promised themselves they’d pay the loans off in five years and look for a way to get out of the city, but here, eight years later they’d paid mostly just the minimums and sometimes barely even scraping that together while the cost of living drained everything else away. Within the past year money had gotten tight enough that they hadn’t even made time for camping or their normal psyche-saving recreational activities.

Then Atlas-One had plunged into the Chicago skyline and changed their lives forever. Both of their businesses had suspended operations pending the recovery efforts of the city at large, and with the crippling power outages and massive, wide-scale rebuilding efforts barely under way, Eugene and Kylie felt pretty sure their prospects of returning to work were nil.

Neither one of them had ever felt better.

Neither had family in the greater metropolitan Chicago area, but they’d both known people who had lost their lives in the ensuing destruction. While they were sad and melancholy about the effects of the orbital craft’s collision, they felt a distinct sense of relief for the first time in nearly a decade. Neither one of them effectively had a job. The postal service was not running, so they had no bills coming in the mail, and the Internet was down, so auto-pay was as well. They had suddenly and aggressively lost every single responsibility they had ever had, and they couldn’t have been happier.

Packing their essential belongings into the low-budget sports utility vehicle they’d begun using as their daily driver, they ventured out of the city and headed west toward Wisconsin. They weren’t entirely sure where they were going or what they would do when they got there, but they loved it that way. They recalled rarely feeling free and happy after their college graduations.

The old Honda Pilot rolled along the right lane of the two-lane road, continuing its westward trek out of Illinois. 

“The next time we’re scheduled to have an apocalypse, we really need to invest in a car with better gas mileage,” Eugene joked, trying to keep the mood light. It was a maroon-colored vehicle, was in their price range, and had relatively low mileage and room for all of their camping gear. All things considered, it was the perfect vehicle.

“Yeah, I doubt we’d be able to fit our tents and supplies into your run-of-the-mill Toyota Prius,” Kylie replied with a roll of her eyes.

Their progress had been slow as they’d had to avoid scattered traffic jams and choose some alternate routes as others were impassable for various reasons. Lightning webbed across the steel-colored clouds as they drove, the occasional flash brightening the road ahead.

“Speaking of gas mileage, how much do we have left?” Kylie asked as she looked longingly out of the passenger side window at the trees rolling by outside.

“Quarter tank,” Eugene replied. “Little less, maybe.”

“I call not-it on the siphoning,” Kylie replied with a chuckle. They’d stopped twice along the way to fill up their gas tank, both times using a spare gas tank, a length of hose and a funnel as a makeshift siphoning kit, with Eugene doing the majority of the dirty work. Neither one of them had ever thought they’d need to know how, but somehow, as resourceful as they were, they’d figured it out on the fly, though as Eugene smacked his lips, still trying to get the taste of gas out of his mouth, he figured there must be an easier way. If only they could connect to YouTube, he was sure they could find a few dozen shortcuts in a matter of minutes.

But there was no YouTube, not anymore. There was no Internet at all, no connectivity, no circuits, no power, no nothing.

It had been an inconvenience for many things, but the peace of mind they took from it was worth any inconvenience imaginable.

The nation had been without power for around a week, and Eugene had no doubt that things would get bad for all of them very soon. That was partly why they’d ventured out so early, forgoing the city life for the woods and wilderness, figuring the farther away they were from civilization, the better. Things would be bad out in the wilderness as well, he was sure, but it was destined to be much, much worse for the cities, and the higher the population, the worse it would be.

He and Kylie had mentally circled the Wisconsin Dells as a place to go and retreat into the bowels of nature to ride out the storm, so to speak.

Speaking of storm, he leaned forward slightly, looking back up into the sky just as a ragged gridwork of pale blue electricity scorched the sky above them.

“Is it getting worse?” Kylie asked.

Eugene shook his head.

“I don’t think so, but it certainly isn’t any better.”

“What is it, do you think?” she asked, following his gaze to look up herself.

“Not like any storm I’ve ever seen,” Eugene replied. “Something different.”

“Manmade?”

Eugene shrugged. It was a conversation they’d tossed back and forth ever since the storm had first appeared, right around the time Atlas-One had crashed, but neither of them had landed on anything specific. While they were both infatuated with nature, neither of them was exceptionally well-versed in its intricacies, and both felt a little lost trying to explain what was happening in the sky above them. Leaning forward over the dashboard, they both marveled at the spectacle, natural or not.

“Eugene! Watch out!” Kylie shouted loudly and suddenly, startling her husband, who still had his fingers clamped around the wheel.

Eugene’s eyes bolted down, moving from the lightning-streaked clouds to the gray-hued road ahead of them. A figure was stumbling from the trees, looking tired and wounded, grasping at nothing, the pale headlights of the SUV splashing over him if he were a wild deer springing across the road.

“Holy—!” Eugene shouted, slamming hard on the brakes, the tires gripping the pock-marked and heaved pavement, screeching loudly as he forced the vehicle into a sliding halt. The back end of the large Honda kicked around, but the tires locked and held, and Eugene was able to coax the vehicle into a stuttering halt on the gravel-covered shoulder, feet from going over a grass embankment.

“What the hell was that?” Kylie asked, her breath coming in staggered gasps.

“Who,” Eugene corrected. “You mean who. That was a person.” He glanced through his driver’s side window and saw the figure lying prone in the road, resting on its left shoulder, not moving.

“Did you hit them?” Kylie asked, eyes narrowing. Eugene was already shaking his head. 

“We didn’t come close,” he replied. “He was already looking pretty shaky even as we approached. I wonder if he’s sick or something.” Eugene slowly pulled the door handle.

“I swear,” Kylie whispered, “if this turns into some zombie apocalypse thing, I’m going to scream.”

“There will be a lot of us screaming,” Eugene replied, stepping out onto the pavement and walking toward the fallen figure in careful, measured steps. As he got closer, he could tell it was a man. A man wearing what appeared to be a dark blue jacket over a powder blue button-up shirt. From that distance he almost looked like a police officer or a prison guard, and each step closer Eugene took, it looked more and more like the man wasn’t breathing.
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Chad lay on his left shoulder in the middle of the road, the hard, uneven pavement digging into his ribs and arm. He’d made sure to take a deep breath as he went down, and he continued holding it, willing himself not to move, even the slightest bit. The SUV had slammed on its brakes and swerved to avoid him, coming to rest by the grass shoulder of the two-lane stretch of road that was otherwise uninhabited.

It had been the perfect set-up. The clouds had cast a dull, gunmetal pallor on the afternoon sky and the driver had turned on his headlights just to be safe. He’d waited and timed his lunge perfectly, loping drunkenly from the trees, right into the path of the oncoming car, banking on the fact that they’d see him at the last minute. 

They had. And they’d swerved and stopped, but hadn’t crashed. He really couldn’t have asked for anything more.

Now he pried one eye open, glaring out through the dim light, watching as a bearded man with a thick paunch vacated the SUV and came in his direction. He wore pristine blue jeans, the kind of guy who wore “working man’s” clothes, but clearly wasn’t really a working man. His hair drew back from his broad forehead, and he walked with the posture of someone who spent most of his life sitting in a chair.

Not the perfect candidate, Chad had to admit—the chances of them having anything of value in their car were slim to none. But they had a car, which was a good step ahead of where he’d been as he hiked through the woods over the past several days.

“Are you okay?” the man called, coming halfway across the street, lowering himself as he moved, so he could look and see if Chad was moving. Chad held himself still, willing his breath to hold for another twenty seconds, desperately trying to keep his body stock-still and unmoving. “I didn’t hit you, did I?” the man asked, his voice a frantic whisper as he came in closer. Not quite close enough. The SUV looked to be an older Honda Pilot, dark red in color, and even from that distance and in the low light he could see the silhouette of someone in the passenger seat.

Not optimal, but beggars couldn’t be choosers. He stayed where he was, trying to ignore the pain in his left shoulder. Chad could tell he’d likely ripped up some skin there with road rash, but he had to ignore it. He had to remain completely still, hoping that this guy would come just a little bit closer.

“Hey!” he shouted, elevating his voice somewhat as he came near. Chad held still.

“Eugene, is he okay?” a female voice called from the vehicle and the man named Eugene twisted around to look back in her direction. Chad could see his profile highlighted by the streaks of lightning across the dark, clouded sky above. “I don’t know!” Eugene shouted back. He turned back toward him and took one more step forward, lowering himself, placing a hand on Chad’s shoulder.

Chad rolled to the right, freeing up his left hand that had been pinned beneath him. The hand holding the Glock 22 that he’d stolen from the corrections officer who had been escorting them to maximum security.

Eugene’s eyes widened and he halted, but Chad already had his arm out and around, the flat barrel of the pistol pressed up into the underside of Eugene’s chin. He pulled the trigger once and the weapon bucked, the gunshot echo rolling through the quiet air as Eugene’s head snapped back, the .40 caliber round punching through his brain.

The woman in the Honda screamed loud, long, and desperate, her voice choking with the ferocity of her cries, and Chad scrambled to his feet, up into a crouching run as Eugene’s bloodied skull struck the pavement with a dull thunk.

She screamed again and lunged left, pushing herself through the passenger side door out onto the grass next to the road. As he ran, Chad brought the Glock around in a two-handed grasp and let fly with another quick shot, the pistol kicking. White sparks danced off the hood of the SUV, the bullet careening with a shrill whine as the woman charged away, over the grass toward the trees a hundred yards away.

Chad broke into a sprint, letting his legs carry him, thighs pumping, his shoes striking pavement. He wore the uniform of a Wisconsin corrections officer, the one he’d stolen from the corpse of the guard named Oscar. It had fit him remarkably well and looked far less conspicuous than the orange jumpsuit. No doubt if he’d been wearing the prison uniform, Eugene would have never approached him so closely.

For a moment he considered firing again, but his swift pace was closing the distance between him and the escaping woman, and he knew if he slowed to take another shot, he’d likely miss and she’d be in the trees before he got another opportunity. Realistically, he could have let her go. The chances of her making it anywhere close to civilization were next to none, and even if she did, she couldn’t describe him.

But he had other reasons to chase her down. Chad enjoyed the process of taking human life; he’d gotten a taste for it, and now that taste had blossomed into full-blown addiction. It had been satiated somewhat by the prison guards and Eugene, but he still hungered.

“Please, don’t!” she screamed as she ran, legs pushing her forward, but not quite fast enough. Chad closed the distance, using the downward slope of the grassy hill shoulder to pick up the pace, his long legs shortening the distance between him and her quickly.

“I won’t say anything!” she shouted, but he was already only about ten feet behind her and closing quickly. The trees ran across the horizon ahead of her, blanketing the world in a canvas of browns and greens. There were no buildings visible, no other cars, and no people whatsoever to hear him or stop him. He was so close he could hear her sobbing now, choking and crying as she ran, wailing over the loss of the man, desperate for her own survival. He was on her then, throwing himself forward, bringing his full weight against her and knocking her to the ground, pinning and rolling her over, wrapping his huge hands around her exposed throat, then squeezing, squeezing, squeezing.

Her sobs broke into gasping breaths, her desperate eyes widening into glistening pools of horror, terror, and brutal realization of what was about to happen.

It took only seconds. Not even a minute. All of his pent-up rage, hunger, and need coalesced into that pinprick moment of time, and he stood over her lifeless body, staring down at her, his aching fingers clenching and unclenching. He’d squeezed so hard—too hard probably, hard enough to leave bruising on her neck, and he’d thought he’d actually heard a soft popping sound at one point.

But it was done. His hunger was satisfied, at least momentarily, and as an added bonus, he now had transportation to Chicago.

Chicago was home, and he had some unfinished business. He only hoped Shawna was still around so he could finish it personally.




Chapter 6

South Brisbane, Louisiana

Dusk had fallen in South Brisbane, Louisiana, and another day had passed for Joel and Helen, a day of repairs, preparation, and education. They’d spent the morning gathering the vegetables, fishing, and doing rudimentary meal prep for the upcoming week, taking careful stock of what supplies remained and calculating what they could minimally live off of in order to prolong their supplies.

Joel hadn’t outright apologized for his harsh words earlier in the day, but both he and Helen seemed to have moved on, managing to complete their work without conflict.

In truth, he felt like he was walking on eggshells, and he hated it.  Part of the reason why Joel had withdrawn from society was because he hated having to tiptoe around people.  Now, not only was he tiptoeing around someone, but that someone was a child, a child who was trying desperately to help, but a child, nonetheless.

At one point in his life, he’d been happy to be a father, but the violence with which his family had been ripped away had left an open wound, a wound not easily healed, and Helen’s presence almost felt like a thick pile of salt being dropped in it.

If anything, his attempts at friendship with the girl went overboard, trying desperately to appear friendly to her, simply so she didn’t realize just how painful it was to have her around.

To her credit, she was trying hard.  Working, helping her to show more self-control and to better keep her melancholy tendencies to herself.  He had to give her some credit for that, and he felt as if he owed her some additional fatherly friendliness in return.

Once again, he’d gone through the process of scaling and deboning the fish they’d caught, letting her take over toward the end, and she’d done a pretty good job. Helen had spent some serious time in the kitchen of her father’s restaurant, both observing and doing some of it herself, and had a knack for that kind of thing. Joel was happy to see it. They’d need all the help they could get. She’d helped cut and pack the vegetables, managing to salvage the extra they hadn’t needed for their meals and invalidating Joel’s main complaint about what she’d gathered that morning. He’d cooked both lunch and dinner on the wood stove in the remains of the cabin and started on some repairs to the home’s superstructure in hopes of reinforcing the walls and rafters so they could rebuild the roof in the coming weeks. There was a lot to do, but in the week since the hurricane made landfall, it felt like they’d made serious progress already.

The biggest open issue remained the solar panels. He’d finished reinforcing the support posts that day and had tried to make some rudimentary repairs, but he was far from an electrical engineer and couldn’t fathom how to replace and rewire the individual panels themselves. Even if he did manage it, he’d need heavy equipment to lift them and mount them back on their supports.

He kneeled on the floor, looking at the swath of concrete ahead of him. There were two rifles on the floor, and a wide array of bullets organized alongside in various shapes, sizes, and calibers. Helen sat cross-legged across from him, looking down at the weaponry.

One of the rifles was a Bravo Company Recce 14 civilian model, separated into several different components on the floor in front of them. The core hand guard and barrel assembly had been pulled apart, with a Vortex scope laying above them. A detached laser sight and integrated sound suppressor were also on the concrete, and the main body of the rifle had been unscrewed from the handle and trigger mechanism, the stock sitting a few inches to Joel’s left. 

There was also a single magazine that was removed and empty, an even row of 5.56-millimeter rounds set out next to it.

“You saw me take it apart,” Joel said, looking at Helen. “I’m going to teach you how to put it back together.”

Helen nodded, her eyes scanning the weapon as she slowly chewed on her lower lip.

“That’s a semi-automatic tactical rifle,” Joel continued. “It’s not like the movies where you hold down the trigger and bullets come spraying out. Semi-automatic means one bullet fires with each trigger pull, but it loads the next round automatically. Are you following me?”

Helen nodded again.

Joel gestured to a pistol laying on the concrete alongside the disassembled rifle.

“This is a SIG Sauer P226,” he said, pointing to the weapon. It was fully assembled, though the magazine was removed and emptied. He picked up the pistol and showed it to Helen, who watched. “It’s also a semi-automatic. You load the initial round into the chamber like so.” He pulled the stock on the pistol with a metallic click, then held up the pistol, resting his finger alongside the trigger guard. “From there on, the magazine feeds the next round into the pistol, so after every shot, the next round is loaded.”

Helen nodded again.

“How many?” she asked. “How many bullets?”

“That magazine holds fifteen rounds,” Joel said. “Always remember how many rounds you’ve fired and how many you have left. Tomorrow we’re going to take the pistol apart and put it back together, okay?”

Helen didn’t nod, she just scowled lightly while looking at the weapons.

“Why are you teaching me all of this?” she asked in a quiet voice.

Joel considered his reply. He knew exactly why, but he wasn’t sure how to phrase those concerns to a fourteen-year-old girl.

“The longer we go without basic services like power, water, or food, the more desperate people will get. The more desperate people get, the more violent they get. We need to make sure we can defend ourselves.”

“This is South Brisbane, not Baghdad or wherever you served,” Helen said.

Joel shook his head.

“I didn’t serve in Baghdad, but it doesn’t matter where it is. Human nature is human nature, and desperation breeds foul things. I’ve seen it firsthand. You’re right, it was in another country, not here, but things are different now than they were a week ago.”

“Different,” Helen acknowledged. “Different enough that I need to carry a pistol just in case my social studies teacher wants to kill me for food?”

“Yes,” Joel replied, completely serious and without sarcasm. “These people you think you know? They go a month without necessities and you won’t know them anymore. People start seeing their friends and family starving and going without, they start being willing to do anything. Not to mention the bad people who are already out there have a tendency to get even worse.”

Helen nodded, looking at the weapons again.

“You just had this stuff kicking around?” she asked, keeping her eyes locked on the arsenal. Along with the modified AR-15 and the SIG, there was an AR-31 bolt-action rifle with a far larger and longer Vortex scope than the one for the tactical semi-automatic. There was also a Mossberg 590 Shockwave pump-action shotgun, plus the associated .308 rounds and 12-gauge shotgun shells. “Who are you, Rambo?”

“I’m not Rambo,” Joel replied. “I’m just another dude who did his four years and got out. My grandfather gathered most of this stuff. I just happen to know how to use it a little bit better than your average Joe. Not a lot better, though.”

Helen’s eyes met his and held his gaze for a moment.

“Did you...kill anyone?”

Joel considered how to answer.

His four years in the Army had been relatively uneventful, all things considered. Sure, there had been some conflict, he’d spent some time in a war zone, but compared to most, he’d had it pretty good. Did his time, saw some things he would never forget, then was plunged right back into reality. Some of those memories would stick with him forever, but he felt more than a little silly pointing that out when there were those who had spent nearly their entire lives in a war zone, or who had done three tours in Afghanistan, going toe-to-toe with armed insurgents nonstop for a decade.

Compared to them, his experience had been mostly inconsequential.

“Not that I know,” he replied, honestly. “I shot bullets at people and they shot back at me, but I honestly don’t know if any bullet I fired killed someone. I think I’m happier that way.” He could tell the conversation was making her uncomfortable. “Tell you what, let’s check out the radio again.” He pushed himself to his feet and walked over to where a small, portable ham radio sat near one of the shelves of supplies. On the bottom shelf right next to the radio there were two items that looked like blankets, rolled up and bunched together. Joel grabbed one of them and tucked it under one arm, grasping the handle of the ham radio with the other. He gestured toward the ladder and Helen nodded, climbing up and pressing her shoulder into the panel to open it up and clear access to the cabin above.

Joel had taken plastic tarps and draped them over the gaping holes in the cabin’s roof and walls, more or less protecting them from the elements. Thankfully, the side of the roof where the wood stove was had remained intact, the chimney rising up through a hole there, so they didn’t have to worry about ventilation or fire hazards.

Through the semi-opaque surface of the plastic tarp they could see the strobing of endless lightning in the skies above, some of the flashes brighter than others, though completely noiseless. There was no accompanying thunder, no rain, no other indication of storms at all, just the cascades of lightning scorching across the cloud-filled sky.

Joel walked through the remains of the cabin and out the front door into the yard out in front of the building. There was a vague light outside, dusk settling in, but far from dark, and he removed one of the bundles from under his arm and stretched it out on the grass. It was a portable solar blanket, a uniquely flexible group of solar panels connected to a power source and cable system, designed for small appliances to be plugged into it.

Looking to the sky, he moved out away from the cabin and situated the blanket on the grass, hoping there was enough light to generate the required low power to run the ham radio.

“So, my grandfather,” Joel said, “before he passed away, was part of a network of survivalists across the United States. They used to communicate by ham radio, devising plans for preparing and surviving events just like this.”

“I know,” Helen said. “I’ve heard about it.”

Joel nodded. Lots of people in town had heard of it, and more than a few of them considered him crazy because of his beliefs. While his grandfather had always called the people he communicated with survivalists, Joel knew the more popular and derogatory term was preppers, and that term was accurate.

And it didn’t matter how derogatory it was when everything came crashing down. They would be the people left standing, and by that point, it didn’t really matter how many people scoffed at them or called them names. The preppers would absolutely have the last laugh.

Exposing the small power plug attached to the solar blanket, Joel uncurled the cable from the ham radio and plugged it in, and smiled softly as faint lights flickered to life on the communications device. He removed a folded-up bundle of metal which had been clasped to the radio and spent a few moments setting up a large, elaborate antenna, which reached several feet off the ground once it was unfolded and twisted together.

“Unfortunately, the main antenna on the roof got wrecked in the hurricane,” Joel said, looking at Helen as he finished standing up the makeshift metal construct. “But this backup one should still allow us to piggyback on the higher frequencies that travel hundreds of miles.”

Bending back down to the ground, Joel adjusted the moderately-sized ham radio base station, then began adjusting the frequency dial, listening as faint static started emanating from the speakers.

"How far can that reach?” Helen asked. “And how do you know how to use it?”

“My grandfather was a licensed ham radio operator,” Joel replied. “He showed me the ropes. I don’t have a license myself, but something tells me it’ll be tough for anyone to enforce that these days.” He continued checking and adjusting the frequency range of the radio. “Typical low-frequency ham radios can only reach around twenty miles or so,” he said, “at least without a repeater. Of course, during a power outage most of those repeaters are dead, anyway. My grandfather had a license to operate in the higher frequencies which, especially in a rural area like this, allow us to communicate hundreds, if not thousands of miles away, as long as conditions are right.”

Helen shook her head in amazement, her eyes focused on the radio in the grass. It looked like a small metal box with countless buttons and dials that made little sense, and Joel imagined to her it seemed like an antique. Certainly nothing compared to the smartphone she still toted around with her, even though it was useless at that point.

Adjusting the antenna slightly, Joel moved to a frequency and for a brief moment he heard the low, static-filled sound of whispered voices on the other end.

Helen gasped.

“I heard something!”

Joel put a finger to his lips and leaned in closer. He listened again, hearing snatches of conversation, but couldn’t discern any clear words or phrases. He put the speaker to his lips and pressed the talk button.

“This is K5RBT, is anyone out there?” He released the call button, listening. Nothing came back. “Repeat, K5RBT, is anyone out there?”

Still nothing. Adjusting the volume slightly, he turned his head to listen and heard the same low static conversation, almost as if he were a child eavesdropping on some whispering parents, but no words came directly back to him.

“What’s K5RBT?” Helen asked.

“My grandfather’s call sign,” Joel replied. “K is for the United States. Five is the region we’re in, and he was able to pay for a custom three-letter call sign of RBT, kind of short for Robertson. That’s how his network knows him. Or, knew him, I suppose.”

“Why isn’t anyone responding?”

“I’m not sure.” Joel lifted his eyes to the sky, watching as lightning streaked across from west to east, rippling like small waves in a pond. He sighed and snapped off the radio, folding back up the antenna and hooking it back into a recess in the radio’s rear. “I may need a stronger antenna. We can put that on the to-do list for tomorrow.” Slowly rolling up the solar blanket, he stood, collecting everything and walking back toward the cabin.

“We’ve got one more thing I want to do tonight,” he said as they went through the front door and approached the hidden entrance to the underground shelter. “Go ahead down the stairs.” He placed the radio and solar blanket on the couch to his left. “I think we’re going to head down to Beuchene’s tonight before it gets too much later. See about picking up some more fuel, if he’s got it. No doubt he’s been getting hit by everyone, but I’m pretty sure Armand’s dad had a deal with my grandfather. I want to see if we can cash in on it.”

Helen nodded, proceeding down the stairs into the basement. Joel watched her go, then walked into the kitchen and stood on his tiptoes, reaching over the refrigerator into a lockbox sitting on the top, wedged way back between the roof of the fridge and the underside of wall-mounted cabinets above it.

He pulled out the metal box and adjusted the three-digit combination on the lock until there was a quiet click and the clasp opened. Looking one last time toward the open floor panel to ensure Helen wasn’t watching, he eased open the lid.

Inside the lockbox was several tightly bound bundles of cash. Like anyone who wanted to be prepared for something to happen, Joel’s grandfather had stashed away plenty of cash, and Joel had followed his lead. He wasn’t sure exactly how much money was in the tin, but he pulled out an entire bundle, then locked the lid and returned it to the top of the refrigerator, sliding the cash into an inside pocket in his jacket.

Scooping up the radio and the supplies, he walked to the stairs and made his way down into the shelter.
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The Jeep Wrangler sat in the grass next to the dirt-covered driveway, with both Joel and Helen approaching it. Joel held two empty five-gallon jugs, one in each hand, his car keys jingling softly in his pocket as he walked. “Hop on in,” Joel said, nodding toward the Jeep, but Helen looked hesitant. He moved around to the back, opened the rear, and put the two fuel cans inside, then looked over at her, eyes narrowing. She was still standing in the grass, hands clasped behind her back.

“Helen?” he asked. “You okay?”

“Fine,” she whispered.

“Get in the Jeep,” he said. She took a hesitant step forward, but did not get inside.

Joel sighed and looked at the sky, which was growing darker by the moment.

“Helen, we need to go. Just get in the Jeep.”

“I don’t like cars,” she said. “Not since—”

Joel opened his mouth for a moment, but closed it again before he said something he’d regret. 

“Can you just leave me here?” she asked, shuffling her feet uncomfortably.

“Last time I left you alone, you seemed...uncomfortable. The Jeep is fine, just get in and we’ll be back before you know it.” He could feel his patience stretching thin, like a piece of fabric pulled so tight it was turning white and threatening to tear apart. He didn’t want to lose his temper, he knew she’d been through a lot, but if they were going to make it through this, they had to learn to get over their fears, get over their hesitations, and just get stuff done. If he had to coddle her, neither of them would survive.

Helen refused to meet his eyes, obviously feeling self-conscious about her previous reaction to being left alone.

“I’ll be fine,” she whispered, though Joel felt pretty certain that she wouldn’t be.

Helen took another cautious step and Joel walked around to the driver’s side door.

“Do you like horses?” he asked as he opened the door.

“Horses?” Helen asked.

“Yeah, horses,” Joel replied. “Maybe we can stop by the barn afterwards. I want to see if Anita’s back in town, and if she’s not, her horses will need to be fed.”

Joel had never told Helen he’d gone to see Anita shortly after Helen had come back to the cabin. That he’d fervently hoped his sister-in-law was there so that she might take Helen off his hands.  He hadn’t told her then, and didn’t intend to tell her now.

Helen nodded softly.

Joel knew right then he wasn’t cut out for it. He had no tolerance for hesitation. You could be as prepared as you wanted, but if you couldn’t execute when the time came, you were as good as dead. If she had issues just getting into the car, what would happen if men stormed the cabin with weapons? What would happen if they desperately needed deer meat to survive and she couldn’t pull the trigger when the time came?

Anita hadn’t been home the first time he’d gone, when Joel had planned to secretly approach her to take over Helen’s care.  But that had been several days ago, and maybe she’d be there by now.  Maybe this was a second opportunity for him to find someone else who could handle a teenager.

Helen was getting more and more helpful along the way, she’d been useful, but he wasn’t cut out to be a parent. Not anymore. And he wasn’t doing Helen any favors, either.

He wasn’t sure how she would react. Invariably she’d think he wanted to just get rid of her, and while that was partially true, it wasn’t the whole story.

He wanted a better life for her. A better home situation. Anita and her husband had always wanted kids, but had never been able to. Perhaps this could kill two birds with one stone.

“How many horses?” Helen asked, and Joel softened for a moment, seeing a childlike warmth in her eyes.

“Four,” he replied. “One of them’s a pony.”

Helen shuffled her feet, looking down at the ground, her hands moving from behind her back into her pockets.

“It’s getting dark, kid,” Joel said, his voice sounding a bit harder and sharper than he intended.

Helen nodded softly, drew in a deep, hard breath, and moved forward, opening the passenger’s side door and climbing inside.




Chapter 7

South Brisbane, Louisiana

Malcolm Conway stepped out of his car, slamming the door behind him loudly and purposefully. He was in the front parking lot of Beuchene’s Fuel and Repair, his old, beat-up sports car parked right next to the rest of the old, worn-down vehicles that Armand Beuchene would likely never get the chance to fix up for sale. Max Mendez stepped out of the passenger side door and two other members of Conway’s posse crawled out of the rear doors, everyone walking towards the entrance of the gas station. “Yo! Armand!” Malcolm shouted as they walked across the pavement. Dusk had firmly settled over the Louisiana evening and the light was sparse and dim. “Get your ass out here, Armand! Come on, man, we know you’re in there!”

The front door of the store eased open and Armand Beuchene stepped out, rubbing his fingers alongside a skinny, tattooed arm. He wore a threadbare white tank top and torn cargo pants, his heavily tattooed arms in full view. A flat-brimmed baseball cap was pulled tight over his unruly mane of unwashed hair, and the thick scruff on his face was rounded at his cheek where he had some chewing tobacco wedged.

“Malcolm?” he asked. “That you?”

“Who else would it be, Arnie?” Malcolm playfully whacked Armand on the back. “Just me and the boys. Thought we’d swing by for old time’s sake, you know?”

“Old time’s sake?” Armand asked. “Whaddya mean?”

“C’mon, brother,” Malcolm said. “It hasn’t been that long, has it? We used to roll with it back in the day, buddy. You remember that, right? The pot hasn’t completely wiped out your memory, has it?”

“I ain’t smoking pot,” Armand replied sheepishly. “And yeah, I remember. But what’s that got to do with now? I ain’t seen you in a long time, Mal. Why you showing up now? Need gas or something?”

“Oh, we always need something, bro. Gas, cigs, water, food. I know you’ve got it.”

“I ain’t got nothing,” Armand replied. “Got cleared out within twenty-hours of the power going out, man. Once Holbrook’s got ransacked, I was the next stop.”

Malcolm tilted his head and extended his palms.

“C’mon, Arnie. I’m not just anyone here. It wasn’t that long ago you worked for me, right? Helped me with some of my...supply and demand problems?”

“Been a long time. Lots changed.”

“Not as much as you think,” Malcolm replied. “I ran this town back then, I run this town now. Maybe now more than ever.”

Armand looked at him funny.

“Last time I looked, Sheriff Masterson ran this town. Mayor LeCroix, too. I don’t remember seeing your name on the ballot.”

Malcolm’s face hardened. He ran a hand through his greasy hair, glaring at Armand through dark, narrow eyes. His shoulders were wide, wider than they’d been when he played high school football for the South Brisbane Razorbacks. He’d been a gym rat then, and a gym rat ever since, though every inch of good health he’d established in the gym had been dulled by beer, bad food, and drugs. The result was a large, thick man who had toughened muscle under a few layers of hard fat with a black sweatshirt pulled tight over his large frame. He took a step closer to Armand, close enough that he could smell the man’s sour, tobacco tinged breath.

“Was that a joke?” Malcolm asked in a low, angry voice. “Is that what that was?”

“No joke,” Armand replied, shaking his head. “Just—I dunno, I wasn’t trying to be funny.”

“That’s good,” Malcolm replied. “Because you weren’t funny. You’re not funny right now, in fact. You’re pathetic. Holed up here in your garage chewing tobacco and drinking your beer. Sitting alone in the dark and hoping people just pass on by.”

“C’mon, Mal,” Armand said. His eyes moistened and for a moment Malcolm thought he might actually cry.

“We didn’t pass on by, Arnie. We stopped, because we know you’re a friend, and you can hook us up, just like we always hooked you up back in the day.”

“I ain’t got nothing,” Armand replied. “People already came by. Bought all my stuff. Yeah, I kept some snacks and stuff for myself, but it ain’t much. If I give it to you, I got nothing for me.”

“People bought your stuff, you say,” Malcolm said, glancing over at Max, who was nodding softly, understanding where he was going with this.

“Yeah, man.”

“How much?”

“How much what?” Armand asked, suddenly nervous.

“How much they give you? What you got, it must have been valuable.”

“Don’t do this, Mal,” Armand pleaded. “I ain’t got nothing, man. Lived here all my life, tried to keep up with my pappy’s business, I ain’t got nothing.”

“Don’t lie to me,” Malcolm said, his voice hard and serious. “I don’t entertain liars.”

Armand looked at the ground, as if he had utterly and completely lost hope.

“You know what I’m looking for,” Malcolm said.

“The stores are all closed,” Armand replied. “Nobody has anything to buy. What good is cash going to do you, anyway?”

Malcolm shrugged.

“I dunno, but it’ll do me a hell of a lot more good than it’ll do you. Hand it over, or we’ll just beat the shit out of you before we take it.”

Armand took his hat off and rustled his messed-up hair, shaking his head back and forth.

“Arnie—”

“Yo, Mal!” a voice called from the darkness, and Malcolm turned, looking at one of his other men who was coming forward at a hurried pace. “Headlights! Coming this way.”

“Who cares?” Malcolm asked.

“They might be cops,” the other guy replied.

Malcolm looked around the wide parking lot, a mixture of pavement and dirt surrounding the store littered with windows and the three-bay garage stretching off to the left. A collection of broken-down vehicles remained in the near corner of the lot, his own sports car parked alongside.

“Why should we care about the cops?” he scoffed.

“I dunno, but I don’t like it,” the other guy replied.

“Fine,” Malcolm hissed back. “Take cover. Who knows, maybe it’s someone who has something we need. Wait, and let’s see what happens.”

Armand shifted uncomfortably as the group retreated, heading for the collection of broken-down vehicles.

“You tell anyone we’re here, Arnie, and I’ll kill them first, then come after you, you got that?” Malcolm barked and Armand nodded rapidly as the two headlights grew larger and brighter, then steered into the parking lot.
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Joel looked cautiously out of the windshield as he guided the Jeep from the road into the parking lot outside of Beuchene’s Fuel and Repair.

“Did you see that?” he asked, the vehicle’s tires crunching on some loose gravel as they transitioned from the rough pavement to the gravel lot.

“See what?” Helen asked, looking at him.

“I thought I saw people moving out there,” Joel replied, but steered back right, his headlights splashing upon Armand Beuchene wandering toward them, raising his hand above his head.

The Jeep jostled as he brought it over the uneven surface, slowing to a stop several feet from where Armand stood.

“Evenin’, Joel,” he said, with a curt nod as Joel swung open the driver’s side door, the engine of the Jeep clicking quietly. “What brings you out here this late?” Joel looked at him in the dim light, and saw his weight shifting subtly back and forth on the balls of his feet. He couldn’t see his eyes directly in the low light, but suspected that he was glancing around nervously.

“Something bothering you?” Joel asked as he stepped closer. On the other side of the Jeep, the passenger door slammed and Helen came around the front.

Armand glared at her, then looked back at Joel, confusion etched on his face, barely visible in the scant light of the setting sun, which was peeking out through a narrow gap in the thick clouds.

“Who’s this?” he asked, then looked at her again. “Aren’t you Wayne Zhou’s kid?”

Helen nodded.

“I’m helping her out,” Joel said quietly in a tone of voice that invited no further conversation. As he watched Armand seemed to soak this in, but then once again his eyes darted off to the side, looking at something in the distance.

“What can I do for you?” he asked, his voice somewhat rushed.

“I was hoping you might have some fuel,” Joel replied in a quiet voice. “I’m trying to get some before everyone and their brother descends upon you.”

Armand chuckled. 

“A little too late for that, man,” he said. “I’ve gotten hammered already. Suddenly I’m everyone’s best friend.” 

Joel smiled softly.

“C’mon, Arnie,” he cajoled. “We grew up together. Raised all sorts of hell together. You know I’m not just here to take advantage of you.”

“I know,” Armand replied.

Joel reached into the chest pocket of his button-up shirt and pulled out the wad of cash he’d retrieved from the lockbox on top of the refrigerator. He pinched it between two fingers and swung it up in front of Armand’s eyes.

“I’ll make it worth your while,” Joel said flatly. Armand’s eyes widened, and Joel could see an immediate hunger there. He had definitely gotten his attention.

“How—how much do you need?” Armand asked. He turned and looked over his shoulder, then spat a wad of chew out on the pavement, but Joel watched him closely. The chew seemed to just be an excuse to glance toward the cars at the rear of the lot. Was that where he’d seen the figures moving?

“I’ve got two five-gallon cans in the Jeep,” Joel said.

“Ten gallons?” Armand asked, once again turning toward him, his eyes lingering on the thick bundle of cash in his fingers.

“Ten gallons,” Joel replied, knowing full well that in two weeks the cash in his fingers might very well be useless and that ten gallons of fuel would be worth its weight in gold. He suspected Armand knew that, too, but he still seemed eager to entertain the offer, which seemed odd to Joel.

“Let’s do it,” Armand said briskly, and turned toward the front door of his building. “I’ve been draining the underground tanks manually, since my pumps aren’t working without electricity. I’ve been adding stabilizer and keeping cans in the garage.”

Joel looked at Helen.

“Can you grab those cans out of the Jeep and come into the garage with them?”

Helen nodded without words and walked around to the back of the Jeep as Armand and Joel walked toward the garage.

“Okay,” Armand said, looking at him, speaking in a low whisper. “Spill it. What’s up with the girl?”

“She and her dad were in an accident,” Joel whispered back. “Her dad didn’t make it. She’s taking it pretty hard; I’m just trying to help her out.”

“Her dad didn’t—” Armand started to say, trying to work it out in his head. Realization seemed to dawn on him. “He’s dead?” he asked in a hushed whisper. “The dude who owns the Chinese restaurant?”

Joel nodded. “Car accident. Went into the stream during the hurricane. Kid says she’s got no other family. I offered to take her to Sheriff Masterson after it first happened—she wanted nothing to do with it. Barely speaks, but she’s been helping me out around the cabin.”

“What are you going to do with her?” Armand asked. “You can’t just...adopt her or something.”

“I don’t want to adopt her,” Joel replied. “I have no clue what to do. In case you haven’t noticed the entire legal system has kind of broken down around here.”

“You think?” Armand asked sarcastically.  “Have you been into town lately?”

Joel shook his head.  Beyond the small trip to Anita’s house that had apparently left Helen so rattled, he’d tried to stay close to home.  To focus on the cabin.  Truth be told, based on what his grandfather had always told him, he was certain things would be a mess. He didn’t need Armand to tell him.

“We’ve got a small police force as it is,” Armand continued, “and you know how useless Deputy Conway is.  I still can’t believe Masterson didn’t fired his ass a decade ago.”

Joel nodded, waiting for more elaboration.

“Police force is too small, the outrage is too high.  Even beyond Holbrook’s market there have been other places broken into.  I hear a few guys with guns tried to rob the Chinese restaurant.” 

Joel nodded.  “If we can’t even police our citizens, how the hell are we going to figure out who can adopt a kid?  Things have really broken down around here.”

“It’s broken down pretty much everywhere,” Armand sighed. “Every man for himself across the whole country. From what I hear, New Orleans has already erupted into chaos. Bridges destroyed, the entire French Quarter is on fire. It’s the end of days over there.”

“Sometimes feels like it’s the end of days here, too,” Joel replied.

Armand shrugged.

“I think we got off pretty easy. I mean, no power, lots of cleanup, but it’s not like people are in the streets trying to kill each other. It’s mostly neighbors helping neighbors.”

“Maybe for now,” Joel replied. “But you wait. With dirtbags like Conway and his crew roaming around, you can bet things will get worse before they get better.”

“I don’t know,” Armand replied, reaching out to grab the front door to the building attached to the garage. “The Conways ain’t all bad.”

He opened the door and let Joel pass along inside, then saw Helen striding quickly, two empty gas cans in her hands, trying to catch up. He kept the door open and let her pass through into the small combination convenience store and office for the gas station and repair shop.

“Are you kidding me?” Joel asked. “Not all bad? Are we talking about the same Conways?”

Armand shrugged. “Lyman’s with the cops. He can’t be that bad, right? I mean, with our history, we had our share of run-ins with Masterson and his boys, but I’d think if Lyman was that bad, he’d have been out on his ass by now.”

The three of them walked through the store and made their way to the door connecting the garage with the rest of the building, then continued on through. Armand picked up an old steel can from a shelf as he walked in and spat another mouthful of chew into it, then put it back down, walking farther into the garage.

“Let me have those two cans, hon,” he said, nodding to Helen, who shot a look at Joel. Joel nodded to her and she went forward, extending her arms, letting Armand grab the empty cans and carry them over to a section of the floor near more shelves. The shelves were littered with more fuel cans, and Armand reached over, grabbing two of them and lifting them with their contoured handles. The way he was struggling with them told Joel they were full. He wasn’t going to waste time filling up theirs, he was just going to trade him two full for two empty and send them on their way.

“Here you go,” he said, bending low and resting the cans on the concrete floor. “All yours.” He extended his hand and Joel pressed the cash into his palm. Armand smiled broadly, showing his yellowed teeth. “Pleasure doin’ business with you, Joel.”

“Don’t spend it all in one place,” Joel said. He bent over and picked up the two full cans, turning and walking back toward the door with Helen falling in just behind him. As they left, Armand reached over to the same shelf next to the open door and retrieved a pack of cigarettes, carrying it out with him into the shop.

Joel turned and looked over his shoulder.

“You sure everything’s all right?” 

“Right as rain,” Armand replied, though his smile looked false somehow. Like someone who had been taught to smile, but had never experienced real happiness. “You best be on your way, though. It’s getting dark.”

Joel nodded as Armand fired up a lighter and lit his cigarette, taking a long, ragged puff as he followed them out of the front door of the shop. Joel and Helen walked back toward the Jeep and he placed the full cans in the back where the empty cans had been moments before, then shut the rear door as Helen climbed up into the passenger seat.

As Joel walked around to the driver’s side, he let his eyes linger on Armand, who stood a good twenty yards away. Once again, his attention seemed to be on the group of battered old beaters at the corner of the parking lot, the stash he’d accumulated over the years. There was one there that Joel didn’t remember seeing before, a vintage American sports car, a rigid structure of old American muscle. It had seen better days, with some scattered rust spots and dirt caked along the running boards, but Joel didn’t think it had been there the last time he was here.

Was that significant? He wasn’t sure, but Armand seemed to be looking at the car a bit longer than he needed to. Joel tucked himself into the driver’s seat and started the engine, slowly goosing the accelerator. He twisted the wheel, coaxing the Jeep into a tight right turn, then sped off, tires throwing gravel behind him.
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“What the hell was that?” Malcolm snarled as he stormed toward Armand, his fists clenched.

“What—what do you mean?” Armand asked, taking a cautious step backwards.

“The gas! You just gave Joel Robertson ten gallons of our gas!”

“Our gas?” Armand stammered. “That’s my gas, Malcolm. I bought it fair and square and it belongs to—”

Malcolm’s left fist swept up and around before Armand could even finish the sentence, his knuckles cracking hard into Armand’s scruff-covered jaw. The hat flew off Armand’s head as he stumbled sideways, grunting in pain. Already unsteady on his feet, Armand went down hard, the crimson tip of the cigarette bouncing lazily along the parking lot ground, trailing faint red light in its path, flecks of ash breaking loose in its wake.

Down on all fours, Armand lifted a hand and held his chin, moving it back and forth, a light groan escaping his lips. Malcolm took two steps forward, then lowered himself into a crouch, bent over next to the kneeling form of Armand.

“Tell me again,” Malcolm snapped, “whose gas is it?”

“Malcolm,” Armand replied, his voice quivering. “Don’t do this, man. This station is all I got. It was my dad’s, man. My only memory of—”

Malcolm lowered himself further, moving his boot so it rested on Armand’s fingers, who was still holding himself up on his knees and one hand. Slowly, Malcolm ground his boot, rotating it back and forth, pinning the fingers between the textured sole and the gravel covered parking lot.

“Ow, ow, ow,” Armand gasped, trying to pull his hand away, but it was caught underneath Malcolm’s boot. 

“Tell me again,” Malcolm said through gritted teeth, “whose gas is it?”

“Your gas,” Armand gasped. “It’s your gas.”

“And tell me why,” Malcolm continued, “why did you give away our gas to Joel Robertson?”

“I...I was just trying to get rid of him,” Armand groaned. “Didn’t want him in the way.”

“Do you know how valuable that gas is?”

“He...he paid me,” Armand said.

Malcolm smiled a narrow, crooked smile.

“Oh? Tell me more.”

“Pocket,” Armand said, tugging on his pinned hand again. “Cash in my pocket.”

Malcolm stood and eased the pressure from his boot, releasing Armand’s splayed fingers. Armand pulled his hand back, moving his fingers back and forth, then reached to his left hip pocket and retrieved a small bundle of folded cash. He leaned back on his knees, his face a twisted mask of pain and held up his hand, the money in his fingers, and Malcolm nodded softly as he reached and grabbed the money, slowly unfolding it and counting out each bill one at a time.

“Not bad,” he said, nodding as Armand levered himself up, groaning softly as he got to his feet. Malcolm folded the cash into a bundle again and slipped it into his own hip pocket. “You’re a hell of a salesman, Arnie. Always have been. Only now we’re dealing in fuel instead of our...other goods and services, if you get my meaning.”

“Yeah, well, at least when we were dealing in the other stuff, I got a little cut of the profits,” Armand said. Malcolm glared at him.

“Times have changed,” he said. “Best thing for your health would be for you to change with them.”

Armand got the meaning and kept his mouth shut as he rubbed his fingers with his other hand. A thick purple bruise was forming at the right ridge of his jawline, barely showing through the dark layer of scraggly facial hair. He alternated between gently moving his jaw back and forth and working his sore fingers, all while watching Malcolm through narrowed eyes.

“So, now that we’re on the same page,” Malcolm continued, glaring hotly at Armand, “I trust you won’t be selling any more of our fuel? We’re going to need it in the coming days, I suspect.”

“I won’t,” Armand said. “I’ll hold on to it, okay?”

“You may get some pressure,” Malcolm warned. “Some people from the hospital, maybe? Emergency personnel. The sheriff. They may come to you, but I can’t stress enough, this fuel belongs to us, and if we hear that you’ve spilled anything to the local authorities, things will get very, very bad for you. My brother hears it all, got it?”

“I got it,” Armand replied, nodding eagerly.

“Good,” Malcolm said, smiling more widely. He stepped forward and placed a comforting hand on Armand’s shoulder, and the skinny man winced visibly as if anticipating abuse. “I’m so glad we’re all on the same page.”
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The sky had further darkened by the time the Jeep swung into Anita’s driveway, the twin headlights walking over the front lawn of the house, and Joel looked cautiously through the windshield as they made their way to the edge of the driveway, which stood about twenty feet from the fenced-in pen for the horses.

There were no lights on in the Finley house, not that he had expected otherwise. The power was out, and Anita wasn’t the type to have a generator. Although she and her husband ran a horse farm, they trained the horses for riding, they weren’t farmers, they weren’t really outdoor sorts of people, and in fact some of the friction between Joel and his wife’s family had come about when they’d made derogatory comments about his grandfather’s survivalist ways. No, they certainly would not have a generator, though he figured they’d at least have some candles or flashlights. The windows were totally black, and the house looked more or less abandoned. He sat in the driver’s seat, letting the Jeep’s headlights illuminate the yard. There was a narrow tree in the grass which had been uprooted and knocked over, resting on its withered branches, leaves and shorn bark scattered in a wide circle around it. Three of the house’s windows were broken and other branches were strewn all about, a relatively large one sitting askew on the home’s peaked roof.

“It doesn’t look like anyone’s home,” Helen said quietly. Joel nodded, then looked over past the fenced-in pasture toward the large barn, which had been more recently constructed. He wasn’t the least bit surprised to see the barn was in far better shape than the house, standing tall and proud without even a loose board or torn-off shingle.

Killing the engine, he kept the headlights on, leaning around to his right and reaching into his EDC bag resting on the back seat behind him. It took him only a moment to remove a headlamp from the bag and strap it around his forehead, adjusting it slightly so it sat even.

“Flashlight in there, too,” he said, nodding at Helen. “Grab it and follow me.”

Helen nodded and obeyed his directive, fishing through the EDC bag until she pulled out a moderately sized black, contoured handle flashlight, then opened the passenger door, looking at him expectedly.

Joel nodded and slid free from the driver’s seat, snapping on his headlamp, the wide beam of pale white shooting out from the circular bulb on his forehead. The air was thick and moist, the remnants of Hurricane Alexandra seeming to linger even almost a week later. There was a certain humidity in the air that wasn’t usually present during the spring in Louisiana, but even as the storm had dissipated, it had left a persistent dampness behind.

Clouds coated the horizon, as they almost endlessly did ever since the lightning and the storms, but the scant light of the emerging moon cast a strange, sickening pallor over everything, a pallor only slightly lessened by the lights from their battery-powered devices. Purely out of habit, Joel checked the waistband of his pants, touching the SIG Sauer P226 he had pinned there. He had no expectations that he’d use it during this trip, but he liked to have it within arm’s reach at all times, and as they prepared to roam a seemingly abandoned property under the darkness of evening, he wanted to be even more sure he had it if he needed it.

Joel walked to the house first, gesturing toward Helen to follow along behind him, easing her over so that he would effectively be her shield in case anything happened. He tested the doorknob and found it locked, but bent over, scooping up a fake rock resting next to the concrete stoop at the front of the house. Winnie had house-sat for her sister and her husband on a few occasions, before they had their horses, and had made sure Joel knew the way inside as well, just in case.

The front door key was right where it always had been, the fake rock somehow not blown away by the storms, and he removed it, swinging open the storm door and thumbing it into the lock on the inside door, twisting the deadbolt open.

Joel looked back once more, his eyes focusing on Helen, who stood quietly, her face a stoic mask. Pushing himself into the living room, Joel looked left and right, letting his headlamp shine into the immediate surrounding area, brightening the dark corners and bringing the layout of the room into clearer focus. It was immediately clear that nobody was home, and likely nobody had been home since the storm. One of the broken windows had been a living room window, and the glass was sprayed along the carpet, an end table capsized next to that now-shattered window. A small table lamp had toppled from the table when it fell and lay on its side, the bulb shattered.

The house was murky and malevolent, a sort of strange, dark silence permeating every room and every inch. It felt almost like a made-up Halloween haunted house, only Joel knew if there were ghosts in here, they weren’t fog machines and fans blowing sheets.

For several moments, he and Helen walked through the old house’s hallways, its floorboards creaking, but in utter silence otherwise, stepping cautiously on the balls of his feet to try and mitigate the noise as much as possible. There was only a single floor, and he investigated each and every room, finding them all empty and undisturbed. Taking a step into the kitchen, he turned his head slightly, the smell of rotting food thick and pungent, even through the refrigerator and freezer doors. He could picture aged meat and curdled milk, congealing in its container inside, the humid warmth of a week without electricity putrefying anything that had once been edible. Slowing for a moment, he considered picking up some of the canned foods or other supplies that were likely prevalent throughout the home, but ultimately he decided against it, figuring they could always come back for a resupply some point later.

Emerging from the kitchen, Joel walked carefully across the living room, threading between the couch and coffee table, then stopped for a moment as he walked past a corner shelf system. His eyes lingered there, the pale light from his head lamp illuminating the various collectibles and knickknacks and the beam focused in on a single photograph in a brushed metal frame. The word Family was set against the smooth metal and the photograph itself was one Joel had never seen.

He cleared his throat softly as he reached out and plucked the framed photo from the shelf, moving his other hand close so he could hold it in both, looking at the scene within the picture. It was of the familiar wooden swing set in the backyard of his house, and little Tia was clinging to the chains of the swing as it moved so fast the picture was barely able to track its movements. Her face was a mask of exquisite joy, a broad, happy smile spreading her plump cheeks far apart, eyes as wide as play tea saucers, her legs pressed together and straight ahead. Joel himself stood behind her, hunched over slightly, arms rigid as if he had just pushed her, and between the swing and the slide of the swing set, Winnie stood, her hands pressed to her cheeks, her own expression of pure joy and pleasure etched upon her normally smooth features.

Her long brown hair swept over her left shoulder, she wore a green sweater and faded blue jeans. Joel could almost hear her voice. He could almost see her move within the frame of the picture. First, she would have yelled at Joel for pushing his daughter too hard, then she would have yelled at Tia to be careful, eventually giving in to the pure, ecstatic pleasure of a child at play.

Joel felt something catch in his throat, the muscles in his arm tensing as he squeezed the frame with taut fingers. He wasn’t sure how long he stood there, looking at the picture, searching each face, committing the motion and time to memory, never wanting to forget that day.

Admitting to himself that until he’d seen that photograph, he had already forgotten. It was far too easy to focus on the bad times, and way too difficult to try and remember the good, and there had been a lot of good.

“Joel?” Helen asked in a quiet voice and he cleared his throat again, nodding and carefully setting the picture back on the shelf.

“Sorry,” he whispered, his voice catching slightly. Leaving the photo behind, he turned and continued walking through the living room, Helen following along like an obedient puppy.

Then suddenly they were out in the grass, walking past the fallen tree, heading toward the pasture and the memory of that day and the swing set began to slowly fade.

“Was that them?” a quiet voice came from behind him as they approached the fence. Joel halted and turned.

“What?”

“That picture,” Helen said. “Was that your family?”

“What do you know about my family?” Joel asked, harsher than he intended.

Helen shrugged.

“I heard things. Everyone in town heard things.”

“Don’t believe everything you hear,” Joel snapped, then immediately regretted it. Helen blanched. “Sorry,” Joel said. “Sore subject.” He looked away for a moment, then slowly turned back to her again. “Yes, that was my family.”

Helen nodded.

“What happened to them was—it was terrible,” Helen said in a low voice. “Tia was a couple of years behind me in school. I used to see her at recess.”

For some reason that single sentence stabbed Joel in the chest, a sudden and unexpected jolt of emotion radiating through him. He bit down hard on his lower lip, forcing down the swell of sudden feeling.

Joel turned away and strode toward the fence surrounding the pasture, lowering himself down and slipping through the slats of the fence, into the long grass beyond. He moved through the pasture, watching as Helen followed suit, her flashlight bulb moving back and forth as she tagged along behind him.

Reaching the barn, he slowly slid the door open, the hard wood door scraping along its metal rails. Beyond the door, inside the stables they could hear the low whinny of horses and the soft thumping of hooves.

They moved into the barn itself, walking toward the stables and Helen gasped, brushing past Joel and toward the first stall where Joel had placed the pony. He’d given each horse a trough of straw and other foods, but they still jerked their heads and twitched their ears, looking to the two newcomers.

“It’s okay,” Helen whispered, reaching out and gently petting the fur-covered head of the pony. It snorted softly and lowered its head, accepting her affection. Joel visited every other stall in turn, petting them as well, checking their coat, looking at their food supply.

“Okay, we’re going to top off their food; if you check that basket over there, there should be some apples.” Joel gestured to a basket sitting on a shelf at the far wall of the barn and Helen nodded, pulling her hand away from the pony’s head and walking over to it. The two of them spent the next thirty minutes feeding the horses apples, brushing out their coats, and swapping out their hay and food.

After calming them somewhat with apples, they opened each stall and spent some time mucking them out, using forks and shovels to clear out the waste and dirty straw, rotating it all out and carting it off into the open yard on the other side of the barn.

It took around ninety minutes total, and then they were walking out into the even darker night, heading toward the Jeep. Joel’s muscles were stiff and he was exhausted, bone tired from the activity throughout the day. All he could think of was getting back to the cabin, firing up a cigarette and opening a bottle of Corona, sitting on the porch and enjoying whatever small sliver of pleasure he could still find in life.

Helen crawled up into the passenger seat and shut the door, and he gunned the engine, bringing the Jeep around and out of the driveway, taillights fading into the evening darkness.




Chapter 8

Seattle, Washington

“I am screwed. I am so screwed.”

It had been his almost endless mantra from the moment Laura and Private Prescott had slammed the combination lock emergency exit door behind them and ventured into the darkened tunnels underneath Seattle.

“You saved my life, Jack. I hope you’re not regretting that.” Laura kept Bruiser close to her right hip as they made their way through the dimly lit passages, navigating the hallways using two flashlights they’d swiped from the emergency supply stash in the basement of Aurora.

“No, of course not,” Jack replied, adjusting his left shoulder where he’d slung the M4 with its canvas strap. It bumped against the large backpack he wore, which almost exactly matched the one Laura was wearing. Twin beams of pale light played along the dirty floor of the hallway as they moved forward.

“I just...I just went AWOL, you know? And I fired on my squad. What the hell was I thinking?”

“You were thinking that you didn’t want more blood on your hands, which is a positive thing in my book,” Laura replied. “Lord knows there’s been enough blood spilled already.” 

“I wish everyone had just stayed inside,” Jack said.

“The building felt like it was collapsing,” Laura countered. “What did you expect us to do? Just ride it out after we saw planes wrecking half the city?”

“I don’t know,” Jack replied, shaking his head. “I don’t know anything at this point. Everything is moving way too fast.”

“Ain’t that the truth.” Laura veered right, letting her flashlight move across the right-side wall of the hall, looking for another opening. “The intersecting tunnel should be right up here somewhere.”

Jack looked around, shining his flashlight along the uneven ceiling and across the dirt-covered walls.

“What is this place, anyway?” he asked.

“Old subway systems,” Laura replied. “Aurora isn’t truly a military installation, but they work hand in hand with the government. It was identified as a rally point by FEMA and the United States military in the event of a catastrophic situation. That’s why all of the supplies are in the basement and why there are secure tunnels leading out.”

“None of my squad seemed to know that,” Jack replied. “Not even Lieutenant Colonel Oliveri. Is that not public knowledge?”

“Apparently not,” Laura replied. “If FEMA had been dispatched, I’m sure they would have known, but FEMA is stretched a little thin, I imagine.”

“FEMA is completely overwhelmed,” Jack said. “That’s why so many of us from the Army and others from the National Guard are being dispatched. Between Chicago, New Orleans, Philadelphia, Denver, and—”

“New Orleans?” Laura asked, concern in her voice. “Were they hit hard?”

Jack shrugged. “A few planes went down from what I understand. That, combined with the hurricane, beat up the whole state pretty badly.”

Laura was quiet for a moment as they moved through the darkness.

“There,” she said, shining her light up ahead. It reflected faintly off a metal door set into the side wall of the darkened corridor. Their entire surroundings rested in a total and complete silence. Whatever chaos was happening up in the city above was completely muzzled and isolated, leaving them surrounded by relative peace and quiet, with no idea of what was happening up above.

“We need to proceed carefully,” Laura said, looking at Jack. “This tunnel leads into the more active subway system, so there may be more people in there.”

“Where are we going, anyway?” Jack asked. 

“I’m heading back to my apartment,” Laura replied. “I want to make sure I have everything I need before I head east.”

“East?”

Laura nodded.

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

“Why?” Jack asked. “Is it safer in more rural areas?”

“I’m sure it is,” Laura replied. She hesitated for a moment, considering how much information to reveal to the young private. “Especially for me.”

She moved toward the door and shone the flashlight on the handle, where she wrapped her fingers and twisted gently. To her great relief, the doorknob turned freely in her grasp and the door started to open.

“What is that supposed to mean?” Jack asked. “Especially for you?”

“It’s a long story,” she replied. “Suffice it to say, I think I was a big reason why you guys were outside of Aurora in full force. People were looking for me. Or at least trying to keep me contained.”

“What?” Jack asked, and he stopped walking abruptly as she held the door partially open. “Why?”

“Like I said,” Laura replied, “it’s a long story.”

“I’m sure we’ve got plenty of time.”

Laura rolled her eyes and stepped through the open door, her shoe hitting smoother tile on the other side. There was a bit more noise out here in the main access passage to the subway. She could hear the murmuring voices of people milling around, probably hiding underground because they thought it was safer than being on the streets.

Hopefully they were right.

Jack followed her through the door, looking around.

“Maintenance tunnel,” Laura noted, continuing forward to where another door was on the right-hand side of the corridor. The end of the hallway opened up into the subway itself, the tracks up ahead carving through underground Seattle. Voices carried through the train tunnel, most likely from the platforms on either side of them where people huddled in fear for their safety up above.

“Where are we going from here?” Jack asked.

“I’d like to stay away from the platforms,” Laura replied. “With the power out and martial law instituted, the trains won’t be moving. We can try and move through the tunnels, though we should keep our flashlights dark so we’re not seen.”

Jack shook his head.

“Where you getting all this stuff from?” he asked.

Laura shrugged. “Common sense? I mean, I spent a lot of time outside when I was younger. Camping, hiking. I was a storm chaser back in the day, too, and that sort of forces you into a state of constant preparation. I had to be sure I could move at a moment’s notice and that I had all of my critical supplies. Also, if I got stranded, I had to know I could live off the land until rescue arrived. It’s just become part of my nature.”

Jack shook his head.

“Until I joined the army, my idea of preparation was making sure I had a fresh bottle of Mountain Dew before I sat down to play Fallout.”

“Hey,” Laura said, “look at you now.”

“I’d rather not.”

Reaching the end of the tiled floor of the maintenance tunnel, Laura carefully looked left, then right, not really fearful of trains, but making sure nobody else was in the tunnel first. She lowered herself to the dirt, eyeing the tracks closely.

“There’s no power, but you’ll want to be careful of the third rail just in case. Who knows if and when the power might come back on?”

“Got it,” Jack replied, and slipped down after her, landing in a low crouch. The subway tunnels stretched left and right as far as his eyes could see, bending gently around a left-hand curve in one direction and a right-hand curve in the other. Laura stopped for a moment, blanketed in darkness, as if considering something.

“What’s up?” he asked.

She stood in silence for a moment, then nodded softly, slipping her backpack from her shoulder. She unzipped one of the small pouches and pulled something free, lifting it while she took a second item from the same pouch. She thumbed the button on a small penlight, shining it down on the compass she held in her hand.

“Penlight gives off less light,” she whispered. “And I just need a general sense of direction.” She glanced to her left, looking around that tunnel and where it angled slightly to the left. “West is that way,” she whispered, pointing down that direction. “That’s the best route to get out of town.”

She turned and looked at Jack, who was nodding softly.

“I don’t expect you to come with me,” she said. “You’ve helped me enough. Risked your life. I appreciate it, but if you want to cut and run, I understand.”

“Where would I go? My old squad is gunning for me. Oliveri wants me court-martialed at best, maybe even executed. I’ve got nowhere else to go.”

“Fair enough,” Laura replied. “Then you’re welcome to tag along. Where are you from? Where’s your family?”

“Nebraska,” Jack replied.

“Well, that works out well,” Laura said. “I’m heading to Wyoming. Let’s get moving and see what we can do to get us both where we need to go.”

Jack smiled and fell in behind her as they crept along the left-hand wall of the tunnel, moving quickly and quietly west.
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Washington, DC

Cameron Pike lowered his chin, touching his clamped fingers with his forehead, the low throb of another headache forming just below his temples. The meetings had gone on for hours today, just as they had every other day, only for some reason today’s were even more excruciating.

He couldn’t get past the notion that he didn’t belong there. Not among the senators, congressmen, and joint chiefs, not among the secretaries, and certainly not among the president and his staff. Pike had always worked within the shadows, his face obscured by darkness, freer to operate in the gray area that generally the men in this room wanted to know nothing about. 

Now everyone wanted to know.

Working conspicuously with the Research Director of the National Security Agency, Pike had been tasked to improve the American footprint in global surveillance, to reduce boots on the ground yet somehow enhance their range and capabilities. Ironclad nations like China and North Korea, Asian countries notoriously impossible to get assets on the ground in, were becoming a bigger and bigger threat. As director of R11, it was his job to think creatively about how to handle that.

His thinking had been very creative. And very successful.

Until it wasn’t. Pike had been wallowing in that murky, grimy, gray area and slowly expanding it, slowly widening it, breaking down the walls and letting it seep deeper and more fully into the side of good.

Then came Atlas-One.

Somehow, some way it always came down to money. Capitalism. The American government operating hand in hand with the largest corporations on the planet and each of those hands desperate to wash the other. He hadn’t asked for any of this—he’d been told what they were going to do, whether he liked it or not.

But he knew damn well, if the walls started closing in and things began to collapse, his boss wasn’t going to be caught in the rubble, he was.

And the words “I was just following orders” weren’t going to mean a thing.

“Okay,” a tired voice said near the front of the room. “Tell me again. What’s our casualty count so far?” Pike looked up and saw the Director of Homeland Security addressing the room. No longer in his crisp suit and tie, his shirt was unbuttoned and peeled free of his belt, his tie was gone, and a low bristle of facial hair covered his normally immaculately shaven face. He was cast in a strange ember glow from the red emergency lights scattered around the moderately sized conference room, the building in Washington running, for the moment, on backup generators. It was a dimly lit room, the crimson hue of the lights staining it in a vague curtain of blood, the same blood that was on all of their hands. Pike’s hands especially. 

The room was almost completely taken up by a conference table running along the perimeter in a wide U shape. It was actually made up of several smaller tables that had been set end-to-end around in a rough semi-circle, and the chairs at the table were occupied by several men and women. These men and women were dressed as if they had just come from a fancy party before getting arrested for drunk driving and were now being bailed out the next morning, their elaborate outfits and carefully tailored clothes wrinkled, worn, and untidy. The faint smell of body odor wafted through the air, tinged with perfume and cologne, the people contained within too proud to admit that their unshowered bodies might stink. Standing on the precipice of Armageddon, they’d hosed themselves down with chemical sprays in order to prevent the others from knowing that they actually might be human.

A woman ran a hand through her tangle of blonde hair and sighed, shaking her head.

“These are just estimates. We don’t have a casualty count. There has been a breakdown in communications from the ground up, and over the past week things have only gotten worse, not better.”

“Whether we have communications or not,” Homeland Security replied, “FEMA was scattered to the winds during the events in Chicago, Seattle, and New Orleans, and now that we’ve got people on the ground across the nation and reporting back to us on emergency channels, we need to get more organized and proactive in our response.”

“Proactive?” another voice asked shrilly. Pike didn’t recognize the speaker immediately. “Things have already come crashing down, Director. We couldn’t be less proactive if we tried.”

“Inter-department hostility will get us nowhere,” someone else replied. “If we’re going to make it through this, we all need to work together—”

A bark of a laugh came from another man around the conference table.

“Is something funny, Bruce?” the Director asked.

“You said if we’re going to make it through, as if things haven’t already crashed down. There are thousands dead. Hundreds of thousands at least, in America alone, if not millions. Domestic and international air travel is grounded. Cellular communications are down and out, we have no Internet, only scattered locations still have power, and we’ve got a world-threatening lightning storm ripping apart the sky above our heads that nobody seems to want to talk about.”

“What do you think we’ve been talking about for the past week?” another voice at the table asked.

“We’ve been talking about FEMA. About casualties. About rebuilding infrastructure and restoring the power grid,” the first man replied. “We’ve been acting as if we made it through the worst and it’s time to rebuild.”

“You disagree?”

“I violently and wholeheartedly disagree!” The man pounded the table with a fist. “What we need to be addressing is what’s going on in the atmosphere and how we are going to stop it!”

The room was quiet after the outburst, several heads turning, people all looking at each other. Pike felt unsettled. He could sense at least a dozen eyes landing on him, the radiant heat of several dark stares burning into the top of his head as he stared at the point where his bent elbows met the table’s surface.

Nobody in the room knew the depths of what was happening, or the depths of what had caused it. But they knew who was the most connected to it, who likely had the most information to offer, and they all turned to look at him.

“Mr. Pike?” the Director of Homeland Security asked. “Do you have anything to share?”

Pike drew a deep breath, lowering his hands to the table and lifted his head, looking at the assembled personage. He didn’t recognize everyone in the room, but in truth he didn’t need to. They were all interchangeable. Washington political movers and shakers, putting too much importance on power or prestige over actually serving the public.

Was he any different?

“Is there a specific question I can answer?” Pike asked. These were conversations that, by all rights, should have included the Secretary of Defense, but he was conspicuously absent, as he had been for most of these inquiries since the crash of Atlas-One.

“There is significant belief among us that the crash of Atlas-One and the ensuing lightning are directly caused by some sort of critical, widespread malfunction with Project: Heatshield.” The director stood, his arms crossed, as if anticipating a specific, measurable answer.

“May I remind the committee,” Pike said in a calm, measured tone, “that Project: Heatshield was not an American initiative, but a United Nations one. In fact, the executive sponsor for the global deployment was the Environmental Protection Agency, not R11.”

“Don’t talk to us like we’re a bunch of collected rabble at a public press conference,” the Director of Homeland Security replied. “We all know of the NSA’s interest in Project: Heatshield, don’t bother trying to deny it.”

“I’m neither confirming nor denying anything,” Pike replied. “These questions are far better directed at the Secretary of Defense—”

“But the Secretary of Defense is not here, Mr. Pike. You are.”

“Indeed,” Pike replied. The story of his life. The Secretary of Defense had not given him any clear indications of what he could and could not discuss with the makeshift committee at large. It felt as though he were damned if he did and damned if he didn’t. Give too little information and the committee would string him up. Give too much information and it didn’t matter what Project: Heatshield was doing, that would be the least of his problems.

Pike nodded.

“We do believe that Project: Heatshield may be at the crux of the electromagnetic disturbances we’re seeing in the atmosphere, yes, though we have not yet begun to research the root cause. Our partners at Aurora Institute were assisting with this, but a catastrophic incident at Aurora headquarters in Seattle and the ensuing power outage across the Pacific Northwest has significantly handicapped their ability to do so. We are, I’m afraid, flying blind, just as the rest of you are.”

“We do not find that response adequate or reassuring,” Homeland Security replied. “We stand at the precipice, Mr. Pike. The National Security Agency’s unreasonable need for secrecy is putting our democracy at risk. If you continue down this road, an accusation of treason is not outside the realm of possibility.”

Pike closed his fists on the table, squeezing them so tight his flesh matched the shade of the crimson emergency lights surrounding the conference room.

“I’m sure you can appreciate the difficult position I am in,” Pike replied through clenched teeth.

“Honestly, Mr. Pike, I cannot comprehend it in the least. You are obstructing justice at best, and putting the future of humanity at risk at the worst. Either is unacceptable to this committee and to the president, and if you think what is happening in the world will somehow prevent justice from being done, you are sorely mistaken.”

Pike bit back a reply, uncurling his fingers and linking them together on the table in front of him. He fought for words, struggling to find an appropriate response that would not further condemn him.

“I have...no answer to that,” Pike finally said, hating himself for saying it. He was being hung out to dry, being nailed to the wall by his own boss, and at the end of the day, he would be labeled as the traitor, when in actuality he was only doing what the Secretary of Defense had ordered him to. What was he playing at? Day by day the political structure was continuing to erode, and by the time Pike was appropriately victimized, there would be nothing left.

He looked at the red glow of the emergency lights, quietly wondering just how much juice was left, and once Washington at large was ensconced in total shadow, how many of these committee meetings would happen? Or would these representatives just scatter to the winds, sheltering themselves from the inevitable riots that would follow?

Already the American people were starting to push back. The first week had been about coming together, communities working hand in hand to pull themselves out of the wreckage of a thousand planes crashing into cities across the nation. But it had been a week, and it would stretch longer, and eventually they’d realize that FEMA wasn’t coming in force and that the American political structure truly had no answers for what had happened. No response plans. No action beyond military presence, which would soon be seen as a threat, not a boon.

He could almost see the fragile, hairline cracks of society as a whole beginning to widen, to weaken the base and threatening to shatter democracy at large.

“Pathetic,” the Director of Homeland Security sneered. He sighed again, shaking his head. “We’re adjourning for the day, but we will be back tomorrow.” His eyes landed on Pike and narrowed, holding him in his seat. “And rest assured, Mr. Pike, this conversation is far from over.”

Pike nodded.

“I look forward to the Secretary of Defense responding to your accusations,” he replied. “It should be very illuminating for all of us.”

Chairs scraped on the smooth floor, the low murmuring of disgruntled conversation rippling throughout the conference room. Hands snatched coats from hooks, briefcases and backpacks were hoisted, and within a few moments the room was cleared, leaving Pike sitting in the red-tinged darkness by himself.

Or so he thought.

“You showed great restraint,” a voice spoke from behind him, though Pike didn’t turn his head. He knew who it was.

The man known only as Corvan moved to his right, pulling a chair out and sitting in it, leaning back slightly, looking remarkably comfortable in the midst of global Armageddon.

“There were seventeen of them,” Pike replied. “My sidearm only has fifteen rounds.”

His joke fell flat, mostly because neither man was entirely certain if he was kidding.

“What have you heard from Seattle?” he asked, turning to look at Corvan.

“They’ve finished searching the corpses outside Aurora. Ms. Park was not among them.”

The information was both comforting and alarming. There was a small piece of Pike that still held tight to the relationship he’d had with Laura Park several years ago. It had been one of those rare moments when he’d opened himself up and let someone else in. A scant show of weakness that only served to reinforce why he could not allow himself to do it again.

However, things would have been far easier for him professionally if she had taken a bullet alongside her twenty colleagues on the front steps of the institute. She was a loose end, one that threatened to unravel everything. Unravel it more than it was already unraveled, which seemed all at once incongruous and inevitable.

“That’s unfortunate,” Pike replied.

“It is,” Corvan continued, “but it’s not a roadblock. I have already put some contingencies in play.”

“Oh?” Pike asked, suddenly more interested.

“I won’t bore you with the details,” Corvan replied. “The current state of communications and travel has certainly made finding other arrangements a challenge, but luckily, I’m very...resourceful.”

“That you are.” Pike remained still for a moment, once again looking at his hands, trying to sort through the jumble of thoughts and emotions. Normally that wasn’t difficult for him, but he was finding it very difficult now.

“What are you hearing about Willoughby?” he asked, glancing at Corvan.

“Secretary of Defense Willoughby?”

Pike nodded.

“I’m not sure what you’re asking,” Corvan said.

“He’s been more or less invisible. Pushing these committee meetings off on me rather than him, putting me in the crosshairs, making me take the heat. You heard the Director of Homeland Security. He stopped just short of threatening to throw me in lock up.”

“Words, nothing more,” Corvan said. “Posturing for the audience. SecDef trumps him, and everyone in the room knows that.”

“What about the secretary of homeland security?” Pike asked. “Where is she? For that matter, where are three quarters of the cabinet members? We’re running on a skeleton crew here, trying to decide the fate of humanity.”

“They’re trying to hold together the patchwork of government,” Corvan replied. “It’s mostly duct tape and chicken wire right now, but that’s their main focus. This committee is the operational team. You’re tasked with making things happen.”

“Well, we’re doing a pretty poor job of it so far,” Pike replied.

Corvan shrugged. “Pretty tough to screw things up worse than they already are.”

Pike nodded, leaning back in his own chair, moving his hands from the table to his lap.

“So what’s next?” he asked no one in particular.

“What’s next is you go grab some sleep. Go back to that fancy hotel American tax dollars are paying for while tax dollars still exist. Get some shuteye. Try and refuel for more of the same tomorrow.”

“And what about Laura Park?” Pike asked as he pushed himself up from the table.

“Let me worry about her,” Corvan replied. He followed Pike’s lead and also stood. Pike nodded, turning and walking from the conference room, hearing Corvan’s footfalls turn left and walk deeper into the facility. Eliminating Laura was the right move.

But that didn’t mean he felt good about it.

Pushing any thought of his memories of Laura Park to the back of his mind, he turned right and ventured down a dimly lit stairwell, walking toward the exit, back to his hotel and some much-needed sleep.
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Seattle, Washington

Laura and Jack played the pale beams of their flashlights over the stairs as they emerged from an access tunnel beneath the streets of Seattle. It was somewhat disorienting, their eyes expecting to come from the darkness into light, but the sky above Seattle was almost as dark as the tunnels beneath. The air felt cool and brisk, a strange, wafting smell mixing sea water with lingering smoke and ozone.

The dull heat that had permeated the burning city for much of the past week had been knocked down by the breeze, though there was still a persistent layer of thick, dark smoke swarming the tops of buildings deeper downtown. As they came up onto the sidewalk, a buffet of lightning scorched the sky, briefly illuminating the street around them, which remained empty at that late hour, most of the local residents having retreated into their homes as the sun set.

Laura had heard some vague rumors of looters throughout the city, gangs of mostly young people taking advantage of the darkness, the lack of power, and the distraction of law enforcement to break into shops and steal items that likely had little value at this point. There weren’t many businesses in her neighborhood so she hadn’t seen it herself yet, but there was no doubt in her mind it was happening.

The loud squelch of some sort of siren warbled in the air, and she turned briefly as Jack came up next to her, his rifle tucked up under one arm. Bruiser woofed, low and hoarse, his head swinging back and forth.

“This is your neighborhood?” he asked, glancing left and right, looking up and down the well-kept streets. Even in the lackluster light and after a week, the sidewalks appeared well-maintained, and the trees and shrubs retained some of their grooming. There was no broken glass or apparent damage.

“Yeah,” Laura said. “My brownstone is just up ahead.”

“I didn’t figure you for a rich lady,” Jack said quietly. “Usually you upper-class people have preparations for things like this. It’s the poor folks who struggle on the streets and run from the cops.”

Laura turned on him.

“First of all, I’m not a ‘rich lady’,” she said. “I was fortunate enough to get a position at a research firm that paid me enough to live comfortably. That’s much different than rich.”

“If you say so,” Jack shrugged. “I grew up in rural Nebraska. Wore my cousin’s hand-me-downs. Blew six months’ worth of allowance on my first Xbox, and man, did that piss my dad off.”

“Believe me, I spent plenty of time getting my hands dirty,” she said. “I didn’t always live in middle-class Seattle. I came from a much different place.”

“So how did you end up here?”

“That is a very long and complicated story.”

“It’s not like I’ve got a job or a mission I need to run to,” Jack replied with a shrug. The two of them crossed the narrow street and stepped onto the sidewalk. The street continued forward, a quiet, two-lane road, sliced down the middle with white lines on pavement. Plump green bushes lined the edge of the curb, with a grass median between the curb and the sidewalk itself. Small trees were planted in the grass median, growing up into fat, leaf-filled limbs. After a week of no maintenance, they looked a little shabby, but still seemed remarkably well groomed as the flashlights danced upon their shaped leaves.

The street branched off to the right as well, with more shrubs and trees leading east, though the two of them pressed on, with Laura glancing back at the glass-covered exit of the subway they’d just emerged from. Bruiser followed her gaze, but seemed to be satisfied by the empty sidewalk and trotted along, tugging gently on his leash.

Cleanly cut and aesthetically pleasant brick structures lined the sidewalk to their right, their peaked roofs looming above, rectangular windows looking upon them, several ringed with angular dormers.

Short, single flights of concrete steps led up to simple wooden doors providing entry to these homes, a few of them single family, others makeshift apartment buildings or duplexes, though they all looked relatively similar from the outside.

“Back in college, I studied to be a meteorologist,” she said. “Not to be a weather girl or anything, but to study the science behind climate.” She stopped for a moment, glancing down a gap between the rows of houses, making sure nobody was coming. “But you know the story. Got married too young, had a kid, found out my husband and I weren’t the best match. Same old tired story.”

“Your husband that bad?”

Laura looked at him, furrowing her brow.

“No, no, not at all. It was just as much my fault as his. Just an unfortunate situation all around, an unfortunate situation that involved a child as well, which made it even worse. But it is what it is, and it’s in the past now.”

“Is your family—are they in Seattle?”

“No.”

Jack sensed the closed-off nature of her reply and elected not to continue pressing.

“So after you separated, did you become a meteorologist then?”

Laura chuckled.

“Sort of, I guess? I started storm chasing.”

“Storm chasing?”

“You’re from Nebraska and you don’t know what storm chasing is?” Laura asked, chuckling again. “This is me,” she said softly, gesturing to a building up ahead, and she veered toward the stairs, Jack following along behind. The dog seemed to recognize where they were and tugged a bit harder on his leash, leading them toward the house.

“You...what? Like, run after tornados and stuff?”

“More or less,” Laura replied. She retrieved keys from her pocket and fed them into the lock at the front door, unlocking it and pulling it open. Bruiser scooted ahead and into the hallway, and she released the leash, letting him roam free inside the brownstone. “These days, technology is much more involved. Dropping sensors, collecting data, trying to build a picture around what causes these storms and how to do a better job anticipating them. That sort of thing.”

“That sounds pretty cool,” Jack said, following her into the building. Laura closed and locked the door behind her.

“Probably sounds cooler than it actually is. But once again, I ended up off track because of a man.”

Jack laughed, shaking his head. “Seems like a recurring issue.”

“The less said about that, the better. In the end, it worked out. He ended up helping me get the job at Aurora, which was pretty much my dream job, so I can’t get too angry about that particular short-lived relationship.”

They ended up in Laura’s small, ill-lit living room, their flashlights still drifting over the contours of her furniture, shelves, and scattered accessories. Jack continued walking, searching through the remaining hallways and rooms, going from one to the other, using his flashlight to illuminate the darkened corners, verifying that the apartment was empty.

He returned to the living room, following Bruiser with the beam of his light. The German Shepard had his nose to the ground, snuffing at the floor as he walked the perimeter of the larger room.

“Looks like Bruiser agrees—apartment looks clean.”

Laura let her backpack slide off her shoulder and gently set it down on the floor.

“What did you need to pick up here?” Jack asked, repeating her motion and setting his backpack down as well. “I mean, I figure we came back here for a reason.”

“It’s getting late,” Laura said. “We should try and get a little sleep before heading out of town. It’s a long way to Wyoming and Nebraska, and I don’t know about you, but I’m exhausted.”

“Seems to be a constant state these days,” Jack replied. “Everyone is walking a razor-thin wire. I’m a little surprised things haven’t exploded worse than they have already.”

“I don’t know,” Laura replied, “I consider the senseless murder of twenty people an explosion.”

“Fair enough.” Jack set his rifle down on a table next to him. “I’ll grab the couch, keep the weapon within arm’s reach.”

Laura smirked.

“I don’t know, I saw you handle that thing. You sure you won’t catch us in the crossfire?”

“That’s cold, lady,” Jack said. “That’s real cold.”

“Bruiser,” Laura said, ignoring him and turning to the dog. “Bed time, buddy.” Bruiser turned and trotted across the living room, vanishing down the hallway toward her bedroom. “Get some rest,” she said, nodding to Jack. “We set out in the morning.”




Chapter 9

South Brisbane, Louisiana

Joel shifted the cigarette to the corner of his mouth, using just his lips, relishing the faint taste of nicotine on his tongue and in his lungs. Since the hurricane, he’d been especially frugal with his cigarette supply, finally opening one of the cartons he’d acquired from Armand Beuchene. He had, so far, managed to make a single pack last the entire week, though he was on his final cigarette this morning, using it to calm his nerves after yet another night of fitful rest.

In spite of all of the daily physical and mental exertion, Joel found it more and more difficult to sleep at night. Finding his mind occupied with bad thoughts and memories, memories so sharp that not even the bottles of Corona and packs of Marlboro unfiltered could dull them. It was morning now, early, the sun still struggling to claw its way from the horizon, and already the air was warm and damp, faint yellow webs of lightning streaking along the contours of the clouds above. 

Joel blinked heavily, trying to clear the fog in his brain. For the majority of his life, he’d managed to survive on little sleep. Everyone from his father, to his grandfather, and even the scattered foster parents he’d had all called him a night owl. Said they didn’t understand how he could stay up all night yet still function in the morning. During his short stint in the Army, his nocturnal nature had served him well.

Now, he was paying for it. He wasn’t as young as he used to be, and his body needed more rest, but he’d conditioned himself to only get three or four hours of sleep and now he couldn’t break the habit. Winnie had harassed him constantly about going to the doctor and getting something for his insomnia, but Joel had resisted, telling her it wasn’t that he couldn’t sleep, it was just that he didn’t sleep.

Was there a difference?

Rubbing his temples with his fingers that warm spring morning in South Brisbane, Louisiana, he didn’t feel like it mattered if there was a difference or not. The end result was still the same. Fog. Sluggishness. Exhaustion. He would have to find a way to fix it, because these were issues he could ill afford when everything hit the fan.

Joel bent low as he picked up the collapsible bow resting on the grass next to him. The military-style aluminum and fiberglass weapon was an expensive item, one of his grandfather’s most prized survivalist possessions. Folding down into approximately twenty-one inches, the “takedown” longbow was a rugged and durable weapon, able to be unfolded in a matter of seconds with a sixty-pound continuous loop string, its built-in quiver capable of firing titanium-shaft arrows two hundred feet per second.

With the bow collapsed, he removed the eight arrows and rested them on the grass, then unfolded the fiberglass limbs, locking them in place with a few twists of locking knobs at the hinges. Standing at sixty inches fully extended, Joel looped the continuous string around the top notch, working hard to bend down the lower limb and hooking the string around the opposite notch, pulling the longbow taut. It took less than thirty seconds and he went from a foot and a half, one-kilogram bundle of metal to a fully functional strung longbow.

Joel picked up one of the arrows and fed it into the string, carefully pulling back, taking a deep breath in as he held his arms steady. His left arm was lock straight, holding the ergonomic grip while his right fingers drew back the string, holding the narrow shaft in place.

Slowly breathing, his heart beating evenly, he centered the broad head of the metal arrow on a moderately sized tree about fifty yards away. There was no target, it was just the tree itself, but it had been quite a while since he’d fired a bow, and he needed to challenge himself.

Holding his breath, he narrowed his eyes, then adjusted the aim slightly as he felt a breeze come off the lake. His fingers released, the string twanged and the arrow screamed forward, cutting cleanly through the air until it stopped, its wide, metal head thunking into the trunk of the tree, almost dead center.

The shaft quivered lightly, fletching bristling with the impact.

Joel smiled. He hadn’t lost his touch.

Picking up another arrow, he nocked it and pulled it back again, drawing down on the same tree, lowering the arrow’s head slightly to adjust his aim. Once again, he felt the cool, gentle breeze coming off the lake and once again he adjusted his aim slightly to compensate. He drew in one last, steady breath, feeling the cigarette between his lips.

“Can I try?”

The voice jolted him and his arm jerked, finger releasing, the metal arrow sailing past the tree and flitting noisily into the leaves beyond.

“Dammit!” he swore, turning angrily as Helen walked up, her eyes wide. “What the hell are you doing?” Joel asked, mentally telling himself he needed to tone down the anger in his voice, but the exhaustion-supplied anger won over.

“I—” she stammered, “I just woke up and you were gone. I was wondering where you were.”

“You can’t talk to someone when they’re mid-shot. If I was aiming for a deer, you could have cost us a week’s worth of food.”

“You were aiming at a tree,” she replied.

“That’s not the point,” Joel growled back.

Helen’s cheeks flushed and she gritted her teeth, her small fingers clamping into angry fists.

“Look,” Joel said, “let me get some practice, okay? Go to the garden and pick the day’s vegetables.”

“I do that every morning,” she replied.

“And you’ll keep doing it every morning,” Joel snapped back. “Unless you want us to run out of food or get sick.”

“Joel, I—”

“I don’t want to hear it,” Joel replied. “This isn’t Home Ec. This isn’t some game you’re playing with your girlfriends. This is life-and-death stuff, Helen, and I need to be able to count on you.”

“You can,” she replied, her cheeks getting even redder.

“Convince me,” Joel replied.

Helen glowered at him, her face dark and hot, and she opened her mouth to say something, but thought better of it. Closing her eyes, she turned away from him and stormed off through the trees, back in the direction of the cabin.

The moment she walked off, Joel felt bad. He shouldn’t have snapped at her, but if she was going to survive this— if they were both going to survive this—they had to be at the top of their game. They had a little flexibility for stupid mistakes now, but six months from now? One month from now? Two weeks from now? Things were already moving fast, way too fast for his liking, and if tough love was going to get Helen back on track, that’s what he would have to do.

No. He wouldn’t go after her. He’d let her think about it for a little while, and then he’d talk to her at lunch. She’d understand eventually. One way or the other. Slinging the longbow over his chest, he strode forward into the trees, hoping that he could find the errant arrow.
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Helen moved throughout the garden, carrying the familiar basket along with her, ripping vegetables free from their vines and tearing them from the earth, moving with a sort of rigid, stiff rage, then dumping them haphazardly into the basket.

The garden was a large rectangle, twenty feet wide and thirty feet long, with a number of vegetables planted. It was set in a sparse clearing, grassy meadow surrounding the patch of dirt, stakes, and vegetation. Thick forest ran the perimeter of the meadow clearing, made of tall groups of native trees, mostly oaks interspersed with sugar maples, all thick trunks and clouds of green leaves. The wall of forest had been strong enough to withstand the brunt of the hurricane, standing far stronger than the tree in the cabin’s backyard that had dumped its large branch on the roof. Leaves had been ripped free and scattered, but plenty of them still remained, shading the garden area with their tightly grouped branches.

She squinted through the brimming moisture of salty tears obscuring her eyes as she worked through the process. It had become a morning routine, the same thing every single day, a sort of relentless repetition. Was it ever going to end? Was she destined to live out the rest of her long life picking vegetables every single day?

Plucking two plump, ripe tomatoes from a twisting vine coiling up a wooden stake, she placed them more gently in the basket, not wanting to bruise them, though she’d shown significantly less restraint with the onions, carrots, and potatoes.

Resting back on her knees, she closed her eyes for a moment, trying to steady her breathing and force back her tears. The truth was, she’d been on the verge of an emotional outbreak for a whole week since her father had died, but had locked it down, burying it deep inside of her and closing it off. Survival was all that mattered now, finding a way to make it day-by-day, just keeping things going until the power came back on.

More often these days, she wondered whether the power would ever return. They had yet to make a trip into town, making just scattered supply runs here and there, never going any farther than Beuchene’s garage. She had no idea if any reconstruction was being done in downtown South Brisbane, but suspected it had to be. People weren’t just going to accept things as they were—were they?

A bright spear of lightning rocketed across the sky and she glanced upward, shielding her eyes, looking at the fading luminescence of the ragged bolt, the after image fading slightly as more bright flashes cascaded through the thick clouds.

Maybe she’d ask Joel if they could go into town today. Maybe a change of scenery would put her in a better place.

Maybe he actually wouldn’t be a jerk for once. She could feel the cool dampness of her own tears at the corners of her eyes starting to roll down her cheeks and pulled the back of her hand over her face, swiping it clear.

To be fair, she hadn’t ever actually asked if they could go into town, it just hadn’t happened yet. He made it clear that he was in no rush to risk crossing paths with certain town regulars, and she was starting to believe he’d be just as happy sitting out here in his cabin forever.

Drawing another deep breath, she stood, picking up the basket and walking toward the far corner of the garden. As she rounded the back corner of the garden, she heard something. It was faint, a low, almost silent rustling sound coming from somewhere deep in the woods ahead of her. She couldn’t see through the thick wall of trees, but narrowed her eyes, looking in that direction. It sounded like some sort of animal, but if it was, it was a large one. Setting the basket down in the long grass, she moved quietly toward the trees, bending her knees and moving forward in a low crouch, turning her head slightly to listen to the sound.

Leaves were rustling from within the collected trees, and she breached the tree line, dropping even lower to snake around another thick trunk, looking deeper into the forest. For several yards ahead, all she could see were trees and more trees. Scattered foliage of varying widths and heights, branches clawing like fingers, interlocked with each other, leaves thick and green. The smell of the wilderness was ripe and pungent, the tepid stink of wet dirt not yet dried after the storms of a week ago, the scent of fresh moss and old, worn wood. Normally, Helen would have been repulsed by such a thing, the idea of wandering through nature an abhorrent idea.

Today, however, she slowly and cautiously slunk through the brush, moving as quietly as possible, passing by the collected trees and shrubbery.

It took a few moments before she saw movement, something disturbing the leaves out of the corner of her eye, about fifty feet ahead, moving through the trees, right to left.

At first, she thought it might be a small bear. It moved upright, its silhouette hunched over but clearly standing on two legs, and she eased herself forward again, looking as she saw a smaller shadow following close behind. A bear and her cub?

But as she drew closer, she could tell it wasn’t a bear on her cub. The two shadowed forms were people. A woman walking with her child, moving quietly through the trees, bent over, as if picking flowers. Reorienting her angle, she looked between a scattering of trunks and could see them clearly.

The woman was older, in her forties, wearing a long, ankle-length brown dress and a pale-colored floral apron. Her dark hair was twisted back into an unruly bun and she bent over, twisting something free and placing it in the front pocket of her apron. As Helen watched, she turned to the second figure, what looked to be a young boy, and whispered something to him that she could not hear. The boy nodded and turned, then bent low and repeated his mother’s motion. He seemed to be close to Helen’s age, though maybe a bit younger, his face pale and gaunt, his light hair scraggly and tangled, a mangy nest on top of his head. He wore a short-sleeved shirt, stained with a variety of colored smudges, and even from that far away, she thought she saw faint scrapes up and down his bare arms.

As she watched he bent over and grabbed a fistful of something, putting it in his own apron.

They were picking berries, she realized. Walking through the deep woods in rural South Brisbane and plucking berries from some unseen plants up ahead. The boy was thin-faced and looked almost lost, his eyes wide and searching. Even his mother was rail thin, the dress and apron baggy on her narrow, bone-bulged frame. Both of them looked as if they hadn’t eaten a good meal since long before the power went out, and she was sure that things were even more difficult now. She tried to picture them hunting or fishing, or doing any of the things she and Joel were doing to survive, but couldn’t envision it.

South Brisbane was a small town and there wasn’t a very large homeless community, but Helen thought she might have seen them before on the streets downtown. Somewhere in the deep recesses of her young mind she seemed to recall her father giving them some of his leftovers after a particularly busy day at the restaurant, and the look on the woman’s face as she’d accepted them gleefully.

She couldn’t tell if the woman she saw was the same woman or not, but she looked just as skinny, frail, and hungry, a woman desperate to feed herself and her child, certainly running out of options the longer the power was out and the downtown area was closed off for construction.

Helen lifted herself for a moment, rising from her crouch and bracing herself to take a step forward. They had plenty of food in the cabin. Vegetables to spare, enough meat in the freezer to last them a year. The two people ahead of her were in dire straits, that much was clear, picking berries to eat in desperate hopes of finding enough nutrition to survive. Certainly she and Joel had some food to spare.

She started moving past a tightly clustered group of trees and lifted her hand to signal to them to come her way.

A hand closed on her shoulder, firm and hard, squeezing and pulling, bringing her back down into a crouching position. Her heart hammered at the touch and she whipped her head around, eyes wide.

Joel crouched there behind her, lowered close to the earth, his bow strung over his chest, a finger pressed to his dry lips. She opened her mouth to speak, but he shook his head and glared at her, convincing her to close her mouth without him even saying a word.

They both remained there, stock still, while the mother and her son rummaged through the woods, eventually walking farther away from them, then veering east again, heading back toward the edge of the trees. After ten painful minutes of hovering there, knees bent, the two figures disappeared and the trees were again still and silent.

“We could have helped them,” Helen blurted out before Joel could issue any sort of reprimand. “They were starving!”

“In another month that could be us out there,” Joel hissed. “This is about survival. We no longer have the luxury to be charitable. Do you understand me?”

“No,” Helen said. “No I don’t. Just because things are bad doesn’t mean people need to go bad along with them.”

“That is precisely what happens,” Joel said. “When things fall apart, the population falls apart, too. It’s human nature. I wish it weren’t, but it is. The fact is, you cannot show or tell anyone about this place. Nobody, do you understand me?”

“People already know,” Helen said, shaking her head. “They know about your father and your grandfather. They know your whole family were preppers.”

“They know about the cabin; they do not know about the shelter. There are a few people who know about it, people who found out through my grandfather, but I don’t want anyone else to know.”

Helen shook her head and stood, pushing past him, walking out of the trees and back toward the garden.

“Why are you so paranoid?” she asked.

“Because I’ve seen what happens. I’ve heard what happens. Human beings are animals, never forget that, and once their comforts are stripped away, their true nature shows through. Once the people of this town start foaming at the mouth, I don’t want them to know where to find us.”

“They already know!” Helen said. “They’ll come to the cabin, anyway.”

“Let them,” Joel said. “That’s what those guns down in the shelter are for.”

“You’re sick.”

“I’d rather be sick and alive,” Joel said.

“You call this alive?” Helen asked, whirling on him, her hand jerking toward the garden and the meadow in the clearing. “This isn’t living! Spending all day picking vegetables. Learning how to take apart weapons so I can kill people before they kill me. Using all of my mental energy not to bawl my eyes out because I have no family and no future!”

Joel drew back.

“Helen—”

“Just stop!” she shouted. Tears had broken loose from her angry eyes and ran freely down her cheeks. “I don’t want to hear whatever you have to say. It’s just going to make things worse.”

“Helen, believe me, I wish it wasn’t like this, but it is.”

“How do you know?” she asked. “It’s been a week. The power has been out for one week and you’re acting like it’s the end of the world.”

“Look above you,” Joel said, pointing to the clouds, which reverberated with a hard, scattered glow of arching lightning. “Does that look normal? Does that look like something that’s going to end any time soon?”

“The hurricane killed our power, not...not whatever that is.”

Joel shook his head.

“I don’t think so. I think the hurricane was a wild coincidence. I think the clouds—that lightning. That’s the real threat. That’s what’s doing this to us. Not just here, everywhere.”

Helen scowled and opened her mouth to argue something, but stopped, her face softening just a bit.

“Everywhere? What do you mean, everywhere?”

“You saw the news,” Joel replied. “That orbital prototype crashing in Chicago? I’ve heard rumors of the same thing happening in New Orleans and Seattle. This is about way more than just a hurricane, Helen, and we need to be ready.”

“I’m tired of being ready,” Helen said. “It’s only been a week and I’m so tired.” She slumped down, falling to her knees in the grass. She lowered her face into her cupped hands and started to cry, her shoulders heaving gently, her ratcheting sobs filling the silence of the still afternoon.

Joel stood there, about five feet away, and moved slightly, as if he might step toward her, show her some kindness and comfort. Try and ease her pain.

But he didn’t. 

He had no idea what to do. What to say. How to handle the sudden outburst of emotion. It had been five years since he’d been a parent, five long years, and it felt like anything he’d ever known about it had burned up in the raging fire that had consumed his home.

He sometimes wondered if his soul had burned along with his family that night, if all that remained was the hard, dark crust, like the edge of a piece of toast left in far too long. The hard edges, digging at him, hurting him, burying his emotions in a calcified cocoon.

Lowering his head, Joel turned from where Helen knelt in the grass and walked back toward the cabin, stopping for a moment to pick up the basket of vegetables along the way.
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Joel was working silently, separating, washing and cutting the vegetables for lunch when Helen slowly crept down the ladder into the shelter. He glanced over his shoulder and saw her puffy eyes, red cheeks, and slow progress down the steep stairs, but decided not to say anything about their conversation or what had happened.

She looked at him as she approached the large room where the freezers and the dry goods storage were and sniffled softly.

“Why are you doing that?” she asked, looking at the vegetables. “That’s my job. I usually do the vegetables.”

“Not today,” Joel replied. “I have some different things for you to help me with today.”

Helen regarded him suspiciously, glaring out of the side of her eyes.

“Veggies are all prepped.” He wrapped them in some cloth and walked over to a shelf, laying them in an empty spot where they would sit until they were ready to be boiled into soup or stew, or just cut up for a salad or eaten alone. Joel had been adamant with Helen since day one that proper nutrition was especially important these days, because their lives would truly rely on the condition of their health and their bodies. Artificial supplements, vitamins, and chemical medications wouldn’t last forever. Some of them had a long shelf life, but not all of them, and Joel didn’t want to get in the habit of relying on them, so he’d made sure to use one of his grandfather’s homeopathic guides, which offered natural alternatives.

There was no doubt about it, vegetables were going to be critical to their survival. There were too many health benefits for them not to be.

“Come on over here,” Joel coaxed, walking to an empty space on the floor. He dropped down into a kneeling position and she followed his lead, still looking at him curiously as he reached over and picked up a bound bundle of metal, holding it in both hands as if in offering to her.

“What’s this?” she asked.

“Take it,” he said.

Helen slowly reached out with both hands and plucked in from his palms, turning it over, looking at all sides. As she rotated it, a small package fell from it, thumping onto the ground at her knees.

“Unfold there and there,” he said, pointing toward two hinges and she obliged, extending the two long limbs of the collapsible longbow. Her face immediately brightened as she realized what she was doing, and soon the full length of the sixty-inch bow was unfolded and on display. “Okay,” Joel continued, “now you string it.” He pointed to the fallen bundle at her knees, and she picked it up, the continuous loop bowstring uncoiling.

Smiling, she hooked one looped end over the top of the bow, then pulled, her muscles struggling as she tried to loop it around the other side. It was clearly almost a foot too short.

“Up on your feet,” Joel said, climbing to his feet himself and she nodded, using a shelf as a lever to help her to a standing posture. “Put your foot here,” he said, showing her where to place one of her feet, then he covered her hand with his and wedged his foot next to hers, guiding her through bending the bow into a sharp curve. “Takes a lot of muscle,” he said, and Helen nodded, going through the motions with him. She grabbed the other loop of the string and bent low, guiding toward the opposite limb of the longbow, tugging tight as she held the bow bent, finally slipping it through the groove and letting go, locking the bow into place.

Joel stepped back and smiled as she held the bow, softly running her fingers along the taut string.

“Well done,” he said with a smile and Helen smiled back, broad and tooth-filled. Step by step, he walked her through unstringing the bow, loosening the locking joints, and folding the weapon back together, while slipping the string free and bundling it all in a single package. Setting it on the shelf, he then reached behind him and slipped his SIG Sauer P226 from his waistband and held that out in two hands as well, slowly turning it over so she could see it.

Her eyes widened even more as she looked at the weapon, though she looked more frightened than excited, intimidated by the blunt, forceful appearance of the weapon.

“Don’t be afraid of it,” he said. “It’s a tool, nothing more, nothing less.”

Helen nodded, reaching her hand out to touch the smooth surface of the pistol. Joel turned it back upright and ejected the magazine, setting it on the shelf next to him, then jerked the slide back, ejecting the round in the chamber. The round clattered to the concrete floor with a soft jingle, rolling along the smooth surface. Helen went to the ground and plucked the small metal cylinder up between her fingers, bringing it back and setting it gingerly on the shelf next to the magazine.

“So today is the education,” Joel said, “and tomorrow we’ll take you out for some target practice, okay?”

Helen nodded, and Joel handed her the empty weapon so she could press her palm around the handle and get a feel for it. She wrapped her second hand around the first, locking her fingers, arms out and rigid as she tested the feel of the pistol. Her finger curled around the trigger as she closed one eye, squinting over the triangular sight at the front of the blunt end of the barrel.

“Careful,” Joel said, taking her finger and gently moving it from the trigger. “Rest it on the trigger guard if you’re not actually firing at someone. That’s called trigger discipline.”

Helen nodded, flexing her finger slightly on the trigger guard. Joel reached over and grabbed the magazine from the shelf, showing it to her, then tilting it slightly so she could see the brass rounds nestled inside.

“This is the magazine,” he instructed quietly, “it holds the bullets. I know you saw this all taken apart yesterday, but tomorrow we’ll go through some live-fire exercises, okay?”

Helen nodded. Her face had hardened a little, as if just by holding the weapon she was a few years older, more wizened. Holding his hand out, Joel retrieved the pistol from her and put it back on the shelf.

“So, one more thing we’re going to cover today,” Joel said, gesturing for her to follow him. They walked to another shelf and he pointed to a spool of fishing line and a roll of electrical tape sitting there. A slender knife with contoured metal knuckles was there as well, the souvenir trench knife that his squad had gifted to him when he finished his four years in the Army. The perfect tool to cut the line to make the tripwire.

“What I told you before,” Joel said, “about people being bad when bad things happen?”

“Yeah.”

“That’s all true, okay? I’ve seen it, I’ve experienced it, and I truly believe that it’s going to happen. It might happen more slowly here in small-town Louisiana compared to a big city somewhere, but rest assured, it will happen.”

Helen nodded, evidently not willing to revisit the disagreement they’d had an hour ago.

“What we’re going to do,” Joel said, pointing to the fishing line, “is set up an early warning system of sorts.”

“Early warning system?” Helen asked, confused. 

“Yes. We’re going to use this fishing line to set up a tripwire around the perimeter of this cabin, going about fifty yards in all directions.”

“A tripwire? Like we’re going to blow someone up?” Her face paled slightly when she asked.

“No,” Joel replied. He got up on his tiptoes and pulled down a small box from an upper shelf, then turned and showed her the contents. There were three battery-powered LED lights, a small speaker, and several clothespins. “We’re going to run the fishing line around the perimeter, then feed it down through the trapdoor. From there we’re going to set up some integrated circuits with these clothespins, powered by battery.”

Her eyes were glazing over somewhat, but clarity slowly started settling around her as she thought about it.

“I studied circuits in science class,” she said. “As long as the circuit is complete, it’ll generate power, right?”

“Exactly,” Joel replied. He pulled out a clothespin and opened it in front of her, using the spring to pry it opened and closed. “We wire the circuits to this clothes pin with a small piece of cardboard separating them. When the tripwire activates, it pulls on the fishing line, and will sweep the cardboard out of the clothespin. When that happens, the circuits will touch, and the alarm will sound.”

“Wow,” Helen said. “Your grandfather taught you that?”

“He did,” Joel said. “And now you’re going to help me put it in place, okay? We’re going to use double-sided tape to mount these LED lights in various places throughout the shelter, wire them up to an integrated circuit with sufficient battery, then hook it all up through the perimeter tripwire. Something trips the wire, we get lights and a faint alarm sound from the speaker. Easy as that.”

“Doesn’t sound very easy,” Helen said. Her mood had changed considerably from an hour ago, and she seemed far more interested and invested in what they were talking about. It was just what Joel had hoped would happen, and if they were going to weather this, he would need as much help as she could offer.

“Well, I guess we’ll find out,” he said. “Let’s rock.”

Helen actually smiled faintly, following behind him as he dumped the fishing line and tape into the small box and walked toward the ladder stairs leading up.




Chapter 10

South Brisbane, Louisiana

It was looking to be another long, hard day, following even longer, hard days, and Sheriff Blake Masterson had no doubts there would be many longer, hard days still to come. He stood outside his police cruiser, leaning gently on the side of the vehicle, arms crossed over his broad chest as he watched three of South Brisbane’s town employees struggle to remove another tree from another section of power lines, the cables drooping low from the poles, nearly touching the cracked sidewalk. Blake knew that removing these trees wasn’t going to bring the power back; he’d spent enough time on the emergency channels of his small battery-powered radio to know that power was out pretty much everywhere within range. But he still clung to the possibility that power might come back eventually. If it did, he didn’t want the lines dangling low enough for some passerby to get whacked by supercharged electricity if they were wandering too close.

The week had started with a full crew of two dozen employees and volunteers, working hand in hand to chainsaw off branches, cut down the trees, and remove them in small chunks, but as the days passed, the crew shrank more and more, and today there were only two. The volunteers he had little control over—he couldn’t exactly walk to their houses and demand that they come back out. Even the paid employees he struggled to ask, because there was no way to pay them without power or infrastructure.

Everything had come to a crashing halt.

So he’d decided to pitch in. Blake had grabbed a chainsaw and gotten to cutting any opportunity he had. There were times he had to stop and deal with actual police business, but as long as he could, he did. Standing at the car, he could feel the hot dampness under his armpits and the thin coat of sweat over his forehead. He was only taking a short break while the two other guys kept at it. After fifteen or twenty minutes, he’d jump back in as much as he could.

They were operating off of a single chainsaw. Like with the men themselves, their supply of tools had been vast at first, but as fuel ran low and tools broke down, they struggled to keep things running. There was almost no spare fuel left, and only a single functional chainsaw, and Blake knew that within the next couple of days their resources would be exhausted.

Then what?

There was a local fuel depot and series of underground gas tanks in a facility behind the police station where the town vehicles were maintained and refueled, but they’d already tapped that for almost all it was worth, using the gas to power fire trucks, police cars, construction vehicles, and tools. That source of gas had lasted almost the full week, but they were now close to running on vapors.

Pretty soon he’d have to hit up Beuchene’s and hope he had a decent supply of gas in his reserve tanks. There was another fuel company in a neighboring town, but it was almost twenty miles away and it serviced close to a hundred square miles. The sheriff suspected it had likely already been bled dry, if not by government business, then by enterprising individuals who decided their personal needs were more important than the towns that surrounded them.

As hard as it was for Blake to believe that, he’d seen some sketchy stuff in his time as sheriff, even in a tiny town like South Brisbane, and he found it far too easy to imagine selfish people grabbing the gas for themselves, not caring that ambulances or police cars went without.

“How are you holding up, dear?”

Blake turned, his eyes widening in surprise as his wife Marcy strolled down the sidewalk toward him. She wore an ankle-length floral dress, her hair done up in a pale brown bun, streaked with gray. Her face was kind and gentle, as it always had been, which had been one of her most appealing features to him. She had a matronly quality to her, although tragically they’d never been able to have kids, something both of them continued to lament to this day. They’d considered adoption many times, but had just never gotten around to it, and now, with both of them nearing sixty, it was clear that they had simply run out of time.

Secretly, they had both been thankful for that over the past week. If even half of what Sheriff Masterson heard over emergency channels was true, trying to raise children in the world as it was now would have been difficult at best.

“Did you walk all the way down here?” Blake asked, stepping toward Marcy before grabbing her arms and pulling her in for a quick embrace. She returned the affection and pecked him lightly on the cheek.

“It’s a nice day,” she replied. “I felt a little cooped up.”

Blake’s eyes flitted away, running up and down the sidewalk of the street where the two men were struggling to carve up the large, fallen tree. As he watched, a small group of men roamed down the street, and one of them glared over at him suspiciously.

He recognized Malcolm Conway immediately and thought he recognized some other members of his motley crew. He found it quite telling that they were strolling by two men struggling to help the town and chuckling to themselves rather than pitching in. Par for the course with that crew.

“Sometimes cooped up is safer,” Blake said, watching them continue along down the street. “There’s no telling how people will react the longer this goes on.”

“Oh, please, Blake,” Marcy said. “I’ve lived in this town my whole life. It’s a nice little town. Those Conway boys are troublemakers, but come on, now.”

“Still,” Blake said, turning back to face his wife. “I’d feel better if you weren’t out roaming the streets.”

“Roaming the streets,” she scoffed, shaking her head. “Talking to me like I’m some rabble-rousing teenager.”

“That’s not what I meant. I just think—”

“I know what you thought,” Marcy said, and once again leaned in to gently kiss his cheek. “You’re so protective. Not just of me, but of everyone. It’s one of the things that I love about you.”

“Well, I’m glad there’s something,” he said. He looked back over at the two men working. “I do love this town,” he said quietly. “Even with all of its faults, there’s no place I’d rather be. Neighbors helping neighbors, people coming together in the worst of times.”

“Exactly,” Marcy agreed.

Blake couldn’t help but think about Holbrook’s Market and the near-riot that had happened there, even before the hurricane had made landfall. He thought of Conway and his group. The fact that they started with two dozen volunteers and now just had two.

Still, in spite of it all, South Brisbane was his home. These people weren’t just his neighbors, they were his family, which was especially important considering neither he nor his wife had any real family of their own. South Brisbane filled that void, and without the town, he wasn’t sure what they would have done.

He followed the path of Conway’s group again, watching them turn right and disappear behind a large house, walking toward the South Brisbane business district. Something bothered him about that group. Bothered him more than usual.

Blake made a silent pledge to keep an eye on them and to keep an eye on Malcolm’s brother Lyman. He’d been on the police force with Lyman for fifteen years and still didn’t entirely trust him. One of these days he’d have to do something about that.

“Go home, Marcy,” he said, patting her on the small of her back. “Love seeing you, but please get home.”

Marcy nodded and hugged him again.

“I love you, too, Blake. Be safe, okay?”

Blake nodded, watching Marcy turn and walk back down the sidewalk, heading the mile back to their home. Waiting a moment for her to round a corner and disappear from view, he turned on his heels and made his way toward the corner where he’d seen Conway and his boys walking moments before.

#
[image: image]


“Did you see the look on that stupid sheriff’s face?” Larry asked as the group rounded the corner and started walking toward the downtown business district.

“Oh yeah, he was arresting us with his eyes, no doubt about it,” Conway said. “Dude’s had it in for me since I was twelve years old.”

“Well, to be fair, you made his life hell when you were in high school. You, Beuchene, Robertson, man you used to tear the place up,” Max said with a chuckle.

Conway’s face darkened as they walked. There seemed to be an immediate, visceral reaction at the mere mention of Joel Robertson’s name.

“Now Robertson is the sheriff’s pet,” Conway growled. “When the hell did that change? And not just the sheriff either. Me and the old man had an understanding. We were in that group together, he was taking me under his wing. Then Robertson’s family gets burned up in a fire, and suddenly I’m out and he’s in.”

“Man, I’d almost forgotten about that,” said Max. “What happened there?”

Conway rolled his eyes.

“You know Robertson’s story already,” he said. “Mom died when he was young, his dad used to take out his frustrations on the kid. Beat the hell out of him. Dad finally got arrested and thrown in the pen, and little Joel got thrown to the foster system.”

Conway stopped for a moment, glancing down the road before crossing from one sidewalk to the other. Up ahead, businesses were visible along the left side of the narrow street, though their windows were dark and there was little to no foot traffic.

“He spent a long time in the system,” Conway continued. “I don’t know why his grandfather didn’t jump in then, but he was pretty wrapped up in his prepper group at that point. Anyway, he churned through foster care, raising hell here in town, whatever, until he shipped off to the Army.”

“Oh, man, I forgot he was a soldier,” Max said. “That explains some things.”

“Well, he did his minimum four years, came back to town, and got more hooked up with old man Robertson then. Reunited with his high school girl, got married, had a kid, suddenly became a good husband and father. Everyone forgot about all the hell he used to raise.”

Continuing along the sidewalk, Conway looked up toward the left and smiled softly. Schmidty’s was visible from where they walked and he picked up the pace just a little bit.

“But when the fire wrecked all of that, he went totally off the grid. Started living with the old man, getting closer with him, getting involved in his prepper stuff. Then old man kicks the bucket, and all of a sudden I’m out and he’s in.”

“Buncha bull, by the sounds of it,” Larry sneered.

“Ain’t that the truth,” Conway replied. “I mean, yeah, the dude’s family died. Tragic and everything, but I worked with his grandfather and that group for almost ten years, man. Ten years of my life. Flushed right down the crapper.”

“How big was that group?” Larry asked. “I heard a lot about it, sounded like it covered several states even.”

“Hell yeah,” Conway replied. “All the way up and down the central United States. Even some folks out near Cali. Communicated with ham radios, over the Internet, all that. There was a pretty huge network of guys out there, all of them preparing for something just like this to happen.”

“Maybe we should reach out to ’em?” Max asked. “You know, maybe we can all help each other?”

Conway shrugged. “Might not be a bad idea at some point.”

They stepped off the next sidewalk and cut an angle across the street, heading for Schmidty’s. Almira was crossing the opposite street ahead of them, making her way toward the front door as well, and she looked at them as they approached.

“Easy, boys,” she said, holding up a hand. “I’m just going in for a little bit. Why don’t you wait until tonight for your booze?”

“Aw, c’mon, Almira,” Conway said. “Where’s your neighborly attitude? Just looking for a little refreshment after a long, hot morning.”

“Long, hot morning of doing what, exactly?” she asked. “Strolling around town? Scoffing at your friends and neighbors who are actually doing something?”

“Is that supposed to be funny?” Conway asked, taking a step closer to the woman, looking her in the eyes.

“It’s not funny at all, actually,” Almira replied. “It’s actually pretty sad.”

“You’d better watch who you’re talking to, girl,” Conway replied. “It won’t be long before South Brisbane becomes the wild, wild west. Law and order are gonna break down eventually, and when they do, this is going to be my first stop...you remember that.”

“Hey!” a voice barked from behind them and Conway turned. Sheriff Masterson strolled down the sidewalk toward them, resting his hand on his hip, not far from where his standard issue semi-automatic pistol was snapped into its holster. “Why don’t you step back, Malcolm. Give the lady some space, okay?”

Conway lifted his hands to his shoulders with a slight shrug.

“No harm, no foul, Sheriff. Me and her, we were just having a conversation is all.”

Blake crossed the road, walking at a slightly quicker pace, closing the distance between himself and the three men who had gathered around Almira Schmidt.

“Seemed like a pretty intense conversation,” Blake said. “Almira has gone out of her way to supply drinks and whatever food she has to our volunteers. She doesn’t deserve any of your hassling.”

“No hassle,” Conway replied, smiling crookedly. “Ain’t that right, Almira? No hassle.”

Almira glowered at him, but did not respond.

“Why don’t you just move along?” Blake asked, nodding toward Conway. “Give her some space, go find some other part of town to lurk around.”

Conway looked at the sheriff long and hard, stuffing his hands deep in his pockets. His muscles tensed and a low, hot fire burned in his eyes.

“Whatever you say, Sheriff,” he said in a low, angry whisper. Turning to the right, he strode away, his gaze lingering on the man in the uniform, watching him for several moments as the others followed along behind him, walking the sidewalk back towards the residential neighborhood.
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“Thanks, Sheriff,” Almira said quietly.

“My pleasure, ma’am,” the sheriff replied, turning and nodding toward her. “Maybe it’s time you closed up shop, huh? Stay home for a bit, let things settle out?”

Almira glanced up at Schmidty’s, a look in her eyes that Blake couldn’t quite identify.

“This place is more my home than my house is,” she said. “Besides, there are still people volunteering their time. The least I can do is make sure they’re fed, at least to the best of my ability. In spite of Conway and his group of jerks, this town is still my home.”

“I understand,” Blake said, “I would just hate for something to happen to you, you know?”

Almira shook her head.

“Malcolm’s harmless. He’s been a pain in my ass since middle school, and he’ll probably be a pain in my ass until we’re both in a senior home together. He doesn’t intimidate me.”

“Maybe he should,” Blake countered. “Stuff like this happens, the power outage, the storm, these planes falling out of the sky? That stuff changes people. Ramps up their behavior. Someone like Malcolm who is already a jerk may just tip right over the edge. He’s dangerous.”

Almira shrugged.

“If it comes to that, I’ve got a baseball bat and a twelve-gauge behind my bar, Sheriff. Just promise me if I put some buckshot in his ass, you’ll cover me on self-defense.”

Blake laughed out loud, a braying bark that was his first genuine show of happiness in the past several days.

“You’re a spitfire, Almira. Just be careful, okay?”

“Always,” she replied.

Blake turned and made his way back down the sidewalk as Almira cracked open the door and went inside.




Chapter 11

Seattle, Washington

They’d slept only a handful of hours, but it had made a difference, and Laura felt somewhat awake as she stood out on the sidewalk, the cool breeze blowing through her hair. Bruiser’s leash was twisted tight around her closed fist as the dog sniffed at the curb, then haphazardly lifted his leg, watering one of the manicured shrubs along the edge of the curb.

It almost felt like a normal day. Walking the dog, enjoying the quiet peace of her Seattle neighborhood, forgetting for a moment that there was death, destruction, and chaos swirling all around her. The clouds were thinner than they’d been in previous days, but the persistent webs of bright lightning still streaked across the pale dawn sky.

She looked along the well-paved street, the soft, soothing smell of the sea mingling with the pungent, lingering scent of smoke and fuel, a twisting tangle of conflicting sensations.

Bruiser finished doing his business and she yawned, pressing her fist to her open mouth, turning to head back into her brownstone. A soft creak caught her attention and she looked over, seeing a door ease open on the building next to hers.

“Laura? Is that you?” A gray-haired head poked its way out of the open door, a squat, plump woman stepping out onto her front stoop, her floral nightgown dragging gently on the concrete at her feet.

“Mrs. Planter,” Laura said. “Good morning. I hope we didn’t wake you.”

“Oh, of course not, sweetheart,” the kind old woman replied, her wrinkled face pulled into a narrow smile. “I’m always up by five. Usually it was the bus waking me up, or the hustle and bustle of everyone going to work. But it’s so quiet these days.”

Laura walked toward the woman’s stoop, Bruiser following along at her left hip.

“How are you doing?” Laura asked. “Do you have enough food? Water? Is there anyone checking on you?”

“Oh, dear,” she replied, brushing her away with a wave of her palm. “I’m fine. Don’t you worry about me. I’ve been kicking around for seventy years and Gordon, God rest his soul, has been gone for twelve of them. My kids are scattered to the wind. I can manage.”

Laura stopped at the base of the short flight of stairs.

“Things are a little different now than they were a week ago, Mrs. Planter. Are you sure?”

“Oh, pish-posh, dear,” the old woman said. “So the power’s out. Big deal. I’ve got candles and plenty of canned food. My parents lived through both the Great Depression and World War II, they always taught me to live frugally and have plenty of well-preserved food on hand. Don’t even worry about me.”

Laura nodded. “Fair enough. Stay safe, okay? Keep the doors locked?”

“Always. I may be an old lady, but I’m not stupid.” She curled a finger and beckoned Laura to come closer and she took a step up the stoop and leaned in. “Besides,” the old woman continued, “I’ve got a Glock 22 semi-automatic in my bedside table. Any young punks feel tough, I’ll throw some forty caliber down their throats.”

Laura laughed and patted the woman’s shoulder.

“Atta girl!”

Laura stepped back down the concrete stairs, giving Bruiser a gentle tug. The dog reluctantly pulled away from the bush he was sniffing and followed his owner back to her own door. They went back inside the brownstone, easing the door closed behind them, trying not to slam it, just in case Jack was still sleeping.

She needn’t have worried. Jack was already awake, standing in the kitchen, staring at a coffeemaker, as if trying to will it into function.

“I’ve got a French press,” Laura said, pointing to a cabinet. “Second cabinet from the left.”

“You are a goddess,” Jack said, moving toward the cabinet and rummaging through, pulling out the glass contraption.

“No way to make hot water, unfortunately,” Laura continued. “No ice either. So no hot coffee, no iced coffee, just...what...tepid coffee?”

Jack’s shoulders slumped.

“I suppose tepid coffee is better than no coffee?”

“Once we get on the road it’ll be better,” she said. “Throw the French press in the pile, along with as much ground coffee as we can squeeze in. Ziploc bags are in the second drawer.”

Jack nodded and lifted the French press from the counter, walking around it into the living room where Laura had set out her oversized backpack and a wide array of supplies she’d gathered together for the trip. Everything was set out in even, organized rows, separated by function and size. It was a mixture of camping gear and survival gear, a lot of it gathered together from her own supplies, with a healthy amount of items salvaged from the emergency supplies basement below Aurora, stuff that Jack had grabbed before their run-in with the soldiers.

A folded tent with two blankets took up the most room, lined up beside two rain ponchos, a first aid kit, and three vacuum-sealed packages of protein bars. Alongside the protein bars were three even rows of military rations, at least a two-week supply of those along with several individual bottles of water. Next to the bottles themselves was a portable water filter and a package of straws with built-in filters and several replacement filters along with them.

A fire-starting kit with a portable stove was underneath that, with an assortment of replaceable flints for the fire-starter kit. Two old books that Laura had taken on her myriad camping trips were included, one to help identify edible roots, nuts and berries, another talking about homeopathic remedies in the event that medicine wasn’t available.

Two flashlights and two headlamps were there, along with a wide assortment of spare batteries, a hand-crank flashlight, and several smaller battery-powered lights that could be set on the floor or ground and provide wider illumination.

Jack’s M4A1 automatic rifle rested next to the other items, his six spare magazines next to it along with Laura’s pistol, his tactical vest folded over the back of a chair beyond. There were two smaller knives, a few boxes of dog food, and as Laura quietly inventoried everything, Jack lined up the French press and a handful of gallon-sized bags full of ground coffee.

He shook his head looking at the wide assortment of supplies strewn out along the floor around them.

“Almost seems like you were expecting this,” he said, glancing at her.

Laura shook her head.

“Not really. But I do have a certain appreciation of nature, and I spend a lot of time hiking and camping. We’ll be doing a lot of that as we head east towards Wyoming.”

“Is there a reason we’re avoiding the roads?” he asked.

“We won’t forever,” Laura replied. “I have reason to believe that I’m a target. I want to stay off the beaten path, at least until we’re out of the city and immediate surrounding areas. Once we get farther along, I have nothing against finding some wheels or a better way to travel, if we can manage it.”

“Make sense.”

“So, nothing left to do now, but pack up and head on out.”

“Let’s get to it.”
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Chicago, Illinois

Shawna rolled over, a sharp pain digging into the base of her skull, near her left ear. She adjusted the pillow she was sleeping on, trying to fluff it up, but she could feel the hard, unmoving bulge of the pistol underneath. The sun stared down through her open window, shining a faint pale light into the apartment and she knew that she was awake, whether she wanted to be or not.

The apartment itself was sparse, no warm, homey decor, just slatted wood floors, white walls, a couch she and Chad had found on the curb a few blocks away. She still remembered her and Chad struggling to move the large, heavy beast the three blocks back to the apartment. They’d had to ask the meth addicts on the second floor for help getting it up the stairs, and they’d been more than happy to do it for a hundred bucks.

The cops had busted them before Chad got the chance to pay them, though, and Shawna often wondered if that was a coincidence or not.

The TV was one of the flat-panel televisions, but it was still almost ten years old, its picture somewhat faded and blotchy, the screen currently dark, like every other electrical appliance in the place. Shawna had never realized just how spartan and bland the place looked, as if it wasn’t even inhabited, no sense of real home or purpose other than four walls and a ceiling. There were still dirty dishes on the counter, most of them left over from before she’d been arrested almost two weeks ago, and she hadn’t had the heart or energy to go through the trouble of trying to wash them.

The water still worked, barely, but the pressure was very low, and she was certain it was just a matter of time before it halted altogether. She’d been quite surprised that anything even came out when she’d tried the faucet upon their return, but tried to go out of her way not to use it if she could help it. She’d told Tristan the same thing.

Looking out through the window she could see that the cloud cover was a bit sparser than it had been. There was no persistent overhang of dull gray cotton, but even against the wide expanse of pale skies above, lightning continued to cut its narrow troughs, crisscrossing bolts of ragged edges, looking even stranger and more sinister without the accompanying clouds or rain.

It was early still, but not too early, and she figured it was time to check on Tristan, see what they should plan for the day. They’d approached each day as it came, simply doing what they could do to survive another twenty-four hours, just trying to stay alive. Tristan hadn’t wanted to leave the city, even though Shawna was pressing the issue and as the days went on, she felt more and more vulnerable. Chicago at large was on the verge of tearing itself apart, she feared, and they were in one of the worst parts of town. Chad had already made enough enemies, but now with what had happened with him, anyone who had ever been friends with him was now after her. She was stuck, and although the apartment building made for a decent refuge against violence, it wouldn’t protect them forever.

Walking to the door of her apartment, she ventured out into the hallway and walked one door to the right, approaching the residence where Tristan had taken refuge. She leaned on the door and rapped it quickly with her knuckles, plunking the thin wood four sharp times.

There was no answer inside.

“Tristan?” she asked in a low voice, knocking twice more. “You there?” There was still no answer. She touched the doorknob and gently turned it, expecting to find it locked, but it wasn’t. It rotated freely and the door pushed open, with Shawna reaching back to make sure her pistol was tucked into her waistband at the small of her back like it should be.

Her fingers brushed the smooth grip of the pistol, running along the contoured handle, and she made her way into the apartment, her eyes scanning left and right, looking for any sign of trouble.

“Tristan?” she called a little louder. There was no response. The apartments in the building all shared the same floorplan, so she moved into the living room, looking along the sparse furnishings and the floor. Like her own room, it had plain white walls, somewhat worn and beat down from age and neglect. There was no couch, just a few uncomfortable chairs. A small dresser held a television set that was at least twenty years older than the one they had in their own apartment and dated newspapers covered a few assorted tables set about.

She veered right and headed toward where she knew the bedroom was, picking up her pace slightly, anticipating trouble. Using her shoulder, she pushed open the door, and her eyes widened.

Tristan was on the floor, huddled in a far corner away from the bed. He was lying on his left side, curled into a fetal position, arms clutching at his bent legs, and even from six feet away, she could see him shivering slightly, a low shine of sweat across his dark forehead.

“Tristan!” she said, striding quickly to his side, lowering herself into a crouch next to him, putting a comforting hand on his shoulder.

“Are you okay?”

Tristan didn’t reply, he just softly rocked back and forth, his eyes fluttering, lips quivering as if he was trying to speak.

“Tristan!”

His eyes fluttered a little more strongly at the sound of his name and his head actually turned slightly, trying to look over at her. Tristan was still wearing his jacket so she peeled it off of his shoulders, ripping it free less than carefully, then rifled through his pockets looking for whatever she could find. Beyond the Bible he always kept at hand, she didn’t find anything especially unusual, but the man was clearly in some sort of distress.

She clutched both shoulders with firm hands and shook him hard, back and forth, nearly shouting at him.

“Tristan, wake up!”

His head jostled somewhat, and his eyes fluttered again, but the lids actually held open, parted slightly to reveal dilated pupils. Shawna had seen it before. She’d experienced it before. She knew the signs of drug withdrawal when she saw them.

“Can you hear me?” she asked, leaning in close and looking him in the eyes.

Tristan nodded softly, his pupils losing focus.

“Stay with me, okay?”

“Stomach hurts,” he mumbled.

“It’s going to,” she replied. “How long has it been?”

“Been?” he murmured, looking left and right as if seeing other people in the room.

“Since you last used.”

He wouldn’t meet her eyes.

“Not an addict,” he said. “I’m not. I just—when I’m in pain, I just need—”

“I’m not judging you,” Shawna said, squeezing his shoulders again, a bit more firmly this time. “I need to know how to help you.”

“Two days,” Tristan replied through gritted teeth. “Had a few left. Took the last...two days ago.”

Shawna nodded.

“Okay. It’s okay.”

“Not okay,” Tristan replied. “I’m going to die. I don’t want to—”

“You’re not going to die,” Shawna said firmly. “It might feel like it, but you’re not. You might think you need these pills, but you don’t. I’ve been there, okay? I’ve seen it. I’ve lived it. You can make it through this.”

Tristan closed his eyes and a single tear broke free, crawling down his weathered face.

“It’s okay, Big T,” she said, patting his shoulder. “We’ll get through it, all right? You and me.”

Tristan nodded softly, his eyes still closed, but she thought it was more out of shame than pain. She moved toward him, sitting on the floor next to him, curling her own knees close, and thinking of what she should do. She remembered at least half a dozen pharmacies that were within walking distance, though she could only imagine how many of them had already been ransacked. She knew most of what he was going through just required time, though there were medications that could take the edge off. Her chances of finding such medications, though...that didn’t seem likely. Not at this stage.

She’d struggled with her own addictions back in her day, gone through all manner of torture struggling for a way to overcome it. But she’d had resources. A support system. Access to medication and modern amenities.

Tristan had none of that.

Shawna patted him gently on his shoulder and stood, heading for the door.

“Stay with me, Big T,” she said. “I’ll be back.”
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The storage basement of the main apartment building was a treasure trove, but Chad wasn’t the best at organizing. Walking down the stairs into the cavernous lower chamber, she could feel a thick wedge in the pit of her stomach. She remembered her and Tristan being pinned down by pursuers, needing to grab the weapons, shooting their way out. They’d removed the bodies, but the scattered, rust-colored stains of their remains were still soaked into the concrete floor and bullet holes pockmarked the walls in strange, undulating patterns.

Holding up the flashlight she’d brought with her, she shone the pale beam of white into the dark recesses of the storage area, making her way around the rows of shelves and cabinets and fenced-off areas. She saw all manner of things caged up inside, mostly items that they’d taken as restitution for people who had skipped out on their rent, or in some cases the belongings of dead residents who had no family or friends to recover their items.

Reaching the dark corner in the rear left-hand side of the room, the ray fell upon a metal cabinet, closed tight, though she didn’t believe it was locked. Chad had made an effort to try and keep all drug paraphernalia in the same place, locked away in a dark corner where it wouldn’t be easily found, but also in a way that he could access.

On more than one occasion, Chad had taken some of the items and sold them on the streets for money, and in fact, the sales he’d earned for doing that had far outweighed any rent that they’d missed out on over the years.

But he only did so in desperate times, and times had rarely been that desperate.

Easing open the chain-link door she slid out the metal box, holding the narrow flashlight between her teeth. Lifting the lid, she rifled through the spoons and pill bottles and pill grinders and other assorted items.

She found what she was looking for buried underneath a pile of other things. It was a small dime-sized bag with a few pills inside, pills she recognized as OxyContin. There were only a few of the pills, and she wasn’t crazy about giving them to Tristan, but she thought they might help wean him off his addiction a little more effectively than his drastic cold turkey method which was now crippling him.

She eased the lockbox shut and slid it back into place, putting the bag of pills in her pocket and turning to leave. The flashlight caught on something else and she paused, her eyes focused on it. It was a book of some sort, not very thick, but thick enough, and a picture of leafy herbs and seeds was on the cover. It seemed like an odd place for a book of this kind so she stepped forward and picked it up, looking at the title.

Homeopathic Remedies for Drug Addiction

Heal your ills with herbs

“Interesting,” she said quietly, picking up the book and putting it in another pocket. Perhaps that might come in useful as well. She remembered that when she was dealing with her own struggles, her mother had used some natural herbal remedies to help her overcome her symptoms of withdrawal. She wondered if those might help Tristan as well.

Using the flashlight to guide her way, she carefully made her way out of the basement and back to the stairs.




Chapter 12

South Brisbane, Louisiana

Joel leaned back on his heels, wiping sweat from his forehead, the air thick and hot in spite of the cloud cover overhead. Leaves rustled to his left and Helen emerged, her hands stained with dirt, a smudge of brown in a lazy diagonal across her forehead, her hair twisted and tangled, draped over her young face like a torn curtain.

The knees of her jeans were a mottled green and brown, and her shirt’s elbow was torn, a pale knob of skin poking through the frayed edges. In spite of her disheveled appearance, she was smiling, her white teeth showing.

“All done,” she said.

“All through the southern edge?” Joel asked, pushing himself to a standing posture. As he stood, he reached over and plucked the bottle of Corona from the dirt and took a long slug, draining the remainder of the beer in a single desperate, desert-thirst gulp. He swallowed it around the narrow nub of the Marlboro, which was clamped in the corner of his lips, a thin wisp of smoke rising into the air.

Helen nodded.

“Stakes nailed down every eight feet. All of them snug to the trees so they can’t be seen. Fishing line nice and taut.”

“Good,” Joel replied, lowering his bottle and taking a long puff on his cigarette.

“Those things will kill you,” Helen said.

“You seen the world?” Joel asked. “Lotta stuff out there will kill you. I’ll just add these to the list.” He walked along the perimeter of his strung fishing line, then took a cautious step over where he knew it was pulled tight, right about shin height. It had taken them the better part of the morning and into the afternoon to get the tripwires staged and strung. The location was chosen carefully, where the line could be concealed by trees, but not so far into the woods that wildlife might trip it. There was still a good chance that an errant deer or rabbit might set it off, but it was easy enough to fix if that happened, and much better to be safe than sorry.

Walking back toward the cabin, he took another long drag, sucking the cigarette down to a scant stub. He plucked it from his mouth, licked his fingers and clamped them over the end, extinguishing it in a soft hiss. Stuffing the butt in his pocket, he veered right and checked where the line went into the cabin, snaking through a gap in the front door. From there, it clung snug to the floor, crossing the kitchen, then down through the trapdoor.

Easing open the trapdoor, he lowered himself and crept down the stairs, running his finger along the fishing line until it ran the perimeter of the shelter and terminated in the piece of cardboard interrupting the integrated circuit.

The circuit was wired to three battery-powered LED lights which were mounted in the main room, the dry goods storage area, and the bedroom, as well as a small, tinny-sounding speaker in the main room as well.

If the tripwire was triggered, it would yank out the cardboard, complete the circuit, and the lights would come on, followed by a quiet bleat of an alarm. Nothing loud enough for anyone to hear up top, but loud enough to wake them from sleep downstairs.

It was a clumsy system, far from foolproof, but with the materials they had on hand, Joel was satisfied with the outcome.

“You did good, kid,” he said with a nod.

“Thanks,” Helen replied, though her previous smile had faltered a bit. “Did I do good enough for a reward?” she asked and Joel turned toward her, looking at her accusatorily.

“Reward? For doing your job?”

Helen shrugged.

“I don’t know. I was hoping maybe we could go into town? It’s...been a while.”

“It’s been a week,” Joel replied. “From what I hear the town is a wreck, anyway. Fallen trees, emergency personnel everywhere, lots of roads aren’t passable. For all we know, there could be looters roaming the streets, looters our understaffed police department doesn’t have the capacity to handle. What the hell do you want to go there for?”

Helen looked at the floor, her face reddening.

“I thought maybe we could stop by my house, too. Maybe pick up some stuff?” Her voice was quiet. Almost inaudible. “More clothes, you know? Something to remember my father by.”

Joel appeared surprised at this.  It was her first mention of wanting anything to remember her father by.  He could still remember her lying motionless and voiceless in the days after he’d saved her life, curled in the fetal position, barely able to form words.  She had completely shut down her emotions; they were too open and too raw that close to her father’s death.

But slowly, day by day, she was loosening.  Not much, but a little.

Enough that she could actually bring herself to ask for a memento of her past life.  A memento that wouldn’t cause too much agony.

Joel closed his eyes. He’d been an idiot. His typical hard-shelled, moronic stubbornness. Joel had always found that when he got too melancholy it helped him to drown himself in work. Keep himself busy so he didn’t dwell on past mistakes. On things that went wrong and where he’d made mistakes.

It was stupid to think that a fourteen-year-old girl would operate the same way. She still needed social interaction, she wasn’t as crusty and jaded as he was. Not yet.

Give her time.

“Okay,” he said quietly and her head jerked up, her eyes widening eagerly.

“Okay?”

“We’ll run into town. See what’s up. It’ll be a good lesson for you.”

“A lesson?” she asked, suddenly wary.

“Situational awareness,” Joel replied. “Watch how people act, how they move. Determine who’s a friend and who isn’t. Identify areas of escape, be prepared to fight. Important things that you’ll have to learn.”

“Why is everything about learning?” she asked, almost spitting the words.

“That’s the way things are now. The way things are going to be. The quicker you learn that, the better.”

Suddenly she didn’t look quite so happy to travel downtown. Her face darkened and she lowered her gaze, staring at her feet.

“That doesn’t mean we can’t have some fun, too,” Joel said, walking past her and patting her lightly on the shoulder. “Get the SIG and follow me.”

Helen smiled and did as she was asked.
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Joel looked over at Helen in the passenger seat as he coaxed the Jeep Wrangler towards downtown South Brisbane, trying to gauge her reaction. This was the first time he’d been downtown since the hurricane had ripped through their backyard as well, and already the damage it had caused had given him pause. Loose branches had fallen from dozens of trees on the road leading into town, though most of them had been moved from the center of the road and stacked alongside.

There was a scattering of pedestrians walking along the edge of the road outside of Helen’s apartment building as well and one of them cast a long, furtive glance at them as the Jeep pulled into the parking lot and cut its engine, the mechanical ticking ebbing in the cool afternoon.

Helen sat there, looking at the building ahead, her fingers intertwined and clasping so strongly that her skin was blanching with the force of it.

“You all right?” Joel asked. Helen nodded, but it was a hesitant nod, one of dubious nature. “You don’t have to do this,” Joel said. “Tell me what you need, I’ll go get it.”

Helen looked at him.

“Yeah, because sending an old man to go root through my dresser to grab me some underwear and clean clothes isn’t creepy at all.”

Joel closed his eyes and looked forward, suddenly feeling a little awkward.

“It’s okay,” she said. “I’m tougher than I look.”

Joel turned to reassure her, but she was already pushing the door open and moving outside to the parking lot. She was right, she was a lot tougher than she looked.

As he watched, she produced a fistful of keys from her pocket and used one to enter the main door, disappearing inside and closing it behind her. For a moment he considered leaving the vehicle and going after her, helping her deal with whatever it was she was dealing with as she no doubt struggled going through the home she used to share with her father, which was now nothing but memories, shredded and raw. Her father had been dead a week, her mother gone for far longer than that, and she was still just a kid.

But instead he wound his fingers around the steering wheel, as if squeezing it hard would somehow rationalize him not leaving and facing an awkward emotional scene. He tried to picture himself at fourteen and wondered what he would have done in her place, but he struggled to connect the dots. At fourteen he was sneaking cigarettes behind the school, and sneaking out of his foster parents’ house so he could hang out with Malcolm and Armand, among others. Paying older kids to buy them beer, occasionally ending up in the police station with Deputy Masterson giving them the third degree, trying to put them on the right path.

At fourteen, if his foster parents had died, he probably would have shrugged it off and moved on with his life, the way they’d moved on when he joined the Army. In fact, they’d more or less moved on the moment he turned eighteen, seeing their civic duty accomplished and wishing him well on his journey. He hadn’t even seen them again since returning from the military and had only talked to them a handful of times, mostly over text messages.

There wasn’t a day that went by that he wasn’t thankful for Winnie and his grandfather. If not for them, he could have easily fallen back into Conway’s crew, gotten back to old habits, ended up in a dead-end job surrounded by the same high school drop-outs. He would have probably ended up in jail by now or worse.

His wife had truly saved his life.

And he had failed her and their daughter, completely and utterly. The world seemed to fade in and out as he thought of it, a pale white semi-transparent curtain pulled over his eyes, blurring the apartment building ahead. His head swam, making him momentarily dizzy as the pain and guilt dug claws deep into his chest.

She’d asked him to come home early that night. To skip the bar for once and come home. Tia was starting her first real math class and Winnie had always been terrible at math. She thought Joel would be a far better teacher to their young daughter than she could be.

But he’d forgotten. He could have easily left work early, cutting out at three instead of four thirty, but he hadn’t. He’d actually stayed fifteen minutes late so he and the guys could swing by Schmidty’s for a beer after work. Winnie had texted him like she always did, and while generally he was responsive, that day he hadn’t been paying attention, and his five-year-old Android phone had lost all battery life, sitting there like dead weight in his pocket.

There had been three texts that afternoon and evening and two phone calls from emergency services, none of which he’d heard or felt, and in fact it wasn’t until Sheriff Masterson burst into the door at Schmidty’s, face pale and eyes shimmering, that Joel even knew anything was wrong.

Sitting in the Jeep, he could feel himself starting to get dragged down into the depths of bad memories, the icy fingers of what could have been burying their claws deep inside of him. His muscles tensed, veins bulging on his forearms as his fingers squeezed the steering wheel so hard it felt like he might actually twist the vinyl covering.

He needed a beer. He needed his cigarettes. He needed to do anything but sit here being consumed by grief and guilt, dragged into the swarming pit of what-ifs and what-could-have-beens.

There was a rapid tapping on the side window and he jolted upright, his head jerking, eyes prying open as he twisted around to see the source of the sound.

Helen stood outside the passenger door, her fist clenched, hovering by the window. Her face looked stricken, devoid of color, cheeks pulled taut, tears forming along the bottom edge of her almond-shaped eyes.

Joel reached over and lifted the handle, pushing the door open. He hadn’t remembered locking it, but somehow it had.

“Sorry,” he mumbled as Helen made her way into the passenger seat, her shimmering eyes looking absently out of the front window. She had an overstuffed black duffel bag which she twisted around and stuffed into the back seat. Joel looked at her for a moment, noticing that she had something clenched tightly in her hand, her eyes returning to the windshield and purposefully avoiding his gaze.

“Everything okay?” he asked as he started the Jeep, not really sure what else to say.

“Fine,” she replied in a curt, quiet voice.

“Did you get what you needed?” He glanced at her, trying to look inconspicuous, and he could see that the item in her hand seemed to be a photograph. She’d carefully unfolded it in her lap and was looking down at it.

“Think so,” she replied.

Joel opened his mouth to ask a follow-up question, but realized he didn’t really know what to say or how to say it. Emotional conversations were not his bag. They never really had been and since the fire, the mere thought of a conversation that wasn’t bland and boring filled him with a sort of icy dread in the pit of his stomach.

Instead he kept his mouth closed and guided the Jeep out of the parking lot, moving into the road, then turned right, heading deeper into downtown.
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Conway clenched his fists so tightly he thought he might break his own knuckles, the ragged stubs of his fingernails digging hard into the meaty flesh of both palms.

“C’mon, Mal, settle down,” said Larry in a quiet voice. “Your face is red. I’m afraid you’re going to stroke out.”

“Did you hear the way he spoke to me?” Conway barked, turning toward Max and Larry. “That fat slob!”

“He’s been busting your balls your whole life, man,” Max replied. “Does this really surprise you? You’ve got a bullseye on your back.”

“I’m sick of it,” Conway replied. “It’s gone on long enough.”

“What the hell are we supposed to do about it?” Larry asked. “It’s not like we can just beat him up. He’s the sheriff!”

Conway glowered at them.

“The sheriff of what?” he asked. “This town? South Brisbane? Okay, fine. So, he’s the sheriff. Maybe it’s about time someone else became the sheriff.”

“You keep talking about that, I think you’ll make Lyman nervous,” Max said. “I don’t know if your brother really wants to be sheriff.”

“Maybe he doesn’t get a choice,” Conway replied. “He’s my older brother, but I always had the last word. Why should it be any different now?”

Larry looked around, and Malcolm followed his gaze, narrowing his eyes as he looked down the road. Two men were back to chainsawing a tree, cutting it up little by little to make it easier to remove from the dangling power lines. As he looked, an old town pickup truck rolled up and stopped, breaks creaking. An old man he recognized, one of the lifelong town employees, stepped from the driver’s seat and walked around to the flatbed. He ran a hand through his long, scraggly gray beard and pulled two fuel cans out of the back of the truck then walked over to the two men, setting them on the ground.

The men with the chainsaws appeared to be happy with it, flashing a thumbs-up to the old codger, and he replied with a crisp salute.

“It ain’t like we can exactly cast a vote on it,” Max interjected, pulling Conway’s attention back to the conversation. “Town’s in no shape for that.”

Conway smiled softly, a brief, glinting flicker flashing in his dark eyes. Larry looked at him nervously.

“The state’s in no shape either,” Conway said in a low, malevolent voice.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Max asked.

“You said so earlier—it’s not like we can just beat him up or something.”

“Well, we can’t,” Larry replied.

“Says who?”

Max and Larry glanced at each other, then looked back at him, confused.

“Says the law, Mal. We can’t—”

“What law is that?” Conway asked.

“I don’t know what damn law it is, but it’s the law,” Max replied, exasperated. “I know you’ve gotten used to doing whatever the hell you want around town, but there are limits. Violence against cops? That ain’t gonna fly.”

“And who exactly is going to swoop in and stop me? You think the state cops have time to trek to this little backwater? The feds? Haven’t you heard what’s happening? New Orleans is burning to the damned ground, boys. Chicago. Seattle. The entire United States is upside-down. We are fully in Armageddon territory here, boys.”

Realization started to dawn on Max and Larry’s faces. It was uncomfortable, but also somewhat soothing in a way, a relaxation of their tense facial muscles, a sparse widening of their eyes.

“You tell me about law,” Conway said. “There is no law. Not right now.” His smile broadened and he crossed his arms, looking at the two men. “But there could be.”

“What are you saying?” Larry asked.

“This is Darwinism,” Conway said in a low, quiet voice. “Survival of the fittest. Only the strong survive. If we want the law in this town, we’re going to have to take it. And I mean to.”

In the road the town truck growled to life, the engine rumbling, and all three men glanced at the vehicle as it began rolling away from the curb. Conway broke free of the group and walked across the sidewalk, heading toward the intersecting road as the pickup put its blinker on and started navigating a slow, cautious left-hand turn.

Conway lunged forward, crossing to the middle of the road in three swift strides, waving his hands up and down, signaling the truck driver to stop. He slammed on the brakes, the wheels biting on pavement with a short squeal as the pickup jolted to a halt, just out of view of the two men sawing the tree.

“Hey, old man Fox!” Conway said, storming toward the driver’s side.

“Whatcha want, Malcolm?” the old man with the long scraggly beard asked. “I gotta get home. Got my own work to do.”

“I’ve got a question for you,” Conway asked, stepping toward the open driver’s side window. “That gas you just dropped off to those men. Where’d you get that?”

The old man looked nervous, his eyes darting left and right as he worked out how to answer in his head.

“You going deaf in your old age?” Conway asked, his voice louder as he leaned forward. He spoke in single word sentences, emphasizing every word. “Where. Did. You. Get. The. Gas?”

“I ain’t supposed to tell—”

Conway’s hand shot in, twisting fingers grabbing the plaid cloth of the old man’s worn, flannel shirt. He jerked forward, yanking the man toward him, his forehead striking the inside of the passenger door with a loud thud. His eyes narrowed in pain and he grimaced visibly as Conway pulled tighter, as if he might wrench him right out of the car through the open window.

“Where did you get it?” His voice was a low, urgent, threatening hiss.

“Beuchene,” the man gasped in reply. “Armand Beuchene. But he told us not to tell anyone, okay? Don’t tell him I told you—”

Conway shoved the man back in the seat, releasing his shirt, and Fox half-collapsed back against the driver’s seat, glaring at him with wide, frightened eyes.

“Go home, old man,” Conway sneered and the bearded guy nodded, trembling hands fumbling for the steering wheel as he pounded the accelerator and sent the old, ramshackle pickup truck throttling down the road.

“Armand Beuchene,” Larry said, shaking his head. “I thought you were pretty clear with him.”

“You and me both,” Conway replied. “Sounds like we need to maybe pay him another visit. Apparently last time we weren’t quite convincing enough.”

The three men turned down a side street and walked back toward where they’d parked Conway’s old sports car.
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Chicago, Illinois

Tristan shivered so much, she wondered if he might bite through his own lip. He’d been curled in a fetal position when she returned from the basement, emerging into his apartment with an armful of supplies she’d gathered down below. The man was unresponsive and at some point had wet his pants, and Shawna stood there for a good, long while trying to decide what to do. She’d never been the caretaker type, always going her own way down her own path, precisely for reasons like this. 

Responsibility gave her hives. It was something for mothers and teachers and managers, normal people. Not people like her. Not ex-addicts and part-time criminals who hooked up with murderous psychopaths and lived their lives in the gutters and alleys.

Responsibility wasn’t her gig.

It hadn’t been her mother’s gig either, yet her mother had sat by her bedside, leading her through the dark tunnel of her own addiction, holding her hand, changing her pants, pulling her hair back as she vomited bile into the toilet.

Her mother had done it.

She wasn’t sure she could. Tristan was a man she’d only met a little over a week ago; she didn’t really owe him anything. Except for saving her life from a city falling down around them, anyway.

That was pretty significant.

Tristan convulsed on the wooden floor, his muscles stiffening, his head jerking back, a light grunt of barely concealed agony bursting from his pursed lips. The apartment stank of urine and vomit and there was a thickened air of sickness hanging low.

This wasn’t her job.

She drew in a deep breath and strode forward. The man had saved her life, and more importantly he seemed like a good man, a man who deserved help. Deserved better than she had to offer.

But her help was all he was going to get, that much was obvious.

She walked to the end table next to the bed and carefully organized the items she’d brought with her. The book on homeopathic remedies, the small bag of pills, the grinder, a bowl, a few other items.

Plucking one of the pills from the bag, she walked over to him and lowered herself next to where he lay on his side. Sweat coursed down his face in glistening rivers, the dull stink of body odor adding to the already musky scent of other bodily functions.

His teeth chattered, his limbs shivering as he tried to get himself under control.

“You hear me, Tristan?” she asked in a low whisper. “Are you with me?”

His eyelids fluttered but did not open.

“Tristan?” she asked again, in a slightly louder voice.

The man nodded softly, his arms shaking wildly, fingers clamped tight together.

“Open your mouth,” she said. His tongue came out between his lips and licked them gently. Suddenly, his bones went rigid, his back arching and his face twisting into a grimace of agony. His teeth rammed tightly together as his eyes bulged, veins thrusting out through the skin on his neck.

“S—Shawna,” he gasped. “H—help me. My chest hurts.”

“Take it easy,” she said, “just take it easy.” She placed a hand on the rigid muscle of his tensed shoulder, squeezing gently.

“Can’t,” he groaned. “I’m gonna die in here. Puke my guts up and die.”

“Tristan,” she said softly.

“He won’t know—he can’t find me here,” Tristan said.

“Who can’t find you?” Shawna asked. “Is there someone looking for you?”

Tristan nodded.

“The—the Lord. I haven’t—didn’t speak his Word. I—”

“It’s okay,” Shawna said. “Trust me, it’s okay. He can find you. I’ll make sure he finds you.”

Tristan shook his head.

“Tristan!” she shouted, her voice loud in the quiet room and his eyes fixed on hers, his lips quivering. “Take this,” she said softly, holding out a pill.

“No,” he gasped, “that’s the cause of all this. That’s the devil in there! Hell in that there pill. Get it—”

Shawna moved it forward, slipping the pill on to his tongue and holding his chin closed. Tristan narrowed his eyes, clenching his jaw, an intense, focused anger in his eyes. She held his jaw closed, counting slowly until she saw his Adam’s apple bob softly, an indication that he’d swallowed it.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I’m very, very sorry.”

“Evil,” he groaned, “that pill is evil.”

“I know,” Shawna said, “and I’m sorry. But it will help. In the long run, it’ll help.”

Tristan shook his head, but already his shivering was starting to ease just a little bit, his teeth no longer clattering together, his knuckles gently relaxing.

“Come on. Let’s get you changed and into bed, okay? See if we can get you sleeping this thing off.”

Tristan didn’t reply, but she bent low, looping his arm over her shoulder, then pushed up, using the wall to help leverage him up next to her. Together they slowly shuffled across the floor toward the bathroom. Shawna helped him change, then eased him into bed, taking down the sheets and laying him on the mattress, covering him back up with a single cotton sheet so he wouldn’t get too hot.

For a moment she looked at him, then walked to the end table and picked up the Bible from the top, moving it to the bed next to him. His hands reached out and clasped the book, then drew it close to his chest and held it there, his shivering seeming to ease even more.

Shawna walked back to the table and grabbed the rest of the supplies, then left the room, letting him soak into a fully immersive sleep.




Chapter 13

South Brisbane, Louisiana

South Brisbane might as well have been a different place. The normally warm and inviting porch lights were flat and dark, and its streets were littered with branches, leaves, and other debris. At that time of day there were typically people out and about, walking their dogs, doing errands, or just enjoying each other’s company, but now the streets were vacant and empty, the normally friendly neighbors sequestering themselves in their homes, sheltered in place, hiding from the world. It wasn’t the South Brisbane he knew.

Truth be told, he was far and away the most antisocial person in his small town, and it seemed foreign to him for the streets to be empty and dark as he guided the Jeep through the growing rows of buildings, heading toward the business district.

Glancing away for a moment, he looked at Helen, who was gazing out of the window, and he could see her reflection in the glass, a hard, chiseled expression etched onto her young face, making her look far older than her years.

She’d already been through a lifetime of trauma and she wasn’t even old enough to drive. He couldn’t help but feel bad for her. She’d never asked for any of it, and unlike him, hadn’t done anything to deserve it. Just an unwitting victim in the brutal, violent passage of life.

“So,” Joel said in a low voice as businesses started coming into view ahead of them. “You’re sure you’re all right?”

“I’ll be fine, like I said,” she replied, still looking out the window.

“There’s nobody you want to see? Nobody I can take you to?”

“You trying to get rid of me?” she asked, glancing back from the window.

“No, not at all, but there’s gotta be someone better suited to care for you than a crusty, grumpy old dude with no love left in his heart.”

“I don’t need love,” Helen replied. “I’m fourteen. Pats on the head and hugs don’t mean anything to me anymore.”

On the right side of the road, Joel could see Wok and Roll slowly progressing toward them and hoped for a moment that she wouldn’t notice, though he guessed she already had.

“That’s harsh,” he said.

“My mom’s been gone for a long time,” Helen replied. “My dad’s true love was his stupid restaurant.”

“I’m sure that’s not true.”

Helen shrugged.

“Doesn’t much matter if it was or not; that part of my life is over.”

The words were simply stated, as if she said she was thirsty. No emotion, no emphasis, just a pure fact of life.

Joel didn’t know how to respond. The words were heartbreaking, even though he didn’t know the girl. A verbal acknowledgement that her childhood was over. It wasn’t entirely a surprise—she’d been there when her father died, pulled into the raging waters, the man he’d been too late to save.

As they passed the restaurant, he looked over toward her again, watching in the window’s reflection as her eyes followed the progression of the familiar building as it rolled past her window, then drifted behind them as they drove. She reached up and touched the window with two fingers as if trying to touch the wall of the restaurant beyond, desperate to touch that old part of herself in hopes that she could go back in time.

Up ahead, Schmidty’s came into view, the gravel parking lot wrapping around the small slate-colored building. Its windows were mostly dark, though the soft flicker of burning candles hinted at a pale glow, especially near the bottom edge of the dark square panes of glass.

Joel glanced both ways, then pulled the Jeep across the intersecting road, easing it into the gravel parking lot, pulling up behind the bar. There were no other vehicles in sight, the lot as empty as the streets approaching downtown, and he killed the engine. Helen looked at him, her eyes narrowed in question.

“Friend owns the place,” Joel said. “Just want to see how things are.”

Helen nodded, not looking entirely convinced.

Their feet crunched on the gravel as they walked from the car to the walkway, following its meandering path toward the front door of the bar. Joel grabbed the handle and pulled, but the door remained firmly closed. 

The candles in the windows looked recently lit. Where was Almira?

He rapped on the door with two knuckles, a swift, rapid-fire tapping. Putting his ear close to the wooden slats that made up the door, he heard the low shuffle of movement inside.

“Who is it?” a soft voice echoed.

“Joel,” he said. “Joel Robertson.”

There was a metallic clack and the door swung open. Almira stood there beaming at him. Her brown hair was disheveled and damp, looking as if she had just washed it, but had no towel to dry it. She wore a pale red sweater and blue jeans, a smile creasing her round face.

“Joel,” she said, and there was pure joy in the word. She stepped forward and gave him a quick embrace, and he leaned forward, patting her back lightly in reciprocation. As she pulled away, her eyes drifted left and she saw Helen.

“Hey there,” she said. “I’ve seen you at the Chinese restaurant, right? You’re Wayne’s daughter?”

Helen nodded soberly.

“Does...does your dad know you’re here?”

“Long story,” Joel interjected before Helen could reply. He glanced over his shoulder, noting that the streets were still empty. Almost ghost-like. It was almost as if South Brisbane itself wasn’t just quiet, it was uninhabited. A ghost town. “Can we come in?”

“Of course,” she replied, stepping back so the doorway was open, ushering them inside. She moved around Joel and locked the door behind him, the gust of wind from the motion flickering the candles and sending angular shadows curling through the corners of the darkened tavern.

“What can I get you to drink?” she asked.

Joel smiled. “I thought you’d never ask,” he replied.

“One Corona, coming up,” she said. “Warm, though, sorry.”

“I’ll take it.”

“How about you?” she asked, turning to Helen.

“I’m, like, fourteen,” she said. “I’m not supposed to even be in here.”

Almira laughed out loud, a braying donkey bark of humor.

“That is a fair point, little lady,” she said. “Without power I don’t have a whole lot to offer. No milk, no orange juice. I’ve got some seltzer water.”

“That’s fine,” Helen replied, following Joel to the bar itself as Almira snaked around it to the other side. A moment later she returned, plunking an opened bottle of warm Corona on the counter and sliding over a tall glass of fizzy water, which Helen regarded with significant suspicion.

Joel took a quick hit of Corona, closing his eyes as the amber liquid swept down his throat.

“Good?” Almira asked.

“It would be better if it was cold,” Joel replied. “But beggars can’t be choosers.”

Helen sipped at her seltzer water, screwing up her face slightly as she took the first sip.

“It’s like soda without the actual flavor,” she said, grimacing.

“I suppose I could pour you a warm Pepsi if you’re into that sort of thing,” Almira offered, but Helen just shook her head. Looking back at Joel she opened her palms. “So, to what do I owe the honor?”

Joel shrugged softly.

“We’ve spent the past week doing some repairs back at the cabin. Not even close to done, but she wanted to come into town, so here we are.”

“I wasn’t really picturing a drink in the local bar,” Helen said.

“Can I get you some potato chips?” Almira asked. “I probably have some crackers and cookies back there, too. Most of the good stuff has spoiled by now, but we can hook you up.”

“Sure,” Helen replied with another shrug. Her eyes drifted around the bar. “Do you have a bathroom?” she asked.

Almira nodded and pointed toward the back corner where there was an old West-themed sign hanging on the wall, pointing to one door for Cowboys and the other for Cowgirls. 

“At the moment we’ve still got some running water, though the pressure’s not great. Take it while you can get it.”

Helen slid from her stool and made her way toward the two doors. Once she was out of earshot, Almira turned back toward Joel.

“So what’s up with this arrangement?” she asked.

“She and her dad were in a car accident. During the storm. I managed to pull her out, but I—but...her dad didn’t make it. He was in the car when it was swept into the stream.”

“Oh my God,” Almira gasped, putting a hand to her mouth. “What did Sheriff Masterson say? What are they going to do for her?”

“I...haven’t exactly told him about it yet,” Joel said.

“What? She’s a minor, Joel. She can’t just...start living with you or something.”

“She’s helping around the cabin. I’m trying to help her...work out her issues, while we figure out what to do next. It’s not permanent, it just seems like there are other things on the sheriff’s mind right now. On everyone's mind. Somehow I don't think social services is exactly functional right now.”

Almira lowered her head, shaking it sadly.

“I thought it was odd that the restaurant hadn’t re-opened yet. Guy always struck me as a workaholic.”

“That’s the impression I get from her.”

“What about her mom?”

“Gone.”

“Sister? Brother? Cousins?”

“According to her, she has no family nearby. No family at all. Trust me, I’m not exactly the fatherly type. If I had an alternative, I’d take it.” Joel took another drink, draining the rest of the beer in a single, long swallow. He set the empty bottle back down and Almira swept it clear and moved back into a small room behind the bar, then returned with another bottle.

“One more,” she said, nodding at him. “I’m not going to have you driving all through the back roads with a kid in the car when you’re three sheets to the wind.”

Joel nodded at her and lifted the bottle, taking another swig. 

“So, what are you seeing around town?” Joel asked. “Everything okay here? It’s so damn quiet out there on the streets.”

“At first everyone was helping everyone else. Working together to clear trees and clean streets. It was very neighborly. Made me really proud of South Brisbane, I’ll tell you. I was pretty impressed.”

“Doesn’t seem that way now,” Joel said.

“Nope. Fewer and fewer people coming out every day. If you do run into anyone on the streets, they’re cold at best, hostile at worst. You can actually feel the tension in the air, and I’m afraid that things are going to boil over at some point. Feels like just a matter of time. Earlier today Malcolm Conway was already trying to throw his weight around.”

“Scumbag,” Joel said.

“Big time. Thankfully Sheriff Masterson intervened, so I didn’t have to pop his kneecap out of place.”

Joel laughed.

“Maybe that would have helped things,” he said. “Conway has gotten way too big for his britches. He could use a little kneecapping.”

“Well, be my guest,” Almira replied. “Something tells me you might get away with it better than I would.”

Joel rubbed his fingers across his cheek where his face had been ground into the pavement a little over a week before. It had healed nicely over the past week, and a low stubble of facial hair covered the road rash. He could still feel it, though.

“Don’t be so sure,” he said. “Last time I tried, I got two layers of skin ripped from my face.”

Almira stared down at her own glass, her fingers curling around the edge, a low ripple of clear liquid inside. Joel wasn’t sure what she was drinking, but he was pretty certain it wasn’t water.

“I’ve never seen it like this, Joel,” she said. “Not just South Brisbane, but everywhere. If all the rumors are true, things are bad out there. Very, very bad.”

“So I’ve heard,” Joel replied, taking another sip.

“I always thought we were insulated here, protected somehow from the troubles of the outside world. Everyone here loves each other, we all get along, like a big, happy family. But not this time. There is no big, happy family here. It’s becoming every man for himself.”

Joel had nothing he could say, he just nodded and sipped again at the Corona, willing the beer to remain full, not wanting to ever drink the last drop.

The door slammed and Helen emerged, weaving between tables, walking back in their direction. Without a word, she climbed back up on the stool and grabbed the glass of seltzer water, tipping it to her lips.

“How you doing, honey?” Almira asked. Helen shot Joel a heated look. Almira reached forward and put a calming hand on Helen’s. “It’s okay, sweetheart. We all help each other in this town, okay? Or we’re supposed to, anyway.”

“I don’t need any help,” she said, though she didn’t pull her hand away.

“Everyone needs help,” Almira said.

Helen looked at Joel.

“He doesn’t.”

“Did he tell you that?” Almira asked with a scoff. “He may think he knows what he needs, but trust me, darlin’, he’s as clueless as the rest of ’em.”

Helen chuckled softly at that, and Almira patted her hand a few times and stood again. She was about to say something when there was another knock on the door. Joel turned on his stool and looked towards it, as if he could see through the wood and onto the walkway outside.

“Easy, killer,” Almira said, coming around the bar and walking past him. “Let me see who it is.”

Joel reached down and touched the butt of his SIG, which stuck out of his waistband as she approached the door.

“Who is it?” she asked, leaning towards it. Joel couldn’t hear the reply, but she visibly relaxed and swung the door open, Sheriff Masterson framed in the door’s opening. “C’mon in, Blake,” she said. “Make yourself at home.”

“Thank you,” Blake said with a nod and took a step inside. He halted as she closed the door behind him.

“Joel Robertson, is that you?”

“Afternoon, Sheriff,” Joel said with a nod.

“Helen? Helen Zhou?” Blake asked next, looking at the young girl with a strange scrutiny. He turned and looked back at Joel, obviously confused. “Something I need to know, son?”

Joel and Helen exchanged a glance.

Blake stopped and looked at them both. What had originally been mostly a jovial question now felt like something else entirely.

“Joel?” he asked.

Helen looked at Joel with wide, frightened eyes.

“Helen’s been staying at the cabin,” Joel said, figuring honesty might just be the best policy. “There was an accident. Her father—” He looked at her and could see the low shimmer of tears forming in her desperate eyes.

“Oh, no,” Blake said, shaking his head. “Wayne? Dear God.”

“Don’t put me in foster care,” Helen pleaded desperately. “Please don’t. I can help Joel. I can stay with him. He treats me fine. I don’t want to be placed with some weird people I don’t even know, please—”

“Hey, hey, hey,” Blake said, holding out his hands. “Don’t get all worked up, okay? We’ll have to figure this out together. We will figure this out together. But honestly, right now, with what’s going on in New Orleans and elsewhere—I don’t think the state’s in any position to decide anything about this right now.”

Helen visibly relaxed, though a few stray tears continued streaking down her cheeks.

“That doesn’t mean we won’t deal with this at some point, but for the moment, we can set it aside.”

Helen nodded.

“The more important thing right now,” Blake continued, “is you, Helen. What can we do for you? How can we help?”

Helen shrugged, her eyes flitting away, not wanting to meet his gaze.

“Joel’s been keeping a good eye on her,” Almira said, beaming at him, a glow of pride in her eyes. Joel wasn’t quite sure how to feel about that and shifted nervously on his stool.

“Let me know if you need something, you got that, girl?” Blake asked, bending toward her and putting a comforting hand on her shoulder.

“I will,” she replied softly.

“What brings you in here today, Sheriff?” Almira asked. “Everything all right?”

“Well, I can’t help but notice that you’re still here, even though I’m pretty sure I remember suggesting you head back home.”

“And I told you this is my home,” Almira replied. “I’m more comfortable here than anywhere. I’ve been keeping the door locked.”

“Yet somehow troublemakers like him still end up inside,” Blake said, nodding toward Joel with a crooked smile.

“He’s a slippery one,” Almira said.

“So, how are things holding up at the old homestead?” Blake asked, looking at Joel again.

“Could be better,” Joel replied. “We’re trying to get things cleaned up. A few trees down, but nothing we can’t handle.”

“And you’re helping?” Blake asked, looking at Helen.

Helen nodded.

“So Almira was telling me,” Joel began, draining one last swallow of his beer and setting the bottle down. “Malcolm’s been stirring up trouble?”

Blake shrugged.

“Same old story. He hasn’t changed in twenty years, Joel. I wouldn’t expect him to now.”

“Just be careful of him, okay?” Joel warned.

Blake looked back at him, tucking his thumbs into his belt. “You telling me how to do my job, Robertson?”

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Joel replied. “He’s got a violent streak, though. And when normal life breaks down, people’s attitudes get amplified, if that makes any sense. If they perceive law and order to be breaking down, the person they are deep down sometimes becomes more visible.”

“Ah, so you’re a psychologist now.”

“No,” Joel replied. “Far from it. I’ve just had experience.”

“Four years in the sandbox qualifies you?” Blake asked. “Not that I’m trying to minimize your service, son.”

“I didn’t take it that way,” Joel replied. “But yeah. I saw things in those four years. I’ve seen things here. I’ve been part of conversations my grandfather’s had. Just trust me on this.”

Blake removed his thumbs and crossed his arms over his broad chest, one foot gently tapping on the floor as he looked at the man sitting on the stool before him. He waited a few long moments, then finally nodded.

“All right,” he said. “I’ll keep my eye on him. You keep your eye on her, all right?” He jerked his head toward Helen. “When things straighten out a little bit, we have to talk more about this, understand, young lady?”

Helen nodded as Joel pushed himself off his stool. He looked back over at the young girl.

“So you said you wanted to come into town. See how things were. Did you get what you needed?

Helen’s hand was stuffed in her pocket, and he could see her moving her fingers around, touching something that was inside.

“I think so,” she said softly. “Things kind of suck now, don’t they?”

Blake chuckled, but it was a dry, humorless sound.

“They do indeed, sweetheart,” he replied. “But they’ll get better.”

Joel wasn’t so sure that they would.
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Armand Beuchene’s stomach dropped when he saw the faint glow of familiar headlights cutting through the late afternoon fog. A low-hanging storm system had come off the lake, not enough to bring rain, but enough to bring a thick, hot breeze and pea-soup fog, trawling through the back roads and squeezing between buildings, settling over rural South Brisbane like gravy between mounds of mashed potatoes.

“Crap,” he whispered, his tongue working the dip stuffed into his cheek. He knew that act of kindness was going to bite him in the ass. How many times had his daddy told him not to show too much kindness, that it was a demonstration of weakness? Wasn’t that what he said?

Armand couldn’t remember. All he could think of right then was that those headlights looked like they belonged to the vintage Dodge muscle car that Malcolm Conway drove and they were heading his way posthaste.

Hocking out a huge wad of the chew in his cheek, Armand turned on his heels and strode swiftly back toward the gas station office, moving faster than he’d moved in a very long time. The Dodge didn’t bother navigating the tight right turn into the parking lot, it simply cut over the thin border of grass, tires thumping along the uneven ground, lurching slightly as they dug into gravel before charging forward again, throwing rocks in a rooster tail behind them. 

There was the skidding scrape of brakes locking, and the blue sports car swung around, tires digging up small piles of loose stone and dirt as it rolled to a swift stop, the driver’s side door flying open even before the engine stopped ticking.

“Armand Beuchene, well fancy meeting you here!” Conway said, surging from the car and swinging around the broad hood of his old-school vehicle.

“It’s where I work and these days it’s where I live,” Armand said, stopping by his front door, wishing he’d been just a little bit quicker. “Where else you think you’d find me?”

Conway smiled his thin, crooked smile and strode toward the man, shrugging slightly.

“Well, I gotta be honest here, Arnie,” he said, “I was kinda thinking you’d be here.”

“You got your wish,” Armand replied. “What can I do for you?”

His eyes drifted left as Larry Draeger and Max Mendez stepped out of the car, converging on Conway, forming up behind him.

Conway stood there, holding his eyes, his hands on his hips.

“You know, Armand,” he said in a soft, calm voice, “I could have sworn we were just here yesterday.” He turned and looked at the other two. “Don’t it feel like that? Like we were just here yesterday?”

“Sure does,” Max replied.

“Feels that way to me,” Larry agreed. “Just yesterday.”

“Wait a minute,” Malcom continued, raising a finger. “It was just yesterday.”

“Yeah,” Armand replied, “I remember.”

“Oh, you do remember,” Malcolm said, putting emphasis on the word do. “See I thought that maybe you forgot.”

“I’ve done a lot of stuff in my day,” replied Armand, “but my memory ain’t that shot.”

Conway nodded and paced slowly in front of the other man.

“See, I kind of figured you’d say that.” He turned and paced the other direction. “Which is why I was really confused a little while ago when I saw a couple of scrubs in downtown using a chainsaw.” He stopped and looked at Armand. “A gas-powered chainsaw at that.”

“Lotta places with gas around here still,” Armand replied.

“Not so much,” Conway argued. “Besides. We asked those scrubs where they got the gas, and you know what they said?” He stepped closer to the other man, drawing so close that Armand could smell his sour breath. It stank like rotting teeth, with thick traces of stale beer and old meat. He stood there expectantly, waiting for Armand to reply.

“Why don’t you tell me, because I sure as hell don’t know,” Armand replied.

“Of course you don’t,” Conway replied. He turned away from Armand and linked his fingers in front of him. “There’s no way you could know, right? I mean, we made that agreement just yesterday. We agreed that the gas belongs to me now and that it wasn’t yours to sell or give away.” He looked over his shoulder. “We agreed on that, didn’t we?”

“Yessir,” Armand replied. “That was our agreement.”

“That was our agreement,” Conway verified. “So imagine my surprise when I asked those gentlemen in town where they got their gas—and they told me they got it from you.”

Armand stood there, looking back at him, his face a solid statue, trying hard not to show any emotion.

“Can you fathom any reason why they might have said that to me? Any reason at all?”

Armand stood by his front door, fingers touching the handle of the door. They twitched slightly as he adjusted his grip, trying to do it subtly so as not to draw any attention.

“Armand?” Conway asked. “I’m waiting.”

“I don’t know what to tell you,” Armand replied.

“Oh, I think you do,” Conway said. “I think that maybe if we went inside that garage and counted all of your gas cans, I’m betting we’d come up two short.”

“Don’t be so sure,” Armand replied.

Conway’s grin slanted even further on his unshaven face.

“Larry? Max?” He said, not even looking back at them. “Go count those cans, would you?” When he spoke to his two cronies, he turned slightly, his attention drawn.

Armand flung open the front door as hard as he could, stepping back and swinging the metal-framed glass in a swift arc. The door thumped Conway in the shoulder as he turned to see what Armand was doing, and the scrawny man threw himself through the open door and into the gas station office.

“Oh that’s about the worst thing you could have done!” Conway snarled and bolted toward the door, his hand reaching into his waistband and pulling out a pistol. Armand wasn’t a weapons expert, but it looked like the same Smith & Wesson that Conway had toted around before, and he liked them chambered in .45 caliber. Suddenly he had to agree with Conway. He’d just made the worst mistake of his life.

Ducking his head, Armand charged for the register counter, knowing he kept his own Ruger .357 slipped into a narrow holster underneath, but even as he approached the far end of the counter, two flat claps of thunder echoed in the tight confines of the office, splintered wood exploding from the counter to his right, coughing up wild sprays of jagged, torn fragments through a cloud of dust.
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The cool steel of the Smith & Wesson M&P 45 pressed tight to Conway’s palm and fingers as he held his arm outstretched, the barrel holding long and steady before him, pointed toward Armand Beuchene, who suddenly looked like a deer caught in some particularly bright headlights.

The man froze, holding his position, both hands somewhat elevated as he stood, waist bent, seemingly willing himself not to move.

“Come on, Armand,” Conway said, making his way through the door, the pistol holding level, adjusting slightly as Conway moved left, remaining on target. “Why would you do something stupid like that? I thought we were friends.”

“You don’t have any friends,” Armand replied. “Only friends you have are the ones who owe you something. Or can earn you something. You ain’t got time for anyone else.”

Conway chewed his lip for a moment, seeming to consider Armand’s words.

“Could be you’re right,” he replied, then shrugged, his pistol turning slightly sideways, but remaining fixed on Armand’s position. “Nobody seems to mind so much, though. Do you, Max, Larry?”

“Cool with me,” Larry said.

“I’m all right with it,” Max followed.

“So? What’s your excuse?” Conway asked, twitching the pistol toward him. “Why couldn’t you just honor our deal, make this a whole lot easier for everyone?”

“The town needs my gas,” Armand replied. “I’m helping the town. What’s wrong with that?”

“You’re giving my gas to the town.”

“Malcolm—”

“My gas, Armand! It was my gas.” His voice was an urgent, slurring hiss, his voice elevating to an almost crazed shout. “Since I was old enough to walk, Blake Masterson and the people of this town have done nothin’ but hold me back. Tell me what not to do, tell me what I couldn’t do, shove my face in the dirt, throw me in a holding cell, all of it. They’ve hammered on me since day one.” The tendons were starting to bulge in his tensed neck and his face was shifting into various shades of deepening crimson. “And you’re gonna sit here and give them my gas.”

“It was a mistake, all right?” Armand asked, inching to the left slightly, keeping his hands raised. “I admit it. I screwed up. So sorry, never happen again.”

“Damn right it’ll never happen again,” Conway growled. “We’re confiscating it, right here and now.” He glanced over his shoulder. “Max and Larry, get into the garage. Find every full gas can you can and take ’em out. Put whatever will fit in my trunk in there, and then borrow one of Arnie’s trucks for the rest of it.”

“You can’t do that!” Armand shouted, lurching and slapping his hand hard on the counter. It was an exaggerated, overdramatic maneuver, and Conway’s finger twitched onto the trigger slightly, but held there as he glared at the man.
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It had been a calculated move, and one that, at least at first, had paid off. His exaggerated lunge forward to slap the counter had looked like the crazed outburst of a man nearing the end of his rope.

But what it really was for Armand Beuchene was another move closer to the .357 under the register. He had it in view now, looking at the curved brush metal butt of the weapon, the pearl-colored handle of the revolver extending out, at the perfect height and width for his fingers to wrap around and pull out.

He was close. Not quite close enough.

“I know things have gone to shit out there,” Armand said, lowering his voice, trying to put a bit more calmness into the room. “But that doesn’t mean we have to act like animals. There’s still law and order, isn’t there?”

Conway looked down the barrel of his pistol, the rectangular shape of the weapon appearing far larger than it was in real life, the ridged texture of the underside of the barrel catching the pale light of the setting sun through the windows.

“You want law and order?” Conway asked, then moved the Smith & Wesson slightly, as if showing it to Armand. “Here’s law and order. Right here. Nothing more, nothing less.

That’s when the cool chill of reality injected itself into Armand Beuchene, when he could actually feel the deep, unsettling, frigid numbness cascade throughout his body, moving through it like a stiff winter breeze. It wasn’t just reality, it was realization. He’d seen that switch flip in Conway’s eyes, and he knew he had already crossed the line.

In his head, he’d already gone over the edge; it was just a matter of time until his actions caught up with his mindset. Armand let his eyes drift over the inside the gas station, the familiar dirty white walls, the seemingly permanent water-stained ceiling from a persistent leak that they’d never been able to track down in forty years. Memories of his first day on the job, working at his grandfather’s knee, and then his father’s, then finally that sense of pride when his dad handed over the keys and told him the business was now his.

He’d been determined to make him proud. Armand had made a lot of mistakes in his life, so many mistakes that he had no business even owning the place, much less running it successfully.

Yet here he was, nearly a decade later, the place was still standing and still going strong. Or it had been, anyway. Until the hurricane. Until the lightning. Until Malcolm Conway decided that his version of law and order was the only version that mattered.

Armand drew in a breath and darted forward, shooting his arm out, his fingers grasping for the white handle of the .357.  Flesh touched metal and closed around the handle, starting to pull it out, the pistol sliding from leather. His finger touched the trigger and for one glorious moment he thought he might just pull this off and wouldn’t his dad have lost his—

Thunder crashed. A deafening fusillade of clapping echoes. Armand felt the entire right side of his body exploding in a roiling wave of crashing, hot pain, just before darkness swallowed him whole.

#
[image: image]


“Armand, you dumb son of a bitch,” Conway said, shaking his head, the thick stink of gun smoke settling in the air, his M&P 45 still extended straight out, thin wisps of gray crawling from the blunt end up toward the darkened fluorescent light bulbs set against the water-stained ceiling above them.

“Holy crap, Mal,” Max whispered in almost dumbfounded silence.

“What the hell did you do?” Larry asked.

“Self-defense,” Conway replied, lowering the pistol, letting it hang at his right hip. He felt surprisingly...indifferent about the whole thing. Conway had done any number of things throughout his young life, committed scores of sins, but he’d never killed anyone. Armand Beuchene was his first, and he felt almost nothing.

Inconsequential. Beuchene had been an obstacle and he’d removed it. The end. Book over.

Conway used his hand to ease himself up on his tiptoes so he could look over the counter and see Armand sprawled out on the floor on the other side. He’d successfully pulled the .357 revolver halfway from its sheath and it sort of dangled there like some half-open dresser drawer. He was lying on his left side, his right arm bent at the elbow and hanging over his head. Blood coated the underside of the arm and was soaking through his flannel shirt, turning an already dark shirt even darker. It had begun leaking out onto the carpet beneath him, a tight circle of quickly drying darkness. Crimson spray streaked up and to the left on the windows behind him and a single round circle had been punched through one of the panes of glass, a careless splash of red blood surrounding it. It looked as though one of the rounds had gone clean through him, pulling some of his spent blood in a backwards spray onto the windows. The others had driven hard into his muscle, bullets lodging there, forever trapped within his layers of fatty tissue and internal organs.

“I just wanted the gas,” Conway said, lowering himself back down. “He should have just given me the gas.”

“Some people learn the hard way,” Larry interjected.

“Ol’ Arnie ain’t gonna learn nothing,” Max said, shaking his head. “Not no more.”

“Just shut up and get the gas, like I said before,” Conway barked. “Grab every full can you can find, get them out of the garage, and load ’em up. Fill the Dodge’s trunk and then start searching for car keys, see if you can find the ones for his truck. We’ll load up the cans and get the hell out.”

“You got it,” Larry said, nodding. Max fell in after him, but Conway grasped his shoulder as he passed.

“Yeah?” Max asked.

“Load all of the cans except one. We’re gonna need that one to clean things up, understand?”

Max nodded his head. He understood. Conway patted his shoulder and Max turned, running back to the garage to do exactly what Conway asked.




Chapter 14

East of Seattle, Washington

She’d only lived in Seattle for a short time, but in that short time, Laura had embraced the pinnacle of Pacific Northwest commercialism with a unique sort of aggression and resilience. Like the long-lost sister she’d never known she had, someone she hadn’t realized was so much like her and so spiritually aligned with her until she stumbled upon her by random happenstance.

She had mixed feelings as she and Jack had crossed the Evergreen Point Floating Bridge heading east along Route 520, crossing from Seattle into Bellevue, then moving into the trees and makeshift artificial wilderness as they did, choosing to stray from the path of traffic. The Evergreen had been mostly silent, devoid of any moving vehicle traffic, though there were several stalled cars pulled along to the curb, standing end to end, obviously abandoned once traffic came to a standstill following the plane crashes within the city limits. They’d seen a smattering of other walkers in that time, people lurking alongside the vehicles, trying to stay inconspicuous but staying clear of them, especially considering Jack was walking in full camouflage, battle rattle, and carrying a tactical automatic. He was proving to be a good deterrent, already worth letting him tag along.

Laura had looked back at the city at one point, marveling at the Seattle skyline which was irrevocably altered in light of the 787 tearing through the clutches of downtown. At least two buildings within view had been hacked off near the top, ragged and uneven spires jutting from the broken remains of the structure like snapped femurs. Low, flickering fires remained scattered along the broken and even some intact tops of many buildings, and the soft strobing reflections of emergency lights cast parts of the city in strange blue and red hues.

Thick, dark smoke covered nearly the entire horizon, shielding many of the other buildings from view, rising into the air, slowly dissipating near the upper reaches of the western sky. What remained of the sky above was like an angry sentinel, scowling down upon its kingdom, watching over it with a sort of disdainful scorn, its furrowed brow dark with thunder clouds.

Looking upon the city at that point hammered home where things currently stood in American history, how dreadfully close to the precipice of Armageddon they all currently stood. If this was Seattle, what must Chicago look like? Had Boston, Philadelphia, or Houston been afflicted?

Had New York?

The loss of life would have been staggering. It was staggering. She’d had to take a moment to catch her breath, frozen in time until Bruiser nudged her leg and Jack placed a hand on her shoulder, encouraging her to continue along their path. Somewhere in the near distance the growling throttle of heavy machinery thundered, either construction vehicles or military transports, and regardless, they wanted to get off the roads and keep moving.

They had. To Laura’s surprise, Jack was matching her mostly step for step. In spite of his history of pulling all-nighters playing video games, eating Doritos and drinking Mountain Dew, the Army had certainly whipped him into as good a shape as possible and, even toting fifty pounds of gear, he moved quickly. In fact, sometimes she wondered if she was holding him back.

Sticking to more rural side roads and back roads north of Route 520, Laura and Jack moved as quietly as possible, trying to move through the shadows. The 520 Trail crossed through Bellevue, running alongside the main road, which made their trek through this part of Washington easier. Laura had walked the trail many times in the past couple of years, often using it as a springboard for some of her hiking and camping trips. She wasn’t a huge fan of it normally; being so close to Route 520, there was always an underlying din of passing traffic, the low roar of cars whipping by. Today there was none of that. The manmade silence was palpable, a physical thing they could almost reach out and touch, and the only hints of any life at all was the occasional chirp of birds or other wildlife, the skittering sound of frantic footfalls of woodland creatures punctuating their own tromping along the trail.

“We’re already making good time,” Jack commented as they slowed to a stop, looking up toward the slightly darkening sky. The 520 Trail had carried them through Lucerne and they now approached Lakeview, and Laura knew the trail would end relatively close to an urban shopping area. The sky was dim with clouds and no lights were visible beyond, telling her that the power outage that had ransacked Seattle was not isolated to Seattle. Other locations were suffering the same fate.

“If we can skate past this shopping center, we can make it to Watershed Park northeast of here. Getting through Watershed will bring us to Bridle Trails State Park, which would give us a good opportunity to keep staying off the radar.” It had been over a ten-mile walk from Laura’s apartment which had taken them several hours, moving slow and staying off the beaten path. Their backpacks were growing heavy and their legs were tired, and suddenly there was the low churning of hunger working in her gut.

They had military rations in the bags as well as a stockpile of protein bars, along with water filters and other nutritional supplements, but she didn’t want to stop quite yet—not until she felt like they could safely use their portable stove, or use the self-heating MREs.

“Let me take a walk ahead,” Jack suggested. “I can go through the trees here and check the streets out by the shopping plazas and try and get us a clear path.”

Laura nodded, slowly slipping her backpack from her shoulder and leaning it next to a collection of large rocks. She rotated her shoulder, grimacing slightly at the pain, wiggling her fingers to try and bring some feeling to them.

Bruiser strolled off into the nearby trees, a mixture of spruce and hemlock, and their fragrances fresh and appealing to not just his nose, but to Laura’s as well. Out here in the relative wilderness it was easy to forget what was happening all around them. Part of her didn’t ever want to leave. Just crossing the shopping plazas to get to the state park felt like a huge gamble, a risk they may not want to consider taking.

But there was really no way around it. They weren’t going to get to Wyoming without passing through some city centers.

Jack had disappeared through the trees, though she could still make out his moving form emerging on the other side, crossing an intersecting road running north to south. A few moments later he was out of view and she walked over toward a tree and pressed her back against it, sliding down slowly to come to a rest on the ground, her exhausted legs finding at least some relief.

Bruiser curled up at her feet, clearly just as tired as she was, and she laid her head back against the hard, uneven bark of the tree, letting her eyes ease closed, if just for a moment.

The low, guttural growl from her dog jolted her back awake before she was truly asleep, her eyes springing open as she snapped her head around. Three men emerged from the trees to the left of the trail, one of them carrying a pistol, two of them walking toward the bag leaning against the rocks.

The man with the gun was skinny and unclean, a pale, acne-pocked face visible in the low light. His hair was red and tangled in a twisting snarl of crabgrass texture, his ratty sweatshirt hanging loose on his narrow frame. He might as well have been carrying a hand cannon, the pistol was so large in his small hand, and the barrel quivered slightly as he aimed it at Laura.

“Tell your dog to shut up,” he hissed in a nasally voice. The two other guys wore hoodies, one of them with the hood pulled down, the other with it pulled up, one a mud-caked green, the other a ripped and torn powder blue the color of the Los Angeles Chargers. 

“What are you doing?” Laura asked, pushing back against the tree so she could work herself into a standing posture.

“Just stay there,” he snarled, thrusting the weapon toward her. Bruiser was up on his feet now, back hunched, the growl even louder. Laura held tight to his leash, keeping him as restrained as she could, more for the dog’s safety than the three men.

“I don’t want any trouble,” she said. “Please.”

“We’re just gonna take your backpack, lady, then we’ll be out of your hair.” The other two guys were unzipping the large pack and opening the flap to investigate what was inside.

“Whoa,” one of them hissed. “She’s got everything in here!”

“Please,” she reiterated. “That’s everything I own. I won’t survive three days out here without it.”

“Finders keepers,” the acne-faced guy sneered. “No law in these parts. Not anymore. We take what we want.” He stood there, weapon extended, while his two friends continued rummaging through the pack behind him. He turned to look at them. “C’mon, zip it up. Let’s take it and get the hell outta here!”

Bruiser was full-on snarling, tugging at the leash, showing his teeth, his dark ears pressed back almost flat against the gentle backwards slope of his canine skull. The guy in the stained shirt glanced back at his friends again, the pistol drifting slightly off target, and Laura took a short step forward, letting Bruiser tug a little more slack from the leash, his nails digging at the dirt of the trail.

Laura hesitated for a moment, unsure of what to do. There was the slightest moment of distraction, the man with the pistol looking away, the weapon drifted, a narrow gap of time—

She didn’t remember making the choice, it just sort of happened. Her fingers sprang apart, the leash slipped free, Bruiser’s nails found purchase and the dog lunged forward, breaking into a full-speed sprint, careening over the dirt path toward the man with the weapon.

“Hey—” he shouted, trying to reorient his aim, but Bruiser was already on him, leaping forward, teeth digging at his wrist and forearm. The dog’s large jaw clamped shut, teeth ramming hard into flesh and muscle, the skin popping like a ripe grape. Laura saw everything in vivid, colorful slow motion, thin gouts of dark red bursting from the wounds, the man’s pistol dropping from his loosened grasp as he stumbled backwards, shouting in barely comprehendible agony.

Laura threw herself forward, charging for the fallen weapon  laying in the dirt, and the two men by the backpack turned and wheeled toward the dog, who now had the acne-covered one pinned to the ground, arm held over his face, trying to protect himself from the snarling, barking muzzle.

“Get off him!” a voice shouted and one of the young men lurched forward, swinging his left leg at the dog’s ribs. The heel of his boot struck the fur-covered side of the dog and Bruiser yelped quickly, jerking left, releasing his grasp on the first man’s arm, which was now gashed and bloody from the attack. One of the other men scooped a fallen branch from the dirt and held it like a baseball bat, advancing on the growling dog, who was still on all fours, hunched back in a defensive posture, lips peeled back, revealing pointed teeth as a low, unending snarl escaped his mouth.

“Get that thing! Beat the hell outta it!”

The first guy scrambled to his feet, turning toward the dog, fists clenched, all three of them converging on him. Bruiser’s head whipped left to right, jaws snapping as he anticipated the direction of the attack. There was no way the dog could defend himself from all three and they were nearly on top of him now, descending like a pack of hyenas on a hapless gazelle.

The gunshot was a shattering, sudden interruption, an echoing clap that seemed to press a pause button, freezing every single one of them in their tracks, halting them in mid-advance. Heads turned and Laura lowered the weapon slightly, clutching the man’s fallen pistol in two hands, the barrel pointed at them, a single thin wisp of smoke crawling from the tip.

“Get the hell away from my dog,” Laura said in clear, punctuated words. The three of them nearly knocked each other over shoving around and past each other, plunging desperately into the trees, pushing through branches, leaves rustling until they had finally disappeared, no longer visible or audible from the 520 Trail where she stood.

Feet thudded to her right and she swung the pistol around, dropping into a clumsy shooter’s stance as a shape burst free of the trees by the mouth of the trail, rifle in hand.

“Whoa!” Jack shouted, “don’t shoot!” He moved gracefully, even with the huge backpack strapped to his shoulders and the M4 clamped in two hands. His eyes were wide, his cheeks red, and sweat streamed from beneath his battle helmet, but she lowered the pistol and blew out a long, exasperated breath.

“What happened?” Jack asked as Bruiser lowered his head and trotted over to his owner, nuzzling her with his snout.

“Druggies or something,” replied Laura, forcing herself to speak between the hammering thuds of her heart and hard bursts of breath. “Tried to take my pack.”

“I imagine they won’t make that mistake again.”

“Bruiser saved me. Jumped one of them, made him drop his gun.” She held up the weapon for emphasis. Jack took a step forward, looking closely at the weapon.

“Springfield XD, by the looks,” he said. “Nine millimeter. Not a bad weapon.”

“I wonder where those scrubs got it,” Laura replied.

“Doesn’t matter where they got it. It’s yours now. I’d keep it close just in case we run across more of those jokers. Bruiser’s a good first line of self-defense, but a little firepower never hurt.”

Laura nodded.

“I’m not really a gun girl, but tough to deny its use these days.” She placed the pistol in her pocket and bent over to zip up her pack, then pulled it back onto her shoulders again. “What did you find out about the shopping malls?”

“What I found out is that we need to find a way around,” Jack said in no uncertain terms. “Rioters and looters are out in force. The main plaza at the intersection is on fire, windows are broken, and there are large mobs of people up and down the street. I saw a group of them trying to flip a police car while another crew was throwing a trash can through a plate glass window. Not good.”

Laura nodded.

“Okay. So looks like we search for the long way around.” She looked into the trees where the three frightened men had run. “Follow me, I think I can get us there.”
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Chicago, Illinois

Tristan didn’t seem to be getting a whole lot better.

She’d used two of the Oxy to help ease his pain, trying to balance it out with water and some aspirin that she’d had in her medicine cabinet, but still, his shivering, nausea, and other symptoms appeared to be continuing unabated.

She only had a single pill left and was hesitant to use it for fear of it just delaying the inevitable. Sitting at the kitchen counter in her own apartment, she used a flashlight to read through the book of homeopathic remedies, to get more familiar with some of the herbs and natural substances that might offset some of the symptoms.

Her mind raced as she read. She knew this part of the city like the back of her hand, she knew where the pharmacies were, she knew where the quack-in-a-box docs were, but she suspected those places were likely the first on the lists of the looters, especially those desperate to find their next fix.

Then a thought occurred to her.

Shawna had gone through some of her own struggles with addiction, struggles that her mother had helped her work through. There had been more standard medications, but her mother had been a hippy back in the day, and she’d always preferred natural remedies. Against her better judgement, but on her mother’s recommendation, she’d gone to see a woman who practiced Reiki and used natural supplements to help with symptom management and pain relief.

Now, looking through the book in her hand, she saw many of the same suggestions. Ginger. Ginseng. Anti-inflammatories. Muscle relaxants. A whole catalog of suggested cure-alls in all-natural form.

She had no real preference for homeopathic remedies over the more typical chemical composites, but what she did know was that the standard meds were likely stolen and stashed away in various drug dens by now. Who would even think about ransacking the homeopathy stores?

There was even one she remembered, one that wasn’t too far away.

She’d have to check on Tristan one more time, but then, she’d see if she could pay them a visit.
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East of Seattle, Washington

It had taken them almost ninety minutes to work their way north from the 520 Trail before cutting around east, hoping to slide past the shopping district that had become the focal point of looters and rioters.

Laura truly couldn’t understand that mentality, the thought process where human beings degenerated the minute law and order broke down. She liked to believe people were good at heart, and would maintain that goodness even if the law stopped telling them they had to. Time and time again since the planes started falling, she’d been proven wrong, and it tore her up to think it.

There had been thick trees between the 520 Trail and Yarrow Bay to the north and they’d walked through them in order to avoid the main roads. They carefully crossed Lake Washington Boulevard, cutting through a few small businesses which appeared to be unaffected by the looting farther south, and continued east through more trees.

Their progress was slowing considerably, their legs aching with pervasive exhaustion, and even Bruiser was stopping every few minutes to sit and whine softly, complaining about the progress. Laura took the dog for walks often, and he never seemed to tire of them, but even he had just about reached his limit.

“Watershed Park is just a little ways up ahead, and the Bridle Trails State Park is a short distance east of that. I’m not sure I can make it all the way in one go.” Laura stopped, making her way into a darkened gap between two buildings, resting back first and wiping her sleeve across her forehead.

“I was kind of hoping you’d say that,” Jack replied. “So what do we do?”

“I vote we try and find somewhere to bed down for the night, make something to eat, get a few hours of sleep at least, and then continue on.”

Jack nodded, and Laura followed his gaze skyward. It was difficult to tell what time it was with all of the clouds and the constant bursts of lightning, but it felt like the right time to shelter and wind down for the evening.

“There’s an office park just up ahead,” Laura said, pointing across the street to where a collection of brick buildings were gathered around a polygonal parking lot. Cars were slipped between white lines, though not many, and behind one of the low buildings they could see rows of tractor trailers.

“Looks like it might be a trucking company over there,” Jack said. “Maybe one of their trucks is unlocked? That might be a good place to grab some sleep.”

Laura nodded and the two of them crossed the road, keeping their heads low as they moved quickly forward, sliding between two more buildings across the way. Slipping through some low-growing brush, they moved into the wide expanse of angular pavement and cut left, heading toward the building that appeared to be the headquarters of a trucking company.

They began their slow creep through the parking lot, and Jack turned toward Laura.

“I get the impression you do this a lot,” he said quietly, keeping his rifle clutched tightly to him as they moved, as quiet as possible.

“Do what?” she asked. “Fight off meth addicts and sneak around a rioting mob of looters?”

“Uh, no,” Jack replied, his voice sounding unsure. “I mean survive in the wilderness. Go out hiking, camping, that sort of thing.”

“Well, yeah,” she replied. “I think I told you I was a storm chaser a while ago. I spent entire weeks working out of my car. Gave me a certain appreciation for the outdoors. Part of the reason Seattle was so appealing to me was because it was the Pacific Northwest. I love the wilderness and nature. I feel more at home there than encased in concrete, glass, and steel. What’s happened the past week has only amplified that.”

Jack nodded, then looked over to the right, Laura following his gaze. A short distance to the south, they could see a curtain of smoke rising up from a collection of buildings. They were too far away to hear the crackle of flames and it was still a bit too bright out for the buildings to be alight with the orange hue of the fires that were certainly raging. Somewhere, within that same collection of buildings they heard the low clatter of glass breaking and the swift bleat of some sort of unknown siren, chased by a chorus of shouting voices.

Picking up the pace, they moved along the parking lot and came up next to the row of tractor trailers, all of which had been disconnected from the truck cabs and fastened to secure posts embedded within the concrete parking lot.

There were five trailers all told, long rectangular boxes sitting on wheels with twin metal supports folded down near the front. The first two trailers were locked tight, the doors clanging noisily but not moving when they tried to open them. A third trailer had a visible padlock which also held it tightly closed, however when Jack tested the handle of the fourth trailer, he found it moved freely and one of the rear doors actually swung open.

“Score,” he said and finished pulling it wide, revealing an empty chamber on the other side. The floor and walls of the trailer felt as if they were made of a hard wood surface, reinforced by metal bindings, and they both used the rear step to climb up inside, taking a few steps into the darkness and slipping off their backpacks, leaving the door open momentarily so they could see what they were doing and Bruiser could jump in.

Kneeling by their backpacks, they each reached into the stuffed rucksacks, searching for various items. Laura pulled out a headlamp and wrapped it around her head as Bruiser paced back and forth, hovering next to the opened door so he could look out into the world.

Jack slipped two Army MREs out of his bag, items he’d salvaged from the underground emergency supplies underneath Aurora Institute, setting them both aside as he pulled out his own headlamp. He removed his helmet and replaced it with the thin strap attached to the battery-powered light, tightening it to keep it secure.

“Do we need the stove?” Laura asked. “If so, we should do it outside. We don’t want to start a fire in here.”

“No stove necessary, Jack replied. “These MREs come with flame-free heaters, small pouches filled with magnesium that activate with water to cook the meal.” As he said it, he pulled out a bottle of water from the bag and set it on the floor next to him. “The stove is good to keep in mind for later, though. I’ve got enough MREs here to last us a couple of weeks, but not much more.”

Laura nodded.

“Sounds good. I’ve got a decent fire-starter kit, too, gently used, probably a good ten thousand strikes left on the flint. So even once we run out of MREs and the protein bars I packed, we should have some alternatives for meal prep.”

Jack laughed and shook his head.

“Impressive,” he said. “You really are well prepared.”

“I’ve spent a lot of time out in the woods,” Laura replied. “Every time I go camping, I learn something new and find ways to make the next time better.”

“Well, I’m glad we ran into each other,” Jack said, though his face darkened when he said it. Bending over, he tore open the two MREs and removed two pouches, setting them aside. Laura went back into her backpack as well and removed a small bag of dog food and her own bottle of water. She poured some of the hard nuggets on the floor of the truck and Bruiser heard the sound, trotting over to check it out.

She moved to the door as Jack tore open the two pouches, each one marked with the word Heater, then opened the bottle of water, carefully pouring some into each pouch.

Taking one last glance out of the truck, Laura eased the doors closed.

“You got a rope?” she asked, turning and looking at Jack. He nodded, turning away from the two flameless heaters and going back into a pouch on his backpack.

“Paracord work?” he asked, pulling out a small spool of tightly wound black cord. Laura nodded and he tossed it over to her, Laura snatching it cleanly out of midair. Locating a few junction points on the inside of the trailer door, she tied off the paracord, cinching it tight and securing it with a knot, keeping the doors closed even though there was no interior latch.

She snapped on her headlamp and by the time she returned to her spot next to the backpack, Jack was opening the food pouches from the MREs and stirring them up, mixing and heating the food within the chemical heating pouch. Laura sniffed.

“Is that...spaghetti?” she asked, furrowing her brow.

“What passes for it in the United States Army,” Jack replied with a smile. He handed her the pouch with a spoon sticking out and she took the offer, lowering herself to a cross-legged seated position. Bruiser was greedily gobbling up the last of his food, snorting and huffing as he moved his snout along the wooden floor, searching for more scraps.

Laura and Jack ate in relative silence, their hunger overcoming any need for small talk, both of them trying to pace themselves, knowing that from here forward, food wasn’t a given, and each meal should be treated as a source of fuel, not a luxury. They each finished their MRE and washed it down with the remains of their water, then Laura offered up a quarter of her bottle to Bruiser, tipping it up and pouring it slowly, his tongue eagerly lapping it up as it fell from the opening.

“One day down,” Jack said, almost wistfully.

“One day?” Laura asked.

“I’m officially a criminal,” he said. “I went AWOL. Took some shots at my squad. A fugitive from justice.” He said the last words with some sort of mock-pride as if it was a status symbol.

“Are you afraid?” Laura asked him.

Jack sat, his back against the wooden wall of the trailer, his legs crossed before him, the camouflage uniform looking oddly out of place within the empty tractor trailer.

“Shouldn’t we be?” he asked. “Closest I ever came to any of this was playing that zombie apocalypse game on PlayStation. I’m out of my league.”

“We all are,” Laura replied. “Don’t worry.”

He shook his head. “You’re handling this pretty damn well, I have to say. Lot better than I’d be handling it alone. What’s your secret?”

“Secret?” she asked.

“How can you shift so effortlessly from one life to the next?”

She shrugged, looking past him, as if she could see through the wall of the trailer and into the world beyond.

“Been doing it my whole life,” she whispered. “I’ve never stayed static for long. Always looked for the next adventure. In a way, this is just another unexpected diversion.”

Jack nodded and took another sip from his water bottle.

“You said you had family in Wyoming?”

“Sister,” Laura replied. “And her family.”

“You said you had an ex-husband, right? A daughter?”

Laura nodded. She’d honestly forgotten much of what they’d talked about during their marathon walking session, heading east out of the city.

“But they’re not in Wyoming,” Jack clarified.

“No,” Laura replied, “no they’re not.” She hesitated for a moment, unsure if she should continue. “Truthfully, even if they were, I don’t think they’d want to see me. I’m not on great terms with them.”

“Look around us,” Jack said. “I’d think they’d be willing to overlook whatever happened, don’t you?”

Her face hardened somewhat, the shadows deepening in the pale light of his headlamp, her eyes shrouded in a strange darkness.

“They’re not in Wyoming,” she replied harshly. “It doesn’t matter.”

Still seated, she twisted around and gently patted Bruiser’s head, which rested on his crossed paws, his ears flattened. They perked up at her touch and she curled her fingers into claws and scratched him, his tail gently thumping. Moving to the backpack, she removed a bound bundle that had been tied to the top, freeing her sleeping bag and pulling it across the floor, standing as she laid it out along the other side of the wall.

“I’m going to take Bruiser out for a quick walk,” she said, “then come in and grab some sleep. You should, too.”

Jack nodded, appearing to notice her sudden change in mood, but apparently not feeling comfortable enough to comment on it. He removed his own sleeping bag from his rucksack as she snatched the leash, clipped it to the German Shepard, and walked toward the door to take him out one last time before bedding down for the night.




Chapter 15

Chicago, Illinois

Shawna had spent most of her adult life living in Chicago and had never once been truly afraid on the streets of her adopted city.

Times had changed.

Moving from shadow to shadow, she stuck to the alleys and back roads, moving throughout the southern edge of the city. She knew where she was going and what she was looking for, but it was no longer like navigating her hometown—it was more like navigating a hostile battlefield.

Already today she’d stopped by three separate pharmacies that she knew of within a mile or two of the apartments, but as she suspected, each one had already been busted open and ransacked, and the shelves had been picked clean, inventory remains strewn about.

It surprised her—in the time surrounding the events that had brought Chicago to its knees, it hadn’t always been grocery stores or hardware stores ransacked, it had been pharmacies, convenience stores, and electronics stores. No food or water needed, just drugs, drinks, and gadgets. She had to wonder, would Chad be any different if he were here? Somehow, she didn’t think so.

Although that part of the city had not been impacted by the collision of Atlas-One, it had borne the brunt of the ensuing lawlessness, riots, and looting, local criminals taking advantage of the sudden vacuum of law enforcement and emergency services to wreak havoc on the streets. As Shawna moved between two squat office buildings, she could hear the murmured voices of a crowd to her left. The metallic clatter and scrape of a trash can tipping over was followed by the exploding crash of shattering glass. Cheers erupted through the gathered crowd and the sounds of feet shuffling into whatever shop they’d just broken open followed last.

Turning right, she moved in the opposite direction, wanting to stay as far away from other people as she could, not just to avoid getting caught up in the frenzy, but also because she was in hostile territory now. What had happened with her and Chad had turned all of his friends and fellow gang members against her. There were a lot of them, especially sprinkled throughout southern Chicago, and every trip she took on the streets was a calculated risk. But this time she couldn’t help it. Tristan was in pain, he was suffering, and he had saved her life. She could do no less for him.

Slowing for a moment, she read the street signs, trying to gauge her next approach. She knew where she was going, though she usually got there via mass transit, not by walking, and certainly not by sticking to the less-traveled avenues. Each turn she made to stay off the beaten path took her longer to reorient.

Feet thudded along the pavement ahead and she threw herself into the shadows of the alley, ducking down behind a large green dumpster as figures charged past the opening, running right to left, sneakers thwacking as they moved. Her heart steadying, Shawna moved from around the dumpster, checking absently to make sure her pistol was still tucked into her waistband.

The comforting feel of the contoured handle under her fingers settled her nerves a bit as she approached the mouth of the alley and looked outward, eyes focused on a small structure apart from surrounding buildings, sitting in the center of a small oval parking lot. Oriental characters were etched on the front-facing window, but she was glad to see that at least the window was intact. Nobody had broken through it or attempted to gain illicit entry.

It was a small brick structure, the large bay window overlooking the parking lot, with an ornate slanted roof styled like old Buddhist temples. There was a narrow alcove where the front door was set, both the door and the window dark. 

Small favors.

Ducking low, she bolted across the street, running swiftly over the sidewalk, down the curb, and to the front door of the building, slipping into the alcove, letting the shadows fall over her, pressing herself back. She waited there for a few moments, holding still, hoping that nobody stumbled across her.

Slowly she counted from one to sixty, giving herself a full minute of time concealed by the alcove, and when she saw no one and heard nothing, she figured it was safe to continue. Turning to look at the door she tugged on the handle, just in case, but as she suspected, the door was locked tight.

Of course, that had never stopped her before. Although she was going out of her way to help Tristan now, she hadn’t always been on the side of the angels, and had spent much of the past few years assisting Chad in his less-than-legal endeavors. He was the muscle, but she was often the key—the person he leaned on to get them access to places they weren’t supposed to be. Fishing into her pocket, she retrieved a small pouch and carefully unzipped it, revealing a simplified lockpick kit, which she separated into its individual components. 

Pulling out the tension tool and the pick itself, she placed both implements in her hands and guided them into the circular locking mechanism above the curved handle of the front door. Leaning in close, she worked the pick in the keyhole, closing her eyes as she let her fingers and the tool’s resistance tell her the story.

Feeling the tumblers fall into place, she moved the tension tool up, using it to hold them there while the pick moved its way deeper into the keyhole, activating the other pins throughout the lock. It was a relatively simple lock, a single keyhole, no deadbolt, and it took her about four minutes before she heard the satisfying click of the lock springing open.

Moving her hand to the door handle, she pulled the mostly glass door open, then pushed herself to her feet, moving forward, sweeping past the opening and into the store beyond.

She’d seen the place often, but had never gone inside. It was an herbal remedy shop, owned by a nice elderly couple from China whom she often saw out on the sidewalk, sweeping and washing their windows, spending hours keeping their little store immaculately clean and presentable.

Shawna remembered never seeing a single car in the parking lot any time she’d been in the area, so she had no idea how they even kept the lights on, but for as long as she had roamed this neighborhood the store had been there, chugging along, customers or no.

She almost felt guilty as she walked through a short entry hallway, emerging into the store itself, a small and sparse room with squat shelves as well as accompanying clear bins storing herbs, plants, and various other homeopathic remedies. Shawna had suspected that most of the malcontents who might be looting stores would overlook this one, and she’d been correct. The shelves were intact and appeared to be full, the store itself relatively untouched, even though many of the surrounding businesses had been ransacked. She was glad to see that neither of the owners were present, giving her free rein throughout the shop.

Spending only a few minutes walking up and down the aisle, she focused mainly on ginseng and ginger, knowing that a combination of the two herbs generally provided nausea relief, which was likely Tristan’s most intense symptom of opiate withdrawal. Retrieving a plastic bag from behind the counter, she loaded it up with several different herbs and remedies, focusing on the two she came for, but complementing them with some St. John’s Wort, and Nux Vomica for anti-bacterial or anti-inflammatory properties. There were several other pill bottles, powders, and raw roots she plucked from the shelves and dropped into the plastic bag, quickly accumulating a healthy amount of homeopathic medicines that could prove useful for any manner of things.

She stood by the entrance door, looking out through it, preparing to leave, but hesitated for a moment, the hard, jagged rock of guilt settling in her guts. When working alongside Chad, she’d never once hesitated to assist in breaking into a convenience store, any number of homes or businesses, and at one point had even helped him crack an ATM open without hesitation. But today, all she could think about was the kindly old Chinese couple who owned this establishment, and she made her way back to the counter. Pulling her wallet from her pocket, she opened it up and was disappointed to find that she only had a few bills pressed together inside, less than twenty dollars total.

With a sigh, she left them on the counter, knowing full well that it wouldn’t cover everything, but feeling at least a little bit better that she’d left them something for their trouble.

The bag filled and the money left, she opened the door and retreated into the parking lot. She made sure to lock the door behind her as she left, walking out into the setting sun.
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The entire horizon was awash with smoke, the Chicago skyline completely obscured by thick, dark clouds of belching fire. With a low creak of brakes, the Honda SUV angled right, coasting to a stop at the right shoulder, the tire shuddering for a brief moment as it passed over the rumble strip before its final stop alongside the upper ridge of the grass slope.

For a moment, the vehicle idled, the growl of its engine softening to a mild rattle, twin headlights casting pale beams of illumination along the highway ahead. It wasn’t nearly dark yet, but it was getting there, and the driver was impatient to return to Chicago.

As the sun continued setting, the soft, amber glow of the fires within the collection of sky rise buildings became more evident, steel and glass reflecting the orange backsplash of active flame. Red and blue lights joined the orange, the rhythmic strobe of emergency beacons, lights, and sirens that had been at their mission consistently for a week and were still unrelenting.

The driver’s side door opened and Chad stepped out, looking over the expanse of the highway, back toward the city proper. Heading west out of downtown, the highway was pockmarked with abandoned cars. There was room to navigate around and between them, the roads weren’t impassable, but about two miles back to his west, there was a significant multi-car pileup. A distracted driver, he figured, who rear-ended another, who then swerved and smashed into a third, completely blocking the western route out of the city, cars stacking up endlessly behind it.

Eventually, it appeared, people just abandoned them there, realizing that emergency services was going to be occupied with events in the city for a protracted period of time. The eastern lane remained relatively clear, however, which was good. That was where Chad was driving, and that would be his main pathway back home.

Back to Chicago.

Back to Shawna.

Back to take his pound of flesh. They’d worked together for so long, he’d never once thought it would come to this. She’d testified against him. Sent him to maximum security so she got a lighter sentence, a slap on the wrist, a night in a holding cell, and then freedom.

Only, his time in maximum security had been far shorter than anticipated. He was free now, just like her, and he was going to make her pay for what she’d done to him.

He knew where she was—or he had a good idea, anyway. After all, where else was there for her to go? The apartment building had everything she’d need, and while she’d certainly be surrounded by enemies there, friends of his angered by her betrayal, he could see her retreating there anyway. Barricading herself inside, taking refuge from the outside world.

But there would be no refuge. Not from him. He’d find her, he’d torture her, and he’d kill her just because he could. The police were otherwise occupied, and his taste for murder had only barely been satiated by the two owners of the Honda. Already he was hungry for more.

It would be her, and it would be delicious. When the time was right.

Stepping back into the vehicle, he slammed the door and brought the Honda back out onto the pavement, touching the accelerator and picking up speed back towards the city.




Chapter 16

South Brisbane, Louisiana

“I know this wasn’t what you expected,” Joel said, crossing his arms as he leaned gently back against his Jeep and looked at Helen standing on the sidewalk outside of Schmidty’s. Helen had her hands stuffed in her pockets and was staring down at the sidewalk as if some sort of print were etched there that she was committing to memory.

She shrugged gently.

“It was fine,” she said.

“What were you hoping for?” Joel asked, not entirely sure why he was even asking it.

Helen sighed a soft and whispered breath, her lips pursed.

“When I was younger,” she said, “on any given Sunday, my dad used to ask me what I wanted to do that day. See, when I was a kid, the restaurant was closed on Sundays, so that was our day, you know? Just me and him. After Mom...” Her voice trailed off as she spoke. She lifted her head and looked off into the darkening sky, not at anything in particular as far as Joel could tell, but just...looking.

“I’d always tell him I wanted to go shopping. To him, it was ridiculous. We’d just gone shopping last Sunday, what could there possibly be that we didn’t look at a week ago? I mean, this is South Brisbane, there are barely any stores here, especially stores that a six-year-old kid would be into.”

Joel didn’t say anything, he just looked at her, his face stoic. It was taking all of his power not to think of little Tia, his own daughter, who had been right around that six-year-old mark when the fire ripped her from him and swallowed her whole.

“He really didn’t get it,” she continued. “It wasn’t about the stupid stores. I barely ever even bought anything. It was just about spending time with him. Neither of us liked sports. We never really owned any board games. Didn’t like the same TV shows or anything. Walking downtown and going through the stores was our time. Time I got to spend with him. Those rare few hours when I knew I was actually his main focus.”

Joel drew in a breath and held it, chewing his lower lip.

“So, I dunno,” Helen said with a shrug. “I guess I was thinking I might be able to capture some of those memories. To remember the good times, before he got so obsessed with the restaurant and I got so wrapped up in school and other stuff.”

“Didn’t work?”

“Didn’t work.”

They stood quietly as the sky darkened above them, the low pulse of lightning continuing to arc in uneven intervals, temporarily brightening the horizon before dimming it once again, like dramatically adjusting the dimmer switch on her old dining room light.

“Life sucks sometimes, kid,” Joel said, looking away into the darkness himself.

“Life seems to suck a lot more now,” Helen replied. “Like, why are we even bothering?”

That caught Joel’s attention and he swung his head back around, looking at her.

“Don’t say that,” he said firmly. “Don’t ever say that. Survival is the reason. It’s the best reason. Sometimes the only reason.”

“Why?” she persisted. “What is there to live for?”

Joel lowered his chin, not replying immediately, but considering the question.

“Trust me,” he finally answered, “I’ve asked myself that exact question. A lot. Especially over the past five years.”

“What did you come up with?”

Joel shrugged.

“I’d tell you it was the feeling of the hot sun on your forehead and the taste of a fresh beer, but you’re only fourteen, so—”

“Sheriff’s got bigger problems than underage drinking,” Helen replied with a crooked grin.

Joel narrowed his eyes and shook his head slowly.

“Not gonna happen,” he said. Pushing himself from the side of the Jeep, he pried open the passenger door. “Get in. Let’s head back to the cabin.”

Helen nodded and stepped up into the seat as Joel went around the back side of the vehicle and slid into his own seat, starting the engine and guiding the Jeep from the gravel-covered parking lot of the bar out onto the street beyond.

As the day had shifted into dusk the foot traffic lurking up and down the arteries carving South Brisbane into smaller, bite-sized chunks had faded, leaving the sidewalks empty. Joel steered the Jeep around the few branches that still remained in the road, quickly moving from downtown onto the back streets heading south, out of the business district.

Helen said nothing as they drove. She pressed her shoulder against the passenger door and looked longingly out of the window, though Joel wasn’t sure what she was looking at. Without power and with the growing cloud cover, when lightning wasn’t illuminating the sky, the landscape was variations of black and a deeper black, with nothing to see as they cruised along the narrow paved streets.

The roads were empty, no other vehicles visible as they headed out toward the cabin, moving from one road to the other, Joel accelerating slightly as they reached the less-traveled routes of their hometown.

Something caught his eye as they moved forward, nearing the gentle curve heading west that would take him out toward the lake and toward his grandfather’s property. Up ahead on the left he saw a slowly pulsing light, a light that would have looked relatively normal if there had been power, but it looked wholly out of place now, a strange bright throb against a mostly dark backdrop.

“What is that?” Helen asked as they drove on, turning to look out of the windshield at the same strange glow in the distance.

“I’m not sure,” Joel replied and he pressed his foot down, picking up speed, sending the Jeep from forty to brushing up against sixty miles per hour. “Oh no,” he whispered as they drew closer. “I think that’s Beuchene’s.”

Ignoring any pretext of the speed limit, he floored the accelerator, sending the Jeep hurtling into the darkness, the headlights carving pale swaths through the haze of deepening dusk. He swung left, the beams of light arching ahead of him as he turned, cutting diagonal across the two lanes, surging toward the parking lot of the gas station and car repair shop. Large clutches of trees and brush lined the left side of the road, concealing the building itself until they crested the turn off into the parking lot.

As the Jeep cruised past where the trees stopped, he could see the darkened shadow of the structure ahead, the massive three-bay garage attached to the smaller square brickwork store.

The entire building was engulfed in a roiling wave of bright, hot flame.

“Oh my God,” Helen hissed as Joel sent the Jeep flying forward, tires kicking up gravel, his eyes widening as the crackling flame reflected in his pupils. He slammed on the brakes, bringing the Jeep into swift sideways skid, kicking up rocks and dirt, and he pushed through the driver’s side door, blasting it open and spilling out onto the ground, standing there next to the vehicle, wide-eyed and staring at the inferno.

He didn’t move. He couldn’t. Already he was plunging backwards in time, his life as it was now twisting and tangling with his life as it was then, the fire swallowing Beuchene’s suddenly the same exact fire that swallowed his own home five years ago. His feet were rooted to the spot, immobile and paralyzed, his eyes wide in the hypnotic pattern of the fiery fingers reaching toward the sky above.

“Joel?” a small voice called. He barely heard it.

“Joel?” it called again. His eyes were keenly focused on the flames. They had already punched through the windows of the garage doors, engulfing much of that part of the building, burning up through a quickly disintegrating roof, melting away shingles and scorching the wood paneling. The brick construction of the store was slightly more resilient than the wooden surface of the garage, but already the dull red was fringed with black, the glass windows taking up much of the right side wall completely shattered, coils of hot fire reaching out and up the side of the building. There were no sirens, no sounds of approaching vehicles, just the dry crackling of the hungry blaze as it swept through, devouring all in its path.

“Joel!”

That time the voice caught his attention and he snapped free of the temporary hypnosis and whirled toward the sound, his eyes meeting Helen’s.

“Do you think anyone’s in there?” she asked frantically. “Your friend. Armand. Is he in there?”

“No,” Joel hissed. “Oh God, no.” He wheeled around and tore forward, running swiftly toward the front door of the store part of the garage. Lowering his shoulder, he threw himself into it, smashing into the wood, knocking the door open, bursting into a raging whirlwind of heat and flame.

“Armand!” he called, holding his hand up over his forehead as if his shirt sleeve would somehow protect him. “Arnie, are you in here?” He was shouting loud, trying to be heard above the crackle of flame, his eyes already stinging as they darted left and right, searching out any sign of humanity within. “C’mon, Armand, let me know if you’re here!”

There was a sharp bang from the garage as something erupted, then a clatter of metal on concrete as shelving tipped over, dumping tools and who knew what else down onto the floor. Joel ducked his head and pushed forward, trying to ignore the searing heat and blistering winds from inside the building. Angling right, he made his way toward the register counter, just trying to set a landmark, to keep himself oriented so he didn’t get lost in the confusion of a room full of flame. Placing his hand on the counter, he gasped and drew back, the sheer heat of the surface too much for his flesh to touch. As he kept moving forward, he came around the counter and looked towards the floor.

Armand was there, lying on his left side, his eyes open and lifeless, his arms splayed, body wedged tight in the narrow gap between the counter edge and the wall. Fire crept low along the wall, making its way toward the corpse, but Joel could already tell Armand’s wounds were not related to the fire. He saw thick splotches of blood and a ragged tear through his shirt, a single, circular hole and splash of blood on the window behind the register, one of the few chunks of glass remaining that the fire had not yet consumed.

“Dammit,” he hissed angrily. “What did you get yourself into, Arnie?”

Fire roared, a sudden, scalding, guttural gash of orange flame raking up the wall behind him, hacking through plaster, crawling into the roof, joining more fire that had already settled there.

“Joel!” he heard Helen screaming from outside and he turned, seeing that the flames were converging quickly, threatening to block his exit.

“I’m sorry, Armand,” he whispered, casting one last look at his old friend, coming back around the counter and sprinting along, ignoring the radiant heat along his arms and body as he ran. Ducking and surging, he pushed through some licking fingers of orange and red, scrambling through the open door and plunging out into the gravel, rolling frantically, patting at his arms and shoulders to put out the small fires that had caught in the cloth.

Helen fell to the ground next to him, helping him pat himself down and out within seconds the heat had settled, and he was safe, though Beuchene’s was even further engulfed, consumed by gouts of fire, its walls and roof twisting up into columns of dark, inky smoke.
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Holbrook’s Market had been ransacked early, one of the first places hit as the hurricane was bearing down on South Brisbane, but it had been a relatively orderly clearing out, with actual money exchanging hands and products mostly being sold, not stolen. Conway’s group and Joel had gotten into a little skirmish over cigarettes, of all things, which had caused things to spiral somewhat out of control. But things got locked down and in the week since the hurricane made landfall, the owners of Holbrook’s had brought family and staff into the store to facilitate the distribution and sales of whatever inventory they had left.

A week later stock was running dangerously low. The first things to go were the cigarettes, beer, sodas, and most of the assorted junk food, followed closely by bottled water and meats. Someone had even come in and bought up all of the scratch tickets.

At that point all of the essentials were long gone, and even most of the rest of what were considered non-essentials had been picked clean. Each night, Raymond Holbrook looked at his empty shelves and bare pegboards and told himself that he wasn’t going to bother coming in the next day.

But he always did. He’d dismissed the rest of his staff two days ago, those who were still willing to come help, and had moved from being a retailer to being a facilitator, trying to help assist folks in finding what they needed. 

Once again, he walked toward the front door, his boots squeaking on the tile floor, echoing in the mostly empty store, telling himself he didn’t need to bother opening up tomorrow, but knowing he probably would. It gave the town comfort to know he was there, even if he hadn’t been able to help much lately. He didn’t bother to remove the pale green apron he wore over his neatly pressed white collared shirt. Every morning he spent several minutes picking out his outfit, making sure everything matched, wanting to make a good impression with whoever might cross his path. His slate-gray hair was streaked with white and silver, still thick and full even at his age. There was no gap between his hair and his beard, just one single stretch of the same colored hair covering his chin, surrounding his mouth, then wrapping up into the trimmed mane on his head. 

Narrow crow’s feet pulled at his brown eyes, and his face looked old and weathered, though his arms were still thickly muscled and he moved as if he were twenty years younger.

Exiting the store, he closed the door behind him and used his key to latch the deadbolt, narrowing his eyes as a splash of bright light cast him in shadow on the front windows of his store. He craned his neck, looking over his shoulder and saw a car pulling into the parking lot, a car he recognized. Trailing just behind the car was a pickup truck, following the same path toward the lot ahead of him.

Both vehicles crunched to a halt and the engines wound down, the low growl easing to a soft ticking sound. The driver’s side door of the sports car opened and a figure emerged. Both doors of the truck opened as well and two more men vacated that vehicle and Raymond closed a fist, holding it tight, bracing himself for what was to come.

Malcolm Conway strode toward him, his no-good buddies Max and Larry falling in behind.

“Evening, Mr. Holbrook,” Conway said, keeping his voice as affable as he could.

“Evening, Malcolm,” Raymond replied. He was a lifelong South Brisbane resident, running the family business after his father passed away, servicing his friends and neighbors for nearly five decades. He’d seen the sort of trouble that Malcolm and his crew had caused over the years and knew that while some members of his crew had actually become upstanding citizens of their small town, Malcolm and his immediate, inner circle had not.

They were still rotten, and he felt his stomach twist inside out as they approached.

“Something I can help you with, son?” Raymond asked, making sure to quickly shove his keys in his pocket.

“As a matter of fact,” Conway said, walking closer, “I believe there is.”

Larry and Max spread out, creating a semi-circle around the man, keeping him trapped between them and the store at his back.

“Look,” Raymond said, lifting his hands, “I don’t have anything. Most of our stuff has long since sold out, Malcolm.”

“Oh, I know,” Conway replied, patting the older man on the shoulder. “I’m not here to buy anything, I’m here to offer you a unique opportunity.”

“I’m not looking for any opportunities,” Raymond replied.

Conway’s face hardened, his soft, welcoming smile vanishing.

“Why, Mr. Holbrook, you haven’t even heard what I’m offering.”

“Please,” Raymond said. “I don’t want any trouble.”

“And you won’t get any trouble,” Conway replied. “As long as we can come to an arrangement.” Subtly, the three men moved forward, closing the circle tighter, forcing Raymond to take an uncertain step backwards.

“Why don’t you open the store back up, Mr. Holbrook,” suggested Max. “Let us in. You know, so we can talk.”

“It’s late,” Raymond replied. “I need to be up early so I can—”

“Open the door,” Malcolm said.

Raymond saw the look on his face and blew a dramatic exhalation through clenched teeth. He nodded softly, retrieving his keys, turning around and unlatching the door, pushing it open so the three men could go into the store ahead of him. He followed them, shutting the door and locking it behind him.

“What is this about?” he asked, lacing his fingers together to keep them from trembling.

Malcolm smiled again.

“So, given what’s going on in the world today,” he started, “I think we can all agree that the days of selling goods and services might be coming to an end.” He said the words as if they were a practiced speech, as if he’d recited them to himself in the car on the way over, and the mere thought of him practicing this ludicrous spiel gave Raymond gooseflesh. Whatever Malcolm was going to pitch, he was taking it disturbingly seriously.

“Cash value is plummeting. There’s no way to deposit or withdraw money, the banks are all closed, I’m sure the stock market is already tanking. Give it another few weeks and dollar bills won’t be worth the paper they’re printed on.”

“You may be right,” Raymond had to agree with a shrug. “But who knows? We haven’t been able to get in touch with anyone outside of our immediate area. For all we know, power might be getting restored.”

“Don’t fool yourself, old man,” Conway replied, his voice hard. “Power ain’t coming back on.”

“Okay, fine,” replied Raymond, “say you’re right. What does that have to do with this arrangement you’ve got in mind?”

Conway smiled, looking back at his two friends.

They stood in the entrance to the mostly empty store, a scattering of chest-high shelving units set throughout the open area of the floor. More traditional grocery aisles filled up the back half of the large room, with cash registers off to the left. The floor was neatly mopped and polished tile, Raymond diligently maintaining his store’s quality as much as he could since the power had gone out. A few candles were set around, though they’d all been extinguished, and the only source of light was the gleam of dusk as the sun drew closer to the horizon outside.

“What does this have to do with our arrangement?” Conway echoed. “Simply put, my friends and I came into some luck just recently. We’ve got several five-gallon cans of gasoline in the bed of that pickup out there. Gasoline we’re sure would be considered very valuable to the people of South Brisbane, wouldn’t you agree?”

Raymond nodded. Of all of the things people had been asking for over the past week, gas had been one of the highest on the list. The local fuel depot had already been cleared out and the tanks next to the town maintenance shed were dry by now as well.

“So, we need a way to exchange goods. Trade them for other goods or maybe services, I don’t know. An exchange, so to speak.”

Raymond cocked his head, looking at the men through uncertain, narrowed eyes.

“Seems to me,” Conway continued, “you already have the—what do they call it? Infrastructure?”

“Infrastructure.”

“Yeah, right, infrastructure,” Conway said, nodding. “Shelves, storefront, signage, all that crap.”

“Okay,” Raymond acknowledged. “So what’s your proposal?”

Conway beamed, extending his palms.

“My proposal is that we convert your store into a trading post. Start gathering supplies that we can offer in exchange for other goods and services. Stock your shelves with our stuff, talk to people, make deals, that sort of thing.”

Raymond nodded. He hated to admit it, but what Malcolm was suggesting actually made a sort of sense. It was similar to some of the help he was offering people already, only he didn’t have items on store shelves to trade, he mostly coordinated exchanges between multiple parties.

“It’s not a bad idea,” Raymond replied. “Though I have to wonder. Where did you get the gasoline?”

Malcolm drew back.

“Oh, I’m afraid I can’t tell you that. We have a...proprietary supplier.”

Raymond looked at him dubiously.

“So, it’s a deal?” Conway asked.

Raymond crossed his arms over the apron that still covered his chest.

“I’ve heard what you need—but what’s in this arrangement for me? Do I get some kind of cut of these goods and services? A percentage? Finder’s fee or something?”

Malcolm chuckled softly, glancing back at his two friends. He took a step forward, looking at the older man with cold, hard eyes.

“What’s in it for you, old man?”

Raymond took a step back, not liking the sudden turn in Conway’s mood.

“What’s in it for you is that we don’t shoot you in the head and take the store for ourselves. That’s what’s in it for you.” His voice was calm and remote, the words leaving a frigid chill in the air, and Raymond could feel the hair standing up on his arms. This wasn’t simple intimidation. Malcolm meant every single word of what he just said, and suddenly Raymond had a good idea of just how Conway had arranged for this “proprietary supplier” of gasoline.

Like the flip of a switch, Conway’s face softened and he extended his right hand.

“So it’s a deal, then?”

Raymond slowly extended his own hand, letting Conway wrap it in his cool, clammy grasp. The two men shook, Malcolm squeezing extra tightly, crushing the bones of Raymond’s hands together for a brief moment as a show of dominance before releasing.

“Pleasure doing business with you, Mr. Holbrook,” he said. The three of them turned and walked out of the store, leaving the man staring at their backs as they left, wondering what he had just gotten himself into.
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"What are you going to do?” Helen asked as Joel knelt on the basement floor, rummaging through the Bug Out Bag.

“About what?” he asked, looking over his shoulder.

“The fire. Shouldn’t we call someone? Report it? Do something?”

“Who are we going to call?” he asked, cinching the bag closed and lifting it up, placing it against the wall where he’d gotten it. “How are we going to call them?” He pointed to the landline phone across the room. “Hurricane tore up the phone lines, not even the landline works. I don’t know any radio frequencies for local authorities, I can’t use the ham radio. Even if I could, I wouldn’t want to.”

“Why not?” Helen asked, aghast. “What about your friend? His whole business?”

“What would be the point?” Joel asked, walking toward the dry goods closet to do his nightly inventory before getting ready for bed. “Armand was dead already. There’s nothing we can do for him. That building was totally engulfed, even if I did call the fire department, by the time they got there, it would be a total loss anyway.”

Helen shook her head.

“I don’t understand,” she said.

“I don’t want to get involved,” Joel replied, his voice hard. “I have a place out here, away from civilization. I’d like to keep it that way. Not draw attention to myself. It’s bad enough that with the cabin broken up there’s easy access to the trapdoor above. Anyone who looks hard enough is going to figure out we’re not living up there.”

“So what?” Helen asked.

“This place is a closely guarded secret,” Joel replied. “Only a handful of people know about it, and I want to keep it that way. If the town at large knew what was down here, and what we had, they would be marching on us right now. I can’t have that.”

“You’re paranoid,” she said.

“People used to say the same thing about my grandfather,” Joel replied. “But without that paranoia, where would we be right now?”

“Where are we right now?” Helen asked. “Sequestered inside a concrete shell! Sure, we have food, water, resources, but is that all life is?”

“Better than the alternative,” Joel replied. “Trust me. Over the past five years I came pretty damn close to the alternative. It’s not a good place to be.”

“There has to be a point to this!” Helen shouted. “We can’t just shuffle around within these concrete walls for the rest of our lives, not caring about anyone or anything! That’s not living it’s just...existing.”

“Any time you want to leave, you know where the door is,” Joel hissed back, then immediately regretted it. Helen glowered at him, her eyes angry, both fists clenched at her hips. Joel chewed his lip, letting his eyes settle closed. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean that.”

“Yes, you did,” Helen replied. She turned and walked away, crossing the concrete floor and going into the side bedroom. She punched the button on the LED light and plunged the small side room in darkness, leaving Joel out in the larger room, silent and alone.

He lowered his chin.

“I need a damn cigarette.” Snatching a pack from the shelf he retreated to the stair ladder leading back up to the surface. Pushing open the trapdoor, he ventured out into what remained of the cabin. Everything was covered in plastic sheeting, rudimentary repairs in progress with supports erected and planks used for reinforcement for the roof, which still had a gaping hole from where the tree had punched through it.

It wasn’t pretty, but it was progress. Maybe another two weeks and they’d be able to close in the cabin at least, to build up the facade. Until then he still felt as though they were playing with fire.

He stuffed the cigarette in his mouth and lit it, taking a long, hard drag as he moved through the front door out onto the porch. The sky above was a darkened shroud, streaking pulses of strange lightning splitting the darkness like veins of pale, blue blood.




Chapter 17

South Brisbane, Louisiana

Helen wasn’t sure how long she’d slept. Based on how stiff she was, she thought she might have slept the entire night, or at least five or six hours’ worth. She rarely slept a full night these days, nightmares and worry typically ripping her awake before she got her full allotment. Her eyes worked to adjust to the darkness, the persistent blackness down here in the shelter ever-present no matter what time it was.

Sitting up in bed, she reached over and touched one of the LED lights stuck to the wall and it clicked on, bathing the bedroom in a pale white luminescence.

Joel’s bed was empty.

Maybe she hadn’t slept a full night, maybe it had just been a few hours of very deep sleep, and it was still midnight or something. She flung the covers off herself and scrambled out of bed, moving from the bedroom out into the larger opened area of the shelter. Punching another LED light, the shelter was brightened by a splash of eggshell, and it appeared to be just the way she’d left it.

Turning around, she let her eyes fall on the gun cabinet for some reason, not entirely sure why, but investigating it all the same. Striding forward she unclasped the cabinet and swung it open, just to check inside.

One of the rifles was missing. Joel had gone through each of them with her, though she had honestly only paid cursory attention, not following the precise makes and models. But she believed it was the AR-15-style tactical semi-automatic that was gone. The bolt-action hunting rifle was still there, a few pistols remained, and even the shotgun.

Running a hand through her dark hair, Helen picked up the SIG P226 and stuffed it in her pocket, mostly out of paranoia than anything else, and turned to cross the shelter floor. She slowed her pace as she approached the ladder, the weight of the weapon unsettling and heavy in her pocket. Had she really just casually picked up a pistol as if it were a totally normal thing to do?

She tried to remember a time when she and her father had even talked about guns.  Had they ever?  The most serious conversation she could remember having with him revolved around whether she should take up the saxophone or the trombone.  Or whether or not it was okay for her to stay up until nine thirty playing Xbox on a school night.  All of those things seemed so trivial compared to what was happening now.  There was no school, there were no music practices.  There was only life, death, and survival.

What was happening to her? To the world at large? She placed a hand on the bulge in her pocket and stepped up the ladder, going out through the trapdoor and into the living room of the cabin above. She pulled the rug back over the trapdoor to conceal it, then peered through one of the cabin windows, verifying that there was the dim fog of daylight outside. She had indeed slept through the night and into the next morning, and it had appeared as if Joel had never come to bed at all.

So where was he?

She walked toward the front door and swung it open. The figure loomed before her immediately, seeming to emerge from the fog itself, standing before her, glaring down through narrowed, focused eyes.

“God!” she screamed and backpedaled, her back striking the wooden door behind her.

“Sorry,” Joel said in a soft voice, holding up his hand. He was dressed in a dark-colored jacket over a black sweater and wore black cargo pants on his legs. He had the AR-15-style rifle slung over his shoulder and a dark bandana tied around his head.

“Where were you?” she demanded. “Did you even sleep last night?”

“Not much,” he replied. He had a cigarette in the corner of his mouth, and he clasped it with his fingers, drawing in a long breath. He blew it out of the corner of his mouth, expelling a large cloud of light gray smoke, then stubbed the cigarette out on the railing of the porch and tucked the burned-out remains into a pocket on his coat.

He moved past her to the front door and walked inside the cabin.

“You didn’t answer me,” she said. “Where were you?”

“Beuchene’s,” Joel replied quietly. “Fire Chief and Sheriff were already there. Had a crew with buckets and manual pumps putting out what was left of the fire.”

“I thought you didn’t want to be involved?” Helen asked.

“I didn’t,” Joel replied. “I don’t. But I just wanted to make sure—”

“Make sure what?”

“I don’t know,” Joel said. He kicked aside the rug and bent low, prying open the trapdoor to the shelter. “I just wanted to make sure the right people knew what happened. Armand deserved better.” He made his way down the ladder stairs into the shelter beneath, with Helen trailing close behind.

“I’m sorry,” she said finally, in a low whisper. Joel reached the floor and turned slightly.

“Sorry for what?”

“For your loss,” she said. “Because your friend died.”

Joel nodded, as if he wasn’t quite processing her comment, then turned back, and let his rifle fall from his shoulder, grabbing it as it slid down his arm. Moving toward the gun cabinet, he opened the door and held the rifle up, preparing to put it back.

He froze for a moment.

“Where’s the SIG?” he asked.

“Oh,” Helen replied, fishing in her pocket and pulling out the pistol. “Right here.”

Joel glared at her as he took the weapon from her.

“You need to be careful with these,” he said in a hard voice. “They’re not toys. You can’t just run around stuffing one in your pocket.”

Helen drew back.

“I didn’t know where you were. I just wanted to protect myself.”

“If you’d blown your foot off trying to put it in your pocket, would you feel protected?” he asked.

“Why are you being like this?” she replied. “I don’t know how to do any of these things. I’m trying to learn. Two weeks ago I was a high school freshman! I’ve never fired a stupid gun in my life, now suddenly you’re showing me how to strip and clean them, but telling me never to touch them. I don’t understand.”

Joel placed the rifle and the pistol in the gun cabinet and slowly closed the door.

“I know,” he replied. “I’m not a very good teacher. I do better on my own.”

Helen cleared her throat.

“So that’s it, isn’t it?” she asked. “When you told me to leave last night, you meant it. You really don’t want me around.”

“That’s not what I said.”

“It’s what you meant.”

“Helen,” he said turning back toward her.

“Don’t,” she replied, cutting him off.

“Do you think I know what I’m doing?” he asked. “I could barely take care of myself before all of this happened. The only way I was making it through the day was with a six-pack of beer and half a pack of cigarettes. I can’t even do that anymore.”

“I can go,” Helen replied. “I have keys to my apartment. I can figure it out.” She turned and headed toward the ladder stairs.

“No,” Joel said, stepping forward and putting a hand on her shoulder. “Don’t go. I honestly didn’t mean that last night.” Helen froze, lowering her head. “I know you look to me as some sort of teacher. I’m not that. All I meant is that it’s not just about me helping you, it’s about us helping each other, okay? I need you, too.”

That caught her attention.

“You do?”

Joel nodded. “If I was left to myself, I’d probably end up getting blind drunk and falling in the lake or something. I need you to keep me grounded. Keep me sane. To give me something to work for. Someone to work for. If I know you’re here, that’ll help me.”

“I can take care of myself,” Helen said, trying to hide a sly smile. “Maybe you need me more than I need you.”

“Don’t push your luck,” Joel replied, showing no sign of a smile, though there was a gentle note of humor in his voice.

“Sorry,” she replied.

Joel nodded, looking back at the gun cabinet.

“I’ll teach you,” he said softly, still looking away.

“Teach me?”

“To use a gun. I went through disassembly, assembly, and cleaning, but maybe it’s time we actually did some shooting. If you’re up for it, of course.”

“I’m up for it,” Helen replied quickly. Joel nodded and opened up the gun case again.
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They’d arrived at Beuchene’s far too late to save anything, the building and garage a ravaged and burned-out mass of wood, crumbled brick, and broken glass. Scattered fires still crackled amidst the smoldering wreckage of what used to be Beuchene’s Fuel and Repair, the broken-down building surrounded by several volunteers of the South Brisbane fire department. 

Suction hoses were standard issue for the local fire department here, as they were pretty much everywhere, so after parking the tanker truck and running the hoses through the trees and down to the nearby stream, they’d been able to battle back the blaze pretty effectively, using vacuum-powered suction to draft the water from the nearby water source, then use that water to douse the fire.

They didn’t have a proper ladder truck on hand; if one was ever required, it was typically dispatched from a nearby town, though that wasn’t happening now. Sheriff Masterson doubted it would ever happen again. These days, South Brisbane was effectively on its own.

The raging fire had jumped from Beuchene’s to a nearby tree, and flames were crawling up and down the trunks of a cluster of oaks, burning off leaves and sending pillars of smoke spiraling up into the air.

“Those trees! Get some water on those trees!” Fred LeChamp barked, thrusting a squat, chubby finger at the fires working their way through the branches just left of the main garage bay.

“Working on it!” someone else shouted, moving a length of hose from the tanker toward the woods to the north of the garage. The sheriff had been pretty impressed. With all of the issues going on in town, and with the upheaval to everyone’s life, they’d still managed half a dozen volunteers on the trucks rushing to Beuchene’s to see if they could somehow salvage the remains. In truth, it had been the possible promise of gas that had drawn so much attention. They’d all been worried that what limited gas supply remained was just about to go up in smoke, and the response had been aggressive.

It had also been too late. Beuchene’s Fuel and Repair was little more than a smoking ruin, and as Sheriff Masterson stood in the parking lot, looking at the building, which had been a part of South Brisbane history for several decades, he couldn’t help but feel like this was just the beginning.

There hadn’t been an official report yet and wouldn’t be for a while, but he couldn’t think of any other reason why a fire would spontaneously start way out here unless something bad had happened. And by bad, he meant something purposeful. Something set.

“What’s your gut tell you, Fred?” he asked the fire chief, coming up next to him. The old man didn’t bother to face him, he just stayed looking at the truck continuing to beat down what remained of the flames.

“Nothing good,” he replied. “Signs indicate it started in the store, not in the garage. We haven’t been able to fully investigate yet, but now that the fire’s down, a couple of your boys are picking through the rubble.” After that short response, he did, in fact, look at the sheriff. “Garage was picked clean from what we can tell,” he said. “No accelerants detected in there, which means no gas. Underground tanks are more or less tapped, too. Place is almost bone-dry.”

Sheriff Masterson shook his head.

“Someone took that fuel,” he said. “Took it and set the place on fire.”

As they spoke, two uniformed police officers emerged from the wreckage of the main building. One of them looked ashen, his skin gray while the other had his hat off, holding it to his chest. The sheriff placed a hand on Fred’s shoulder and strode forward, walking in the direction of his two officers.

“What did you find?” he asked the pale-skinned one.

“Armand,” the officer replied, shaking his head. “We found him. Inside the store.”

“Damn shame,” Blake replied. “Smoke inhalation, I take it.”

The gray-skinned officer shrugged.

“He was burned all to hell. Area all around him, too, charred to a crisp. Impossible to tell.”

“Where’d you find him?” Blake asked, walking past the two of them and leading them back to the structure, which they continued to hammer with water in an effort to douse the stubborn, lingering fire.

“Store, like I said,” the officer replied. “Behind the register counter, from what we could tell.”

Blake nodded as the two others followed him, moving through the front door and into the store itself. Two firefighters were lifting blackened wooden slats, revealing a wide opening into that part of the building. Blake ducked underneath a cracked chunk of a support beam and stepped over a pile of broken wood, moving into the store itself. Parts of the floor were dark with fire damage, some other parts peeled up and warped by the hammering water. He could see the cash register counter, charred black and burned partially to shambles. There was a warped hunk of darkened slag on the counter which looked as if it might have, at one point, been a cash register.

Blake rounded the corner and immediately saw the man on the ground, curled up, apparently on his left side, pressed up tight to what remained of the windowed wall behind him. Lifting his head, the sheriff looked around, crossing his arm over his wide chest.

Something didn’t feel right about the situation. About where he was and how he might have ended up there. If the fire had been purposefully set, as it appeared to be, why was he standing behind the counter? Looking back down at the body, he could see what looked to be the burned remains of his left arm stretching along the floor, as if reaching for something. Water blasted overhead, a gentle arc shooting out of the suction hose, pelting a small scattering of fire.

Gingerly, he stepped over the corpse, an ash-covered and scarred mass, barely resembling something human. Lowering himself to a crouch, Blake pulled a pencil out of the chest pocket of his jacket, using his other fingers to keep the accompanying pad of paper in its place. Moving toward Armand’s outstretched hand, he used the pencil to push around some of the burned remains of the counter. After using the eraser of the pencil to disperse some of the debris, his eyes narrowed.

There was a carbonized object laying on the ground underneath the small pile of rubble. The shape had the distinct outline of a revolver.

Remaining in his crouch, Blake looked up and down the area behind the counter, starting at Armand’s feet and letting his eyes scan all the way to the stretched arm and scrawled fingers.

Shaking his head, he slowly pushed himself up on his old, aching knees, turning back toward the two uniformed officers, once again carefully stepping over what was left of Armand Beuchene.

“He wasn’t burned,” the sheriff said simply. “Man was reaching for his gun. Whoever stole his gas and set the place on fire made sure he was dead as a doornail first.”

“You think he was murdered?” the gray-skinned officer asked.

“Coroner will have to say for sure,” Blake replied. “But I’d bet my retirement fund on it.”

“We even have a coroner anymore?” the other officer asked.

Blake blinked as they moved out of the store, but chose not to answer that question. In truth, he knew they didn’t. Not a local one, anyway, and it was just one more reminder of what state the world was in.

The uncomfortable reality of things was that they had no coroner, they had no forensics team, and they had no state or federal support for crimes like this. There was him, Deputy Conway, and a handful of other officers, and if things were going sideways, they were going to have their hands very, very full.
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Word had spread pretty quickly and Holbrook’s Market had become a destination location for several of the local townsfolk.

“I don’t know, Malcolm,” Larry said, “I’m still not wild about just handing our fuel over for trade.”

Larry, Malcolm, and Max stood in the parking lot outside of Holbrook’s, watching the comings and goings of the small groups of local townsfolk. The word had gone out that there was a trading post, a place to bring your wares, and a place to store items that you might want to sell or trade. It had become a flea market of a sort, with Conway’s crew taking a small slice off the top for the privilege of storing your items there.

Raymond Holbrook and a handful of his staffers had been delegated the role of coordinating it all, and the four of them were pacing up and down aisles, talking to numerous customers, setting up sections of shelves and floor space for people to use. Raymond himself held a clipboard with a roughly drawn floorplan of the shop, broken up into grids, and people could sign off on which grid they wanted. The better locations cost a premium, a percentage of anything that came in as a result of a trade. It was a little hectic, but not beyond the ability of Holbrook’s staff to control. All things considered, it appeared to be running amazingly smoothly without much chaos at all.

“Not just anyone will be able to afford it,” Conway replied. “Believe me, they’ll have to offer us something good. Besides, we left most of it back at the house. We only brought maybe ten percent of what we snagged from Beuchene’s.”

“If you say so,” Larry replied.

Conway took a few steps forward, then looked left and right as if searching for someone.

“See the sheriff anywhere yet?” he asked. “I figured he’d be front and center for an event like this.”

“That him?” Max asked and Conway turned to see a police cruiser angling from the street, pulling into the parking lot, tires crunching on loose stone. It skidded to a halt about ten feet away and the driver’s side door opened. Conway walked toward the cruiser, a crooked smirk on his face, holding out a hand.

His brother, Lyman Conway, stepped out of the cruiser and walked toward Malcolm, extending his own hand so the two could clasp them together.

“What the hell you got going on here?” Lyman asked, looking out at the small crowd gathered at Holbrook’s.

“Heck of a deal me and Holbrook worked out,” Malcolm said. “Trading post. Using the store he’s already got, taking a little slice off the top.”

“Where do you come up with these ideas, bro?” Lyman asked.

Malcolm tapped the side of his head, cocking a little wink at the other Conway brother.

“So, where’s the big man?” Malcolm asked. “The sheriff?”

“Reported to Beuchene’s,” Lyman replied. “Place is on fire. From what I hear, Armand was found dead inside.”

“You kidding me?” Malcolm asked. “Me and Armand used to hang a lot back in the day. Damn shame.”

“Damn shame,” Lyman replied with zero sense of actual remorse.

“So, he coming back into town?” Malcolm asked. The two men stood shoulder to shoulder, looking at Holbrook’s. Max and Larry slowly drifted away, giving the two brothers some space.

“I’m sure he’ll be coming back to town,” Lyman replied.

“Any thoughts when and where?”

Lyman’s breathing was soft and steady, as if considering the answer.

“Fire’s mostly out, from what I understand,” he said. “Wouldn’t be surprised if he’s back in town for lunch.”

“Where does he usually go for that?”

Lyman smirked.

“His little woman packs it for him every morning. Enough to make you puke. He usually eats in his office. At the station downtown, next to the town hall.”

Malcolm nodded.

“What about the other cops? You think they’ll be tied up there for a while?”

“If Armand’s dead, then probably. They’ll be gathering evidence. Probably be up there almost all day. Masterson more or less told me so.”

“Good,” Malcolm said. After a few heartbeats of silence, he turned to his brother. “Still on board?”

Lyman slipped a pack of cigarettes out of his chest pocket. He tapped one out and held it for his brother, who pinched it between his fingers and put it between his lips. Slipping one in his own mouth, he used his lighter to ignite both of them. Malcolm let his dangle loose out of his mouth, but Lyman took a long drag, sucking the smoke into his lungs, holding it for a moment, then letting it out in a wide, soft cloud of pale gray smoke.

“Still on board,” Lyman finally replied. “Just make it quick and make it clean. I don’t want any questions.”

Malcolm patted his brother’s back, nodding softly. Without another word, he turned and walked away, heading back toward Larry and Max, giving his brother a chance to stand in silence, smoking his cigarette and considering what might happen next.




Chapter 18

Chicago, Illinois

Tristan shielded his eyes against the sun forcing its way through the open windows of his apartment. Was it morning already? Again? The last day had been a swirling blur of colors and dreams, and he couldn’t quite put the pieces together.

Trying to move, he grimaced, a sharp pain running up and down his spine, his entire body racked with a deep, muscular agony.

“Lord help me,” he whispered, trying to roll over. His stomach pitched and flipped, and he felt momentarily dizzy. He struggled to keep his food down and remained still for a few moments until the dizziness faded.

“Hello?” he asked in a weak, groggy voice, to nobody in particular. From what he could tell, the apartment was empty save for him and the bed. Pale light illuminated the room, but it wasn’t light from any lamps or ceiling fixtures, just the light from the sun in the open windows. His eyes roamed around the room, looking for an anchor point, but he found none.

He felt as if he were still adrift on an ocean of vague recollections, heading toward the jagged rocks of misery. No matter how well he navigated these memories, he was going to feel broken up and in pain, threatened with drowning.

“Hello?” he asked a little louder, and finally he heard some steps outside. The apartment had worn, wooden floors and sparse furnishings, about the size of three college dorm rooms. His bed was in one small section of the apartment, while the rest of it was flat, blank walls and dirty wooden floors, a mixture of Goodwill accessories and yard sale complements.

The footsteps came from the other side of an eggshell-colored sheetrock wall, somewhere in the hallway beyond. The knob turned and the door pushed open, and it all came crashing back to him at once.

Shawna. Her dark hair, her smooth, curved face punctuated by piercings. The starkly colored red leather jacket and ripped blue jeans.

“Shawna?” he asked, rubbing his head gently as he leaned to the right to look at her through the opened door of the bedroom.

“You’re awake,” she said, crossing the threshold and coming toward him. She had a mug of something in her hand, a gentle wisp of steam rising from it. “You finally fell asleep around two in the morning. That was a rough night.”

As she came closer, he could tell what she meant. Her eyes were puffy, with discolored circles underneath them, and her hair was tousled with bed head. Slipping off her jacket, he could see a white tank top underneath, her muscular arms inscribed with ornate tattoos running up and down slightly bulging biceps. To his moderate surprise, she wore a shoulder holster with a pistol tucked tight into the leather pinned just to the left of one breast.

Walking toward the bed, she bent down and sniffed the mug, making a strange face that he couldn’t quite decipher.

“Is that coffee?” he asked, pushing himself to sit upright in bed.

Shawna nodded.

“It wasn’t easy, but I made you some coffee, yeah,” she said. “I mean, I’ve got a French press, that much was easy, but you’re just lucky I found a battery-powered hot plate or you’d be drinking tepid coffee at best.”

“At this point I’ll take whatever I can get,” he said, smiling. He reached for the mug, his eyes drifting to a shabby old end table to the right of his bed. His familiar family Bible rested on the surface, and he smiled just looking at it. Taking the coffee, he tipped it to his lips, taking a gentle sip, then winced visibly. “Ugh,” he said. “This is awful. What’s in it?”

“I ground up some ginseng and ginger,” Shawna said, “chased it with a little pasteurized coffee creamer and some sugar.”

“It’s nasty,” he hissed.

“Too bad,” she replied. “Choke it down. I’ve been making you drink it all night. This is the first time I put it in coffee, but I figured that might be an incentive for you.”

He put the mug to his lips and swallowed hard, making a face as he drank it down.

“You’ve been pretty touch and go,” Shawna said. “The ginseng and the ginger should have settled your stomach. Gotten you through some of the worst, but you’ll be hurting for a while still.”

Tristan glanced away from her, suddenly unable to look her in the eyes. It was all coming back to him now. The little pills he’d been taking for a few years just to make it through the hardest days. At first, they were a luxury item, something he treated himself to once in a while. Then, gradually they became less of a luxury and more of a need.

Only now, they were gone and he had no way to get more. As loudly and as often as he’d proclaimed he wasn’t an addict, the truth was now staring him directly in the face. As if that wasn’t bad enough, someone else was watching.

“Nothing to be ashamed of,” Shawna said, easing herself down to the bed next to him. “We all have our demons.”

“Corinthians says we cannot drink the cup of the Lord and the cup of demons, too. I” His face seemed to fold in upon itself. “I’ve failed Him. I’ve fallen.”

“Hey,” Shawna said, moving forward, lowering herself to his bed. “We all fall. The important thing is getting back up, okay?”

Tristan nodded and Shawna reached over to the table, picking up the thick Bible, which still had the narrow slit of the knife wound through the bound cover. Like its owner, it looked as if it had been through a war, but like its owner, it was still intact. She handed the book to Tristan, who took it in bony, weathered fingers, caressing the spine of the book with a gentle, stroking touch.

“Take a few minutes,” Shawna said, standing from the bed. “Now that you’re awake, I’m going to go out for a bit. I’ve got some people to talk to.”

Tristan nodded and watched her cross the bedroom floor, then move out into the next room. A moment later he was alone in the apartment, easing open the Bible and turning to Corinthians 10:20 to refresh his memory about the Good Book’s perspective on demons.
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Letting the door shut behind her, Shawna ventured out into the dimly lit hallway. As she returned to the apartment from the herb store to try and coax Tristan back from the brink, she’d had an epiphany. She was sick and tired of being scared. Sick of being intimidated, feeling as if they were constantly in danger. Every morning, even within the relative safety of her apartment, she felt as if she had to check every corner, peek behind every door, go to sleep with a loaded pistol under her pillow.

There had to be a better way. Tristan would need at least another week to overcome his illness and while she still ultimately wanted to leave the city, she had to do something in the meantime.

The hallway was narrow, a straight corridor of faded and worn plaster walls tagged with graffiti, and in sections of the hallway entire swaths of sheetrock had been ripped away, revealing structure beneath. There was no way this building would pass any sort of inspection, but thankfully the inspectors weren’t following their normal routine.

Walking down the hall, she eyed the first door on the left and moved toward it, knocking softly on the wooden paneling. She heard the light scuffing of movement within the apartment, though nobody answered the door immediately.

Sighing softly, she knocked again, a little louder this time.

“Who’s there?” a voice hissed from the other side.

“It’s Shawna,” she replied. “You know, the landlord?”

There were quiet murmurs of conversation, then the knob finally turned and the door slid open, revealing three young men on the other side of it. Peeking past them into the apartment, Shawna could see drug paraphernalia spread along a worn-down coffee table, empty pizza boxes on the floor, and a fourth member of their crew laying on the couch, apparently deep in slumber.

The first of the three men wore a plaid patterned bandana over his bald head, his beard stretching thick, long, and unruly. She could see the handle of a pistol jutting out from his belt, his untucked shirt bunched up around it. The second man was large, his broad shoulders overshadowed by his even broader gut, which thrust and bulged over stained blue jeans with no belt. Behind them both was the third man, a flat-billed Chicago White Sox baseball cap pulled tight over wound curls of dark hair.

“Can I help you?” the guy with the bandana asked, his eyes narrowed into mistrustful slits. “Rent’s not due for another week.”

“Actually, I’ve got a favor to ask you,” Shawna replied. Her eyes darted left down the hall, then right down the other stretch of corridor. “Can I come in for a minute?”

The three men looked at each other with poorly concealed suspicion, then the one with the bandana stepped aside and ushered her in while the other two fanned out, surrounding her in a three-point triangle with her in the center.

“We ain’t done nothing,” the guy with the baseball hat said, then looked over his shoulder and tried to position himself between her and the coffee table so she couldn’t see the pipes, spoons, and dishes that lay there.

“I’m not worried about that,” Shawna replied. “I’ve actually got a proposition for you.”

“A prop-what?”

“Proposition,” Shawna repeated. “A deal to offer you. You and anyone else who might be interested.”

“A deal. What kind of deal?” The bandana guy looked at baseball hat guy, who in turn looked at the fat guy, all of them silently conversing about just what sort of deal the crazy lady could be offering them.

“How many of your friends are staying here?” Shawna asked, “In the apartment?”

Bandana shrugged.

“Since the lights went out? A bunch of our buddies have come to stay here. City’s not safe. Safety in numbers, chica, you know?”

Shawna nodded. She knew.

“That’s what I was hoping you’d say,” she replied. She glanced around the open living room, looking for a place to sit or some other more comfortable area, but it became clear that they weren’t going to let her come any farther into the apartment until they knew exactly what she wanted.

"Like you said,” she continued, “the city’s not safe. It’s especially not safe for me right now.”

“Why is that?” bandana guy asked. “What did you do?”

Shawna shrugged.

“You know, a little of this, a little of that. All you need to know is that there are people in this part of town who have it out for me. I’m not sleeping real well at night, and I’d like to feel safer.”

“And that’s our problem?” the fat guy asked.

“Maybe,” Shawna suggested. “I guess it depends if you and your crew wants to stay here rent-free.”

The three men all exchanged glances.

“Rent-free?” the guy with the bandana asked. “The hell are you talking about?”

“Exactly what I said,” Shawna replied. “I need a little safety and security, you guys need a place to stay. Seems to me like we can arrange an exchange.”

“What exactly are you looking for?” the guy with the flat-billed baseball cap asked.

“Security. Sentries posted at each entrance. Roaming patrols, one or two guys. Nothing major, but treat this building as one of your home bases. Guard it like you’d guard one of your crack houses against a rival crew.”

“And in exchange for this service, we stay here—rent-free?”

“Rent-free,” Shawna replied. “No questions asked, either. We’ve got some free rooms on the second floor, so if you’ve got more guys who need a safe spot, bring ’em on in. The more the merrier, as long as they’re on our side.”

The guy with the bandana grinned slyly.

“Seems like maybe you’re expecting trouble,” he said.

“It’s like you said,” Shawna replied, “the city’s not safe.”

“There’s a difference between the city not being safe, and you wanting to turn this place into some sort of stronghold.”

“Maybe there is, maybe there isn’t,” she said, looking at each one of the men, trying to gauge their comfort level. “Look,” she continued, “it’s not permanent, okay? There’s a good likelihood me and my friend will be moving on in the next couple of weeks. I’m just looking to keep us safe until that happens. Can you help with that or not? If not, that’s fine, I’ll be back next week to get the rent, and that will be eight hundred bucks less that you have to ram up your nose or in your veins.”

The young man with the bandana smiled at this and lifted his hands.

“Take it easy, little lady, take it easy. Sounds to me like maybe we can come to an agreement.”

“I’m glad to hear that,” Shawna replied. “How soon can you get started?”
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It had been a useful conversation, all things considered, and Shawna felt much better about things. Not just when it came to the building’s security, but about things as a whole. The thought had just occurred to her out of the blue.

Already, a little more than a week after everything had gone south, money was losing its value. Stock markets had cratered, banks all remained closed, and without power or infrastructure there was no way to deposit or manage money.

Cash was useless.

Trade would be the new currency. Not just goods, but services. There would be hundreds, if not thousands, of people looking for places to live, for a roof over their head, for the safety and security of walls around them.

She had that.

And it was more than just the building, too. There were a handful of buildings in the complex; the tenements had four total structures, all staged in a kitty-corner fashion with a square-shaped courtyard penned between them all. It was a decent amount of real estate, and if she could enlist the aid of enough people for security, maintenance, supply gathering, hell, even medical care, the apartment could become a community.

The thought came to her like a spark, a sudden bright realization that illuminated her darkened consciousness. It made sense. She could give them somewhere to live and they could offer their expertise. They would earn protection and access to resources none of them would otherwise have.

It was an idea with merit.

But she’d have to act fast. The threats from Chad’s crew were already dwindling, but she knew they were unlikely to stop. The quicker they could secure the buildings, the better, and then they could get a system in place to exchange people for rooms.

Why hadn’t she thought of it sooner? In truth, it had been caring for Tristan that had brought it all to the surface, her realization that someone with medical training and supply gathering could have made the process so much smoother.

She knew more now than she did a week ago, and it was time to put the new knowledge to good use.

Tristan would love it too, she could already tell. He’d hold Bible school and be a person people could talk to if they needed a little religion in their life. They could start a support group to help him deal with his problems, and she was sure others would share the same problems.

All of a sudden, the world didn’t seem like such a terrible place. You just had to be able to adjust, and she’d been adjusting her entire life. What was this, but one more curveball in a lifetime filled with them?

Exhaustion weighed on her and she slid back in her bed and rested her head on her pillow. There would be some busy times ahead, and she’d need all the rest she could get.




Chapter 19

South Brisbane, Louisiana

“Okay, most important thing,” Joel said, leaning down and placing a calming hand on Helen’s shoulder. “Don’t be afraid of it. It’s just a tool, like anything else. Like a hammer, a screwdriver, a drill, anything like that. As long as you learn how to use it and use it the right way, there’s nothing to be afraid of.

Helen nodded, her fingers flexing around the contoured handle of the SIG Sauer P226. Her palm was slick and clammy against the weapon, her left hand cradled around her right, holding it steady. The index finger of her right hand pressed into the curved trigger guard, staying clear of the trigger itself, as her arms locked out straight. 

Joel could see the barrel tremble slightly, quivering up and down, unsteady in her hands as she stared down the length of the barrel towards a small, wooden target nailed to a tree twenty feet away.

“Is it heavy?” he asked, reaching up to try and hold her hands still.

Helen shook her head.

“Good,” Joel said. “Just hold it steady okay? Look through the sight and to the target.”

Helen drew in a breath and held it, obviously working very hard to keep her arms steady. Gradually the up-and-down shift of the pistol barrel slowed, then stopped, holding still, clamped between her two tightly clenched hands.

“Good,” Joel said encouragingly. “Now hold it there for a moment, just let things settle. Steady your breath.”

“Okay,” she whispered. Joel gently released her shoulder and her hands, stepping back to give her some space. She kept her arms locked, one hand supporting the other, and the pistol held stock still. The breeze was cool and gentle off the lake to the south, the grass and leaves rustling quietly as everything else in the world seemed to fade in the background, her concentration intense and focused.

Joel lowered himself into a crouch, resting his arms on bent knees as he watched her move her finger from the trigger guard to the trigger, curling her index finger around the metal contours. For several moments she remained there, unmoving, barely breathing.

It all seemed to happen at once. Her finger twitched, the trigger pulled, there was a sudden clap of gunshot and the SIG leaped back in her hands, lunging upward, threatening to wrench itself free. She gasped and took an unsteady step backwards as the round whistled through the trees, off into parts unknown, likely dropping into the lake after moving a few hundred yards through the air.

She had missed the target cleanly, but her mouth was an astonished gape, her eyes wide as she looked at the weapon in her hands.

“Nicely done,” Joel said, standing and walking toward her. “Very good. Lots of people do a lot worse on their first try. You maintained control, held the weapon firm, took your shot.”

Helen nodded without speaking.

“Should we try again?”

Again she nodded without speaking, eagerness in her eyes. Joel smiled and stepped back.

“No coaching this time,” he said. “Let it come naturally.”

Helen nodded, and returned to her shooter’s stance, bringing the pistol back down, aligned with her field of vision, arms straight and hands clamped. She drew in a few steady, calming breaths, then moved her finger and fired again.

The second time the pistol jerked less, bucking in her hands, but not kicking all the way back. Once again, the round whistled wide of the target, slicing through the trees with a soft hiss before fading from earshot deep into the woods or over the surface of the lake beyond.

“Good,” Joel said. “But do better.”

Helen didn’t look at him. She made a slight adjustment, drummed her fingers quietly, took another breath, and then pulled the trigger a third time. The weapon barked and kicked, only that time a large chunk of wood from the left edge of the target shot free as the round ripped through, spraying tiny shards in a puff of wood dust.

“You can do better than that,” Joel replied, unwilling to offer more supporting words. “Feel the breeze. Compensate for it. You get three misses, that’s it. Make this one or I’m taking it back.”

He knew the words were harsh, but he also knew they were needed. She’d done exceptionally well for a first-timer, but if there ever came a time that she needed to use the weapon, she needed to feel completely comfortable with it. In harmony with it. She needed it to belong with her, be an extension of her arms.

She fired again, and again a chunk of wood careened from the target, but farther to the right, deeper in, closer to the concentric circles that Joel had drawn on it with a marker.

He said nothing, just remained kneeling in the grass and watching her. She fired again. And again. She fired until the magazine was empty, a full fifteen rounds from the aftermarket mag with expanded capacity. Helen pulled the trigger a sixteenth time, but it merely clicked on the empty chamber and Joel clucked his tongue as he stood up.

“Gotta count your rounds,” he advised. “Know when you’re running low. Definitely know when you fire your last. Trying to take down a target when the weapon is empty might as well be signing your death warrant.”

Helen nodded as Joel reached over and took the pistol from her hands.

“And I’m not being over-dramatic about that, understood?”

Helen nodded as Joel showed her the weapon.

“This isn’t a hunting rifle, okay? This is a weapon you use to defend yourself from personal harm. If you’re firing this weapon, it’s because you’re in fear for your life. If you’re not counting rounds, if you’re not paying attention to how many bullets are left, then you are putting yourself directly in harm’s way.”

“I understand,” she said softly.

“Good,” he replied. “That’s very important, okay?”

“Okay,” she replied, her voice edging close to impatience. Joel fixed her with a long, hard stare, holding her in place as he showed her how to eject the magazine and load a fresh one, which he pulled from his pants pocket. He ejected it again, then handed her the weapon and the mag, telling her to go through the same exercise, which she did. He showed her how to rock the slide to load a round in the chamber, then how to clear that same round when unloading the weapon. Helen followed along with each directive closely and carefully, watching with her eyes and keeping totally silent.

“Okay,” Joel said. He ejected the magazine and cleared the slide, handing Helen the empty weapon. Next, he gave her the one magazine, then slipped two more from his pocket and handed her those. “You’ve got three magazines and an empty pistol. I’m going to go inside and start fixing up some lunch. Don’t come in until you’ve gotten a shot inside the center ring from thirty feet.”

He turned and walked away, leaving Helen standing in the grass, watching him leave. Joel threaded through the trees and made his way back to the cabin, and heard the first shot before he’d even reached the building. He stopped and looked up at the solar panels, which he’d been spending time repairing more or less every day since the hurricane had ended. They were in better shape than they had been with the support structure reinforced, and Joel had consolidated the panels into a single sheet to try and compensate for the ones that were missing. There were still two panels on the ground and the system as a whole still wasn’t functional, but he felt like he was at least making headway. The panels had been installed by a professional company from a few towns over, though his grandfather had certainly done his fair share of work on the initial configuration and installation, but Joel knew next to nothing about it, and was paying for that lack of knowledge now.

Fuel reserves were running low. They had maybe another week’s worth of generator power, and with Beuchene’s officially up in smoke, Joel wasn’t sure what their options would be. They had plenty of well-preserved food that didn’t require freezing or refrigeration, but they also had two chest freezers with dozens of pounds of meat and a refrigerator with assorted dairy products. Once the gas was gone, that food was gone, too. Over the past week since the hurricane, they’d been eating heavily out of the freezers simply because of that, trying to clean them out as much as possible while the generator remained running, saving their canned food for later consumption.

Once the generator died more adjustments would be required. Nothing too significant—they had battery-powered lights, radios, plus the hand-crank and solar blankets, so there were options.

Just fewer.

The shelter still had everything they needed, but he wasn’t sure how much longer that would last, especially where Helen was concerned. She was a growing child and the shelter was intended mostly for a single person. When his grandfather did the majority of the development work, he only had himself in mind. After he and Joel got closer, he’d made some adjustments to the plan, but the structure was already in place. It had taken a lot of long, hard work to get the shelter made in the first place. After all, it was Louisiana, with a high water table, and getting the superstructure down into the ground had not been easy. Joel had felt fortunate that he’d found a way to at least accommodate additional beds, as well as a second freezer, but beyond that, it would be a challenge to keep them both sustained for an extended period of time.

Hunting and fishing were both good out here, and that would definitely help, as would the gardening. But Joel’s mind was already working, trying to figure out not just short-term strategies, but long-term as well.

The pistol shots continued clapping in the trees and he pulled himself away from his temporary daze, walking back to the front door of the cabin and making his way inside.
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Sheriff Masterson rolled the windows down in his police cruiser as he took the back roads heading back toward downtown. His clothes smelled rank, a mixture of smoke and sweat, and the last thing he wanted was for his police car to smell like that, too.

Angling left, he brought the cruiser into the last stretch of access road, heading deeper into downtown South Brisbane, houses emerging along each side of the road with increasing frequency before shifting from residential homes to businesses.

Up ahead, he could see the Wok and Roll on the right side of the street and his eyes widened slightly as he remembered the conversation with Joel the day before. Wayne Zhou was dead. The thought hit him like a punch to the gut, the sudden realization that a longtime citizen of the town, a business owner, a fixture in their little community had lost his life, and it had been completely overlooked.

Wayne and Armand. Two of his steadfast constituents. Two men he saw regularly and knew fairly well, and both had died before their time within the past week. South Brisbane was a quiet little community, not one accustomed to many untimely deaths, and he wasn’t sure how the townsfolk might react to two of their own being taken so suddenly and without much fanfare.

Perhaps it was about time to have a town meeting. He and Lyman had tossed around the idea, actually presenting it to the mayor, but everyone had been so deep in the throes of recovery efforts the timing hadn’t seemed right. It was clear now they didn’t have a choice. Bad timing or not, they needed to get their town together and aligned, get everyone on the same page, funnel communications efforts, and organize a better structure for recovery.

Somewhere in the back of his head, the sheriff had been waiting for state or federal relief to arrive, FEMA or the National Guard. Some kind of response. It was clear now that a response wasn’t coming. At least not one outside of their town borders. If South Brisbane was going to overcome this devastating event, they’d have to pull up their bootstraps and do it themselves.

He didn’t mind so much. The community had always done a great job policing itself, rarely requiring aid from larger institutions. It certainly appeared this was no different.

Cruising past the Chinese restaurant, he looked out of the passenger side window at the damaged door, broken glass covered up with hastily nailed-up boards. The restaurant was empty and dimly lit, the shadows deep and foreboding, an indication of more troubles still to come.

Up ahead, he saw Schmidty’s come into view, the small tavern at the end of the road, a circular gravel parking lot surrounding it. Almira was out on the walkway, sweeping it as if it were just another day, ready and waiting for business to start picking up. Blake turned left, slowing the car and clicking the button to roll down the passenger window even further.

“Afternoon, young lady,” the sheriff said, nodding toward her.

“Sheriff,” she replied, cocking a wave. He gestured for her to come closer and she picked up the broom, held it at her side and strode toward him, a questioning look in her eyes.

“Hungry, Sheriff?” she asked, coming closer.

“No, ma’am—well, actually yes, but I’ve got lunch at the station. I just wanted to fill you in on something, okay?”

“Okay,” she replied, looking even more concerned.

“This isn’t widespread knowledge yet, so try and keep it to yourself, okay?”

Almira nodded.

“Seems late yesterday there was a fire out at Beuchene’s.”

“Oh my God,” she said, putting a hand to her chest. “Is Armand all right?”

“’Fraid not,” Blake replied. “Armand’s dead, Ms. Schmidt.”

“Oh, that poor man,” Almira replied, shaking her head. “That poor, poor man. He tried so hard to overcome his demons.”

“Well, I’m not sure the demons had anything to do with this, Almira,” Blake said. “There’s some evidence that suggests Armand was killed so someone could steal his gas. They set the fire to cover it up.”

“No,” gasped Almira. “No way. I don’t believe it—not in this town.”

“Believe it or not, doesn’t matter much,” Blake replied, “but like I’ve been telling you all week—be careful. Very, very careful. This stuff that’s happening, it does strange things to people, you understand me? Makes usually normal people do very abnormal things.”

“Still, I can’t believe that anyone here would do something like that. How could—” she stopped for a moment in mid-sentence, her eyes drifting left suddenly as if some new and unusual thought just occurred to her.

“Almira?” Blake asked, leaning further down to get a better look at her face. “Something wrong?”

“You said whoever this was stole some fuel?”

“Certainly seems that way,” Blake replied. “Underground tanks were tapped, which we think Armand himself might have done, but there were no cans in the garage either. The fire started fast and burned pretty furious, but if there had been gas left in there, it would have been a whole lot worse.”

Almira didn’t reply at first, her eyes narrowing, looking up and past the sheriff into some deeper part of town.

“Almira,” Blake said, “if you know something, you need to tell me. It’s important.”

“I don’t know anything,” she replied. “But, on my way here this morning, I walked by Holbrook’s Market.”

The sheriff looked at her.

“It’s been set up as a trading post of sorts. Townspeople collecting there and bringing stuff to trade, making exchanges with others. Not a bad idea, really.”

“Not a bad idea at all,” the sheriff replied. But he could sense there was more to the story.

“There was fuel there,” she continued. “Several cans of it. Nobody really knows where they got it, but it was there, all of it with a pretty steep price tag.”

“Is that so?”

Almira nodded.

“Who was selling this fuel?” the sheriff asked, and Almira looked even more uncomfortable, her face paling slightly. Finally, she met his eyes.

“It was Malcolm, Sheriff. Malcolm Conway.”
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The sheriff’s mind was racing as he pulled the cruiser into the parking lot outside of the small South Brisbane police station, which was basically a two-floor house converted into a small selection of administrative offices on the ground floor, storage and meeting rooms on the second floor, and a rudimentary holding cell in a concrete structure which was, at one point, an attached garage. The holding cell had two beds, and was rarely filled to capacity. If there was ever anyone inside, it was usually just to sober up for a night or await transfer to a larger county facility in the next town over.

Throughout the years, Joel, Armand, and even Malcolm had each spent a short amount of time there, though nothing extended, and it had been an overnight at most before being released on their own recognizance the next morning. The cell was empty now, and in fact pretty much the entire station was empty at the moment, the uniformed officers still up at Beuchene’s and Deputy Conway off doing who knew what.

The sheriff was pleased to find his wife waiting on the sidewalk outside of the station when he eased his cruiser into its designated parking space. She wore an ankle-length dress, her hair done up in a carefully crafted bun, and she waved gently to him as he stepped out of the driver’s side of the cruiser.

“Marcy?” he asked, looking at his wife with a crooked smile. “What on earth are you doing here?”

“Thought I’d join you for lunch,” she replied, holding up a paper bag with what must have been her own meal inside. “I feel like I hardly get to see you these days.”

“True enough,” Blake replied, stepping onto the sidewalk and leaning forward to kiss her softly on the corner of her mouth. Blake wasn’t sure he was wild about her stopping by unannounced. He loved to see her, there was no doubt of that, and having lunch with her would be a darn sight better than eating by himself at his desk. But he’d just gotten done warning Almira that the town was dangerous these days, and here his wife was, roaming around as if it was the same place it was ten years ago.

“I don’t like you coming all the way down here alone,” he cautioned, putting an arm across her shoulders. “I keep telling you how dangerous things are.”

“Oh, don’t be silly,” she said, shaking her head as they walked along the sidewalk toward the front door of the station.

“I’m not being silly,” he said, putting both hands on her shoulders. He turned her slowly to face him. “I just got back from Beuchene’s garage. There was a fire, and Armand Beuchene is dead.”

“Oh, dear God,” Marcy said, closing her eyes.

“I’m not trying to worry you, dear,” he said, “but we believe foul play may have been involved. When I say things are dangerous here, I mean it, okay?”

“What on earth is happening to our little town?” Marcy asked. Her eyes were wet with tears, and the sheriff almost regretted telling her what he’d seen. His wife was fifteen years older than he was, and always thought the best of people. He needed her to understand the gravity of the situation, but he also didn’t want to worry her unnecessarily or cause her emotional strain. To his knowledge, she didn’t even really know Armand Beuchene, but had almost been brought to tears by the mere mention of his death. He was a neighbor, and thus, was practically family. That was just the way her mind worked.

“I don’t know, sweetheart,” Blake said, “but we’ll get through it, okay? I just need you to understand how dangerous things are and how careful you really need to be.”

“Okay, dear,” she replied, though he could tell she was just trying to appease him.

There was a short flight of stairs leading up to the front door of the converted house and he grabbed her elbow, helping her navigate them. Two years ago, as a result of a complaint, they’d installed a handicap ramp at the rear of the building, but his wife was always too stubborn to use it, preferring to struggle up the stairs instead.

Blake opened the front door and they made their way inside. The door opened into what used to be an entryway, but had been converted to a makeshift reception area, a desk set to the left where Blake’s administrative assistant could usually be found. She hadn’t been in to work for several days, and he hadn’t blamed her for it, instead just working as best he could without her.

A hallway led from the entryway deeper into the house, and the sheriff’s office was at the far end of the hall, the corridor terminating at the entrance to his office. A meeting room was off to the left, with a booking room off to the right, which had a corridor constructed to the makeshift holding cell as well. There was a bathroom just after the booking room door, and the stairs leading up to the second floor were just across the hall. It was a small, cramped space, but it also felt homey, and to Blake it was more or less a second home.

“You first, sweetheart,” he said, guiding her through the opened door into his office, then he followed along behind her, watching as she made her way around his desk. He stepped toward her, gesturing. “My lunch is in the bottom drawer—”

The office door slammed behind him and he turned quickly, his eyes narrowing.

Malcolm Conway stood in the corner of his office, his arm extended, flattened palm on the back side of the office door that he had just slammed shut.

In his other hand he held a Glock 22 semi-automatic pistol, and it was pointed directly at Marcy’s heart.




Chapter 20

South Brisbane, Louisiana

“Malcolm,” the sheriff said, lifting his hands. “Whatever you’re doing here—whatever you think you need to do, let’s talk things through.”

“Talking’s done, Sheriff,” Conway replied, shaking his head. “Talking is long since done.”

“Just take it easy,” Blake said, holding his left hand aloft in a calming gesture. “I’ve got no beef with you.”

“Maybe not,” Malcolm replied, “but maybe I’ve got a beef with you.”

“There’s no reason to. We can all get along. Whatever you’re worried about, whatever you think is going on here, we can talk through it.”

“There you go with the talking again,” he replied, his mouth a narrow line. “We’ve been talking to each other my whole life. Yet, you’re still on my case. Everywhere I go, everything I do, you seem to be lurking right around every corner. Just waiting for me to make a mistake. I’m sick of it, Sheriff.”

“I can understand that,” Blake replied. “I don’t blame you. But it’s nothing personal, believe me. I’ve got no malice toward you.”

“Somehow I don’t believe that.”

Malcolm looked at the sheriff as he stood there, one hand up, the other hand bent at his side, both palms facing him. His wife stood behind the desk, her face a pale mask of white, her narrow, bony fingers clamped around the bunched-up paper bag in her fist.

“Whatever problem you have with me,” Blake said, gesturing softly to his wife, “it doesn’t involve her. At least let her go, then we can talk this through like men.”

“Let her go?” Conway asked.

“Yes, just let her go. This doesn’t have to involve her, okay?”

“Too late,” Conway replied. “The minute she walked in here with you it involved her.”

“Do whatever you want with me,” Blake said, “just please, let her walk out of here. She’s not a part of this, she never has been.”

Conway eased his eyes closed, frustration growing inside of him. It was useless, all of this was useless. The sheriff would never understand.

“If this is about Beuchene’s, it’s okay,” Blake continued, “we can talk it through.”

Malcolm’s eyes sprang open.

“What?” he asked. “What about Beuchene’s?”

Blake’s face paled and Malcolm could tell he immediately regretted what he’d said.

“Whatever this is about,” Blake reiterated, though Malcolm could see his right hand drifting closer to his hip. “Just tell me what you need from me. I’ll give you whatever you want, okay? Whatever you—”

Malcolm fired the Glock. The gunshot roared in the small, silent confines of the office, a deafening slap of thunder, and Marcy screamed, clutching at herself as she pitched backwards, her spine striking the wall behind the desk before she whirled clumsily left and tumbled toward the ground.

“Dammit, no!” Blake shouted, his hand moving to his holster, unsnapping the pistol quicker than Conway thought possible. Suddenly the weapon was in his hand, coming up and around, firing three swift times. Conway jerked right, the rounds punching into the wall where he’d been a moment before, shattering plaster and throwing chunks into the air, sheetrock dust puffing. Conway straightened his arm, took a half-second to aim, then fired, the shot ripping into Blake’s chest just left of his sternum, puckering the blue cloth of his police shirt, ejecting a sudden slick of dark red blood.

Blake grunted a wet sound as he went backwards as well, hitting his desk with the small of his back and twisting awkwardly. Malcolm adjusted slightly and fired again, the second shot hitting him in the chest a second time. The impact pushed him back again, throwing his weapon from his grasp, and sending the police-issued pistol clattering to the floor.

Blake clawed at his chest, groping there as if he might be able to reach inside and pull the bullets out, his eyes wide and roaming, strangely out of focus as he looked at his killer with a sort of vapid, vacant hatred.

With one last wet cough, he went over sideways, thumping to the wooden floor, his head lolling as he landed, his fingers still groping uselessly at his chest.

“Sorry about your wife, Sheriff,” Conway said, taking a step closer to him, the pistol extended. “I never meant for her to get caught up in this.” He shrugged nonchalantly. “But, what are you gonna do, right?”

“Stupid,” Blake muttered, his voice wet and ragged, the words sounding like tearing fabric. “So stupid.”

“Stupid? I’m the one standing here, you’re the one bleeding out on the floor. Seems to me you’re the stupid one.”

“Could have—everyone could have—gotten along—” The words were quiet and worn, breathed more than spoken, coming out in choked, struggling gasps.

“Gotten along?” Malcolm spat. “Nobody was getting along, Sheriff. It’s every man for himself, now more than ever. And guess what?”

Blake glowered up at him, his eyes glassy and unfocused.

“This man just won.” Conway fired again, the Glock roaring as the shot pounded directly into Blake’s forehead. There was the loud smash of a single gunshot, then the faint echoing in the small office, before drifting into silence.

The door opened and Lyman walked in. 

“What the hell did you do?” he asked. “What the hell did you do?” He glared at his brother. “You said you were going to intimidate him! Convince him to hand me the sheriff’s badge. You didn’t say anything about killing him!” He walked into the office and for a heart-stopping moment, Malcolm thought he might vomit. “Oh, no,” he hissed. “His wife? You killed his wife. Marcy was the sweetest old lady I ever—”

“Shut up!” Malcolm snarled, “Or I’ll put a damn bullet in you, too!”

Lyman glared at him, his eyes flinty and face pale, the tendons bulging in his thick neck.

“I did you a favor,” Malcolm said. “I just put your sorry ass in charge. Don’t you get that?”

“You put me in charge by murdering two people!” Lyman shouted in response. “How could you possibly think that’s going to stand up to scrutiny? Last I looked, the mayor still runs this town!”

“Well, the mayor’s gonna be in the market for a new sheriff,” Malcolm said, “and now you’re at the front of the line.”
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Almira Schmidt heard it, clear as day, though she didn’t want to believe she’d heard it.  Somewhere in downtown South Brisbane, the sleepy little town that she’d called home for her entire life, there had been gunshots.  She wasn’t an expert on gunshots, but she’d spent her fair share of time at the shooting range and she knew them when she heard them. Especially the large caliber semi-automatic pistol kind.

Standing in the open door to her tavern, she looked out into the darkness.  A ragged network of jagged lightning arced overhead, casting the surrounding structure in a pallor of faint light, revealing the darker shadows of buildings.  South Brisbane had been quiet since the hurricane, and except for the volunteers doing cleanup and the emergency personnel, it could have even passed for abandoned.  Murmured voices echoed from somewhere in the town, mixed in among the shadows of small houses, the still air of small-town Louisiana, the after-dark quiet unique to these sorts of places.

Back in the old days if there was any activity happening after dark it usually happened in her bar.

But tonight things felt empty.  Silent.  Completely and totally vacant.

Except for the residual echo of those piercing shots and the hushed voices that followed.  She narrowed her eyes, watching as a few figures emerged from around the corner of the house, the trailing voices following their progress down the quiet sidewalk.  The voices were low and serious, a sort of desperate undertone edging the words they spoke, even though she couldn’t hear exactly what they were saying.

Gunshots.  Strange, shadowed figures.

Almira felt a queasiness in her guts, a twisting nausea, barbed fingers curling around the coil of her intestines and slowly closing.  She could taste bile, sour in her throat with the unsettling certainty that these people she was watching had just done something horrible.  Something in her town.  They were walking in her general direction, creeping along the sidewalk, making no attempt to hide themselves, and she felt the sudden urge to run and hide.  Stepping backwards, she eased her way back into the tavern, her heart hammering, then slowly shut the door to Schmidty’s behind her.

The bar was dark, lit only by scattered candles, and she could smell the old wood and faint stink of beer soaked into the bar and the floor, and lingering from the shelves.  All of the beer from the taps was long since either gone or skunked, but she had plenty of warm bottles still kicking, even after spending the past week handing them off to hard-working volunteers and anyone else who asked.

As a rule, Almira didn’t drink much herself. It was a slippery slope for someone who owned a bar, but she felt like right now, she desperately needed a drink.  More desperately than she’d ever needed one in her life.  A barely concealed hostility emanated from the town itself as she’d watched, a sense of danger and foreboding that she had never once felt before in her entire four decades of life in South Brisbane.  It was one of the reasons she stayed, while so many friends left.

It was safe here.  She felt protected.  Nothing in this town would hurt her.

Now, she wasn’t so sure.  Walking to the storage room, she pried a goose-necked bottle of Miller Light from a full six-pack, pressing it down to the straight edge of the shelf, and smacking it with the palm of her hand.  The pop top bent and ripped free, spinning into the air, leaving the bottle open.

Almira pressed the glass to her lips and started to drink.

The tepid liquid rolled down her throat and settled inside her stomach.  Half of the appeal of beer was the cool, refreshing temperature, and this beer had none of that, but it still seemed to help calm her.  Just the feeling of the glass on her lips, the action of drinking it down helped.

It only took her a minute to drain the first bottle, her eyes closed and breathing slowly steadying as she placed it back on the shelf and withdrew a second bottle.  Popping the cap in the same method, she tipped this one back and drained half the bottle in one, long swallow, finally exhaling, the carbonation soothing in her stomach.

Her head buzzed lightly, the sudden influx of alcohol setting her frayed nerves at ease.  Taking a long breath, she set the glass bottle down on the bar, letting her heart settle a bit.  Maybe she’d go home.  She’d spent long enough at the bar lately, and while she loved it here, it wasn’t her house, and it was certainly more well-known than her home.

Picking up the bottle from the bar, she walked across the floor, heading toward the front door, feeling more relaxed about the situation.  The truth was, that might have not been a gunshot.  It could have been something else.  Or maybe someone was just doing some target practice?

She was tired, and her mind was clearly playing tricks on her.  Opening the front door, she stepped out onto the walkway, beer in hand, then fished her keys out of her pocket and turned back to the door.

The charging figure was on top of her before she even knew what it was.
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Malcolm Conway drove hard and fast into Almira, catching her off guard and sending her stumbling backwards toward the open door.  Her back struck the thick wood and she grunted, the open beer tumbling from her loosened fingers, striking the walkway and exploding into an outward ripple of jagged glass and amber liquid.

“Malcolm?” she asked through a strained voice, but he was already clutching the collar of her flannel shirt and whirling right, sending her spilling back into the tavern.  Her feet scrambled to hold her balance but failed, and she tumbled down and to the left , hitting the wooden floor with her shoulder, grunting loudly.

Malcolm stepped into Schmidty’s, slamming the door hard behind him, then snapping the deadbolt into place.

“What the hell is this about?” Almira gasped, rolling over onto her elbows, glaring up at him.

“Bad timing is what it’s about,” Malcolm replied.  “I saw you watching us from your doorway.  You thought we didn’t see you, but we did.”

“So what?” she asked.  “I saw you guys walking.  Nothing wrong with that, as far as I know.  No curfews here yet!”

Malcolm shook his head and took a step toward her, his fists closing.

“Bad timing,” he repeated.  “But I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t going to enjoy this, at least a little.”

Almira pushed herself up and back, sliding along the floor, straightening her arms so she could stand.

“I didn’t see anything!” she screamed.

“Maybe not,” Malcolm replied, “but that’s not a chance we can take.”

“Son of a bitch!” Almira shouted, kicking her foot out.  It struck Malcolm’s shin and knocked him off balance, almost sending him sprawling to the floor.  “What did you do?”  She scrambled up to her feet, using a bar stool to help her get upright.  “You and your asshole friends!  What did you do?”

Malcolm sneered and lunged at her.  Almira stepped back, grabbing the stool and swinging it as hard as she could, twisting at the waist and putting every ounce of strength into the motion.

Bracing himself and tucking his arm close to him, Malcolm absorbed the slamming impact, stumbling slightly, but remaining upright.  Almira re-balanced and brought the stool back for a second swing, but he charged forward, knocking the stool away, and slammed his boot into her stomach, a hard, direct kick, cracking her spine against the bar behind her.

“Like I said,” Malcolm growled, “I’m going to enjoy this.” He drove a hard left fist across his body, pounding it into the side of her face and snapping her head around.  She almost went over, but he reached forward and grabbed her, swiveling and throwing her horizontally over the bar, sending her rolling and tumbling, smashing hard into the glasses and bottles behind the wooden counter, liquid exploding in a glistening, jagged-edged shower, spraying over the bar and down behind, raining over her fallen body.

Malcolm opened and closed his fist as he walked around the bar and made his way behind it, Almira groaning softly as she struggled to pick herself up.

“Bad timing,” he repeated.

“Who did you shoot?” she asked through gritted teeth.  A thick, swollen bruise was forming underneath her right eye and broken glass had hewn several bleeding gashes over her cheek and forehead.  She spat at him through a mask of crimson, glass tangled and twisted in her hair.

Malcolm smiled broadly.

“Sheriff Masterson,” he sneered.  “Oh, and his little wife.”

Almira’s eyes widened and the soft film of forming tears caught in the flicker of candlelight.

“No,” she whispered.

“Oh, yes,” Malcolm replied, relishing the look in her eyes.  “This town belongs to me now.”

Almira shook her head.

“No.  No, it doesn’t.  It never will.  You can’t shoot your way out of this, Conway.  That’s not the way the world works.”

“It is now,” Malcolm replied, and he reached behind him, slipping the semi-automatic pistol from his belt.  “That’s exactly the way the world works.”

Almira glowered at him, her eyes firm and narrow, resting shoulder-first against the broken glass mirrors behind the bar.  For a moment, he thought her eyes might just roll back in her head without him having to take another step, but she fought through it, holding his stare.

“You won’t get away with this,” she said.  “No matter what’s going on in the world.  Karma doesn’t care about planes crashing or hurricanes.  And in the end, karma is always there.  Always waiting.”

“Then I look forward to staring karma in the eyes and shooting that bitch in the face, too.”

Almira opened her mouth, but no words came out.  The pistol barked a loud, swift shout, the muzzle flash swiftly illuminating the murky tavern before it, and Almira herself, plunged back into the darkness.
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East of Seattle, Washington

As she’d expected, Watershed and Bridle Trails State Park had been uneventful, with Laura, Jack, and Bruiser making it through without incident. Not only had the hiking been quiet, but it had been beautiful, the thick canopy of trees providing natural cover and an invaluable injection of nature. The plentiful leaves overhead had also hidden the encroaching clouds and sporadic streaks of lightning, a short diversion from the overwhelming feeling of the impending apocalypse.

There were a number of trails through the state park, and they’d stuck to one somewhat off the beaten path, hoping it would keep them from running into anyone they didn’t want to run into.

Laura was currently taking the lead, threading through a clutch of trees, keeping Bruiser close as they moved along the northern section of the park. The park wasn’t large, less than five hundred acres, and they were already approaching the eastern edge, which would dump them right back into civilization.

Gesturing back toward Jack, Laura slowed for a moment, gently tugging Bruiser closer to her, her brow furrowing as they neared the border of the park.

“Do you smell that?” she asked as they approached a last group of trees and Jack hesitated for a moment, cocking his head slightly.

“Actually,” he replied, “now that you mention it, yeah.”

Laura slipped off her backpack, resting it on the ground against a tree, and sniffed the air. Mixed in with the organic smells of forestry, moss, dirt, and rocks was the faint but acrid hint of smoke.

“Smoke,” Jack said. “I definitely smell smoke.”

“You and me both,” Laura added. “Not just any smoke either; it smells like burning gas.”

“What’s on the other side of these trees?” Jack asked, moving farther east, holding his rifle close to him.

“We’re about a mile or two from the Microsoft campus,” Laura said, moving forward, leaving her backpack where it lay, and squeezing through a copse of trees making up the wall of the state park. The park itself ended at a road passing north to south, separating the trees from a residential area beyond.

“If we make our way to 50th Street, we’ll cut through some backyards, but there are more trees we can use as cover, and we can follow that general direction over to the golf course. We’ll be just north of Redmond, which is where Microsoft is.”

“Is there a reason why we want to steer clear of Microsoft?” Jack asked.

“Redmond is a highly populated area,” Laura explained, “and so far, my experience with highly populated areas isn’t good. Not only are there a number of residents there, but Microsoft employs nearly fifty thousand people in and around Redmond alone.”

“Pretty sure that’s larger than most of the cities in Nebraska,” Jack replied.

“My point exactly. Unfortunately, there’s no way to bypass it entirely. Redmond is a big place, and even if we go north of the main campus, there’s a large population center here. We’re just going to have to be careful.”

“Then let’s do it,” Jack replied and Laura nodded, moving back to recover her backpack. She slipped the large pack over her shoulders and gave Bruiser a gentle tug. The dog complained quietly, but struggled to his feet and followed along as they passed through the trees and veered left onto the road which served as the eastern border for the state park.

“Good Lord,” Jack said quietly, and Laura looked toward the southeast.

A massive pillar of dark, roiling smoke billowed from somewhere in the distance, reaching up toward the sky, its massive width covering a large swath of the horizon. Even from so far away, the air around the smoke seemed to ripple with a nascent heat, shimmering like clear water.

“What do you think it is?” Jack asked, turning to look at Laura.

“I’m not sure,” she replied. “Could be another plane crash, I suppose.” As they watched, a throttling roar of thunder echoed throughout the darkened clouds, chased by pulses of bright lightning. One of those lightning bursts broke free of the clouds and arced downward, slicing a ragged gash through the horizon and punching into the thick column of smoke with a shattering snap of electricity.

“Come on!” Laura said, gesturing to the left before she broke off that way, Jack following close behind. Sirens wailed somewhere in the distance and for one horrifying moment, Jack thought he heard the distinctive chatter of automatic weapons fire.

“Did you hear that?” he asked, but Laura was moving swiftly, dashing forward with Bruiser hot on her heels, moving as quick as she could with the heavy backpack strapped to her shoulders. He fell in behind her and they quickly located 50th Street, angling right and darting into the backyards of the nearby residences.
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For nearly two hours they moved in silence, creeping along backyards, moving from tree to tree, trying to tell themselves they weren’t hearing the sounds of gunfire, explosions, and faint screams coming from the distance. They saw no one as they moved east, crossing 50th Street before moving into a large, well-manicured golf course, staying as close to the trees as they could.

“This is only going to work for so long,” Jack said as they moved. “We’ve been at this for over twenty-four hours and we’re not even out of the larger Seattle metroplex yet.”

“We just need to get clear of the urban sprawl, then we can focus on finding a car,” Laura said as she ducked under a few branches and moved toward the edge of the golf course. They were nearly out of trees to hide behind, and pretty soon they’d drop right back in the middle of civilization, which was something she didn’t want to consider, but was inevitable at this point.

“Coming up on an office park ahead,” she whispered to Jack. “Microsoft has a remote campus up this way. Much smaller than their main one, but we should still be careful.”

Jack nodded as the two of them moved from the trees out into a more urban area, passing into a parking lot behind a large, modern church. As they crept through the parking lot, a door crashed open from the church and a man in black with a priest’s collar came charging out.

“Whoa, whoa, easy there, Father!” Jack barked, stepping back and starting to lift his rifle. Bruiser growled menacingly as Laura held him back.

“I mean no threat!” the man said, putting his hands up. “I only come to offer advice and assistance!”

“What sort of advice or assistance?” Jack asked.

“Just a word of warning,” the priest said. “Redmond is under siege. It’s a very dangerous place right now.”

“Under siege?” Laura asked. The low growl of an engine sounded nearby and the priest waved them closer, gesturing for them to follow. They did, moving closer to the large church building before finally dropping to a crouch in its shadow. The growling engine increased in volume and pitch as what appeared to be a large armored vehicle rolled past, a military transport of some kind with men in weapons turrets.

“That was a Bradley Fighting Vehicle,” Jack said, almost in awe as the tracked transport turned a corner and slowly rolled behind a building, disappearing from view. “Infantry transport and ground support. What the hell is that thing doing roaming the streets of Washington?”

“Things have been very bad around here since the planes crashed,” the priest said. “The one in Seattle especially.”

“We came from Seattle,” Laura explained. “We were there, we saw it.”

“Redmond has a very high population in a very concentrated area,” the priest explained. “The power went out and the lightning started, and there was quite a bit of fear. Fear turned to anger. The Microsoft campus still had their lights on; they had several levels of redundancy which kept power operating. The people within Redmond demanded entrance, and things escalated. The government had already sent military personnel in to secure the facility and to maintain order, but—things—they erupted about three nights ago.”

“Erupted how?” Laura asked.

“A group of people stormed a Humvee. Used the weapons to mow down a bunch of soldiers. Somehow they got their hands on a rocket launcher. Soldiers fought back, massacred a dozen civilians, so the civilians countered. There are nearly a hundred thousand civilians here and maybe two hundred soldiers? Somehow, a large group of civilians barricaded themselves in some buildings on the Microsoft campus, they’ve armed themselves with stolen weapons, and the military is trying to lock things down.”

“We’ve got nothing to do with that,” Laura replied. “We’re just trying to leave town.”

“Dressed like that?” the priest asked, gesturing to Jack. “If the military sees you with that weapon, they’re going to consider you a threat. If the civilians see you in that uniform, they’re going to think you’re with the other side. It would serve you well to not go through Redmond if you can help it, or at least change your clothes if you must.”

“I don’t think we’ve got much choice,” Laura replied. “I need to make it to Wyoming; he needs to get to Nebraska. We’re not doing either without going through Redmond.”

“Then I suggest you follow me,” the priest said. “Come in. Get a change of clothes.”

Jack and Laura looked at each other uncertainly, but ultimately nodded, trailing after him as he entered the church.

The doors opened into a wide main foyer, a huge and cavernous room lined by dozens of bench-style pews. Several people were inside, a few of them sitting on the pews, a few others standing and talking, and all heads turned as they entered, eyes assessing the newcomers.

“They’re friends,” the priest said, lifting his hands. Jack and Laura looked at each other curiously. How did he know they were friends? “Come, come,” the priest said. “Back here. We’ve got some more clothes in the back. I’m sure we have something that will fit you.”

Jack led the way with Laura and Bruiser walking behind, cutting through the aisle between the rows of pews, trying to ignore the fact that a few dozen strangers were staring at them intently. All voices ceased as they walked along, and Jack’s eyes darted left to right, cautiously analyzing their surroundings.

“Back here,” the priest urged, gesturing toward a door near the back of the main church foyer.

Laura slowed a bit, a lead weight settling in her gut and she reached out, touching Jack’s arm. Jack turned and looked at her, returning her worried look. Something wasn’t right with the whole situation. It had happened so fast, given them so little opportunity to think about what they were doing. Now they were trusting this man would just let them come into his home and borrow his clothes?

All because he walked out of a church and looked like a priest?

“I don’t know about this,” Laura said and Jack nodded in agreement.

“Seems awfully convenient.”

“We don’t have much time,” the priest insisted. The two of them turned and looked behind them. The people who had been seated in the pews stood now, joining the group of others who had been standing, all of them converging from the rear, forming a barricade of sorts, blocking the path back out of the church.

“All right,” growled Jack, lifting his weapon. “This stops right now.”

“There’s nothing to worry about,” the priest said. “We’re all friends here.”

“These people don’t look very friendly,” Jack replied, his eyes affixed on the group behind them, who had stopped advancing, but were still standing across the aisle, keeping them penned in. Bruiser growled low and long, sensing the threat and Jack’s unease.

“We’re here to serve,” the priest said, though his voice sounded a little different. Harder somehow. 

“Jack?” Laura said nervously, and Jack turned back toward the priest.

The man dressed in black with the priest’s collar held a pistol in his hand, pointed at Laura.

“What is this?” Jack asked, his voice a sharp hiss.

“What I told you was true,” the priest replied. “Redmond has become a very dangerous place. You have tactical gear. An assault rifle. I’m sure you’ve got pistols, too, and there’s no telling what’s in your backpacks. All of it will serve us well.”

“I’m not giving you my gear,” Jack replied. “We need it. We’re leaving town, and we’re leaving town with everything we’ve got.” He lifted his rifle and pointed it at the priest, a murmur of angry conversation rippling through the crowd behind him.

“What are you going to do?” the priest asked. “Shoot me dead in front of my parishioners? I’m sure they wouldn’t take kindly to that.”

“I don’t much care,” Jack replied. “You’re the one with the gun trained on a woman.”

Bruiser once again growled, but Laura tugged the leash and kept him close.

“Trust me,” the man replied, “I’m not the only one with a weapon. You shoot me down and you’ll see just how many other weapons we have.”

“Why are you doing this?” Laura asked. “We did nothing to you. We’re just trying to get out of the city and already I’ve had a gun pulled on me twice. Humanity is better than this.”

“Keep fooling yourself,” the priest replied. “This is exactly what humanity is. Animals. Meat eaters. Pack hunters. Once you strip away the law and order, you see what human beings really are underneath. It’s not pretty.”

“I strongly suggest you let us go,” Jack insisted, shouldering his rifle and aiming it at the man in black. Somewhere out in the distance another siren warbled.

“Even if you pull that trigger, I’m sure I’ll get a shot off,” he said. “Your lady friend will be dead, or even if she’s not, she’ll be badly hurt. Good luck finding a space at a local hospital. A bullet wound might as well be a death sentence.”

Jack lowered his head, the weapon starting to drift downward as well.

“Jack, don’t,” Laura said.

“What else are we supposed to do?”

The crowd behind them began to draw closer, coming forward in one solid mass.

“Just come with me,” the man in black said. “Leave your gear and you’re free to go. I promise.” 

Laura scowled and Bruiser tugged on the leash again, snarling even louder.

“Back, Bruiser!” she said, pulling the leash, but he kept his legs lock straight.

“I’ll fix that,” the priest said, swiveling to point the pistol at the dog.

“No!” Laura screamed and lunged forward.

“Laura!” Jack shouted as she plunged toward the priest, engulfing him, pressing him backwards, releasing the leash and freeing Bruiser, who followed his owner’s lead.

Jack didn’t hesitate. Laura had the priest covered, so Jack whirled around behind him just as the crowd was rushing forward.

“Lord help me,” he whispered and opened up with the M4 carbine, spraying a wide swath of automatic fire. He aimed high, throwing a barrage of 5.56-millimeter rounds just above the crowd’s head and they hesitated, drawing back, starting to retreat down the aisle to get out of the line of fire.

“Stay back!” Jack shouted. “I won’t shoot high the next time!”

Laura pushed the man back into the wall next to the door, putting her shoulder into his chest. Bruiser snapped at his pant leg, but the man’s foot shot out, hitting the dog on the front quarters, sending him skidding back.

“You son of a—” Laura started, but the man in the priest’s outfit didn’t let her finish. After kicking the dog, he rammed his foot forward, striking her in the torso and pushing her back. She planted her feet so she didn’t go far and groped for his pistol, which he had clutched in two hands out in front of him. They grappled for it, hand-fighting, clawing at the weapon to wrench it free of each other’s grasp. It bent down, left, then right, then the barrel pointed at Laura’s chest. She wrapped her hand around it, desperately trying to push it up and past her, but the man was strong and held fast, trying to move his finger to the trigger. 

She grunted as she battled with him, Bruiser recuperating and returning to snap at the man’s pant leg. He came in close, trying to get his finger on the trigger, moving past her clawing hands, and for a moment, Laura was certain she’d lost the fight. She was sure his finger had slipped within the trigger guard and was just about to pull—

A loud clap thundered, shattering the fading echo of the automatic fire from moments before. It was Jack’s M4, firing a single shot, and less than a foot and a half from Laura’s face, the priest’s head exploded like a ripe cantaloupe falling from a tall building, the round from Jack’s rifle punching through skin and skull and brain in one swift burst.

Laura gagged and gasped, lurching back as her face was dotted with the remnants of the man’s once-angry head. She fell back on her rear end, clawing and swiping at her face, trying to wipe away the layer of gore that had been splattered across her, her throat choking, the previous meal’s MRE in her belly churning acidically.

An audible gasp ripped through the crowd behind Jack, the men and women in the pews drawing back, and at least one choked sob sounded from the crowd.

Jack wheeled around, shouldering his rifle, his face strained with wide eyes and bulging neck.

“Stay back,” he snarled. “Stay the hell back or you’ll get what he got.”

Nobody in the crowd moved. They all stayed back, giving him space. Laura coughed and gagged again, on the brink of vomiting, but held it together somehow.

“Laura? Are you okay?” Jack asked.

She gasped and choked a slightly affirmative sound, but little more. Bruiser came over to her and gently licked her hand.

“Sink,” she gasped. “Need a sink.”

“Where’s the bathroom?” Jack barked, emphasizing each word with a jerk of his rifle.

“B—back there,” a voice stammered, and someone pointed to the door they were about to be led into. “Water pressure’s low—I don’t know if it’ll help.”

"Do you have water in your water bottles?” Jack asked and Laura nodded, moving through the door as she slipped her backpack off. It looked like a small apartment, probably the priest’s, she figured, but it had a locking door and it seemed as if he’d planned to lock them inside. To steal their gear and imprison them.

She shook her head, turning into a small bathroom off to the left of the main apartment. Within moments she’d removed a water bottle from her backpack and leaned over the sink, using the water to rinse off her face and hair. She went through the majority of the exercise with her eyes closed, not wanting to see what was swirling down the sink drain.

It took a few minutes, but she finally finished, managing to use only half of the water bottle, then took a hand towel and dried off her face and hands, putting the rest of the bottle back in the backpack.

Retrieving Bruiser’s leash, she guided the dog back into the main area of the church, stopping for a moment to retrieve the man’s discarded pistol, being sure not to look at what remained of his head.

“I don’t know who he was,” Jack said, looking hard at the crowd, “but he was no priest. He was no man of God. If any of you are here because you believed otherwise, I don’t know what to tell you.”

There was some frantic whispered conversation among the conglomerate, but they slowly drew back, creating an aisle again so Jack and Laura could leave. Nobody spoke, the sea of people parted, allowing them passage and the two of them left with Bruiser lingering behind, casting angry, dangerous looks at the surrounding parishioners.

“He wasn’t lying, you know,” a voice called out of the crowd as they approached the exit.

“What do you mean?” Laura asked, looking back at them.

“Redmond is a dangerous place. Bullets are flying, military versus civilians. You won’t last ten minutes out there.”

“I guess that’s a chance we’ll have to take,” Jack replied. They left the church, slamming the door hard behind them as they ventured out into the smoke-filled afternoon.
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From where they stood on the road heading out of town, Malcolm, Lyman, Max, and Larry could still smell the lingering smoke from Beuchene’s garage. The fire trucks and policemen had all left, though when they’d driven by, they’d seen the blackened wreckage of the structure, thin tendrils of smoke still rising from the piles of burned-out rubble.

The parking lot was completely empty and except for some yellow crime tape stretched around a certain section of the building, there was no indication that anyone had ever been there.

Rain had started to fall. At first the light pitter-patter of a gentle spring storm, but standing out in the dead of night, Malcolm could feel a certain dull heat that told him things would pick up, and the rain would turn more forceful shortly. He wanted to get out to the lake and get it done pronto, before the skies really opened up.

They’d used Beuchene’s old truck as well as Malcolm’s trusty vintage sports car, and had driven past the garage and out into the relative wilderness of South Brisbane. They’d parked at the side of the road and gotten out to smoke, the four of them stepping free of the truck and the car, lighting up cigarettes and slowly drawing in the nicotine. 

Malcolm wore dark clothes, black cargo pants with a black turtleneck sweater and dark colored gloves. He had a shoulder holster and pistol, and on the top of his head was a strange-looking contraption that looked like a pair of complex, technically advanced binoculars built into some sort of snug-fitting strap. He closed his eyes as the drops sprinkled down upon him, hitting his forehead, his chest, and the ground at his feet, skittering along the metal hide of the truck and the vintage muscle car.

“Are you sure about this?” Lyman asked, taking an especially long gulp of smoke, holding it for a moment, then blowing it free out of the corner of his mouth. The smoke rolled from his lips, end over end before dissipating into a vanishing cloud.

It was dark out now, well past sunset, and the only light was from the scant illumination of the vehicle headlights. There were sparse stars visible, the clouds clearing somewhat, though the consistent strobe of strange lightning continued unabated.

“Sure about what?” Malcolm asked.

“About dumping the bodies,” Lyman said. He turned and looked into the bed of the truck where the sheriff and his wife were wrapped up tight in canvas tarps resting in the rear of the vehicle.

“The lake is the best place, like I told you,” Malcolm said disdainfully. “We dump the bodies in the lake. It’s the best place in town, it’s out of sight, and if, by some miracle, someone stumbles upon it, it’s on Robertson’s property. It’s a win-win.”

“How did Robertson get wrapped up in this whole thing, anyway?” Max asked. “You guys used to be close, didn’t you?”

Malcolm shook his head as he sucked in another drag from the cigarette.

“We ran in the same circles back in the day. We were never close. He always struck me as a smarmy goody two-shoes, even when we were causing a ruckus. There were certain lines he wouldn’t cross, certain things he wouldn’t do.”

“So why do you hate him so much now?” Larry asked.

“I was tight with the old man. Not his dad, but his grandfather. Part of his survivalist network. He has buddies all up and down the Rocky Mountain line, man. I was going to be someone important. But then he had to get his family burned up, and his grandfather took pity on him. Brought him in, and suddenly I’m out on my ass.”

“And that’s worth killing for?” Larry asked. “Or framing him for murder, if it comes to that?”

Malcolm took one more drag of his cigarette, drawing it down to almost nothing, then flicked it angrily into the trees.

“Look at the world right now,” he said. “Things are falling apart. Power’s out everywhere, planes falling out of the damn sky. We are in apocalypse territory, man. You know who’s gonna thrive in this world now? The preppers. The survivalists. The guys who saw this coming. Old man Robertson was one of those guys, and I have no doubt his cabin is full of valuable crap. Stuff that will serve us well in the coming years. I want to kick Joel out so we can move in, you get it?”

“What about that girl he’s been hanging with? The Chinese one?” Lyman asked.

“What about her?”

“We gonna kill her when the time comes?” Lyman said, palms outstretched. “Fourteen-year-old kid?”

“Maybe we will, maybe we won’t. All I care about is getting rid of the bodies and maybe catching Robertson up in it, if it comes to that. The girl is what you call collateral damage, whatever happens.”

“Sometimes you’re a real sick son of a bitch, you know that, Mal?” Lyman said.

“Working with that sheriff turned you soft, bro,” Malcolm replied. “What we’re dealing with now? You gotta harden yourself back up. We’re going to have to make tough choices, you get me? Life-and-death. Are you prepared for that?”

Lyman’s eyes narrowed. He still wore his South Brisbane police windbreaker over a flannel shirt, blue jeans, and a wide-brimmed cowboy hat. Rain pelted the brim of the hat, staying out of his face for the moment, though it was already picking up in intensity.

“Oh, I’m prepared,” he said. “Don’t think I’m not. I just don’t want you going off half-cocked is all. You’re liable to get yourself killed.”

“Don’t worry about me,” Malcolm said. “Everything is under control.” Malcolm reached up toward the contraption fastened to the top of his head, then slowly rotated it down. The motion revealed a pair of advanced night vision goggles with telescopic lenses, and he touched a switch, powering them on with a low, soft humming sound.

A tiny green pinprick of light blinked on within the circular lenses, and he nodded appreciatively.

“One of the last gifts old man Robertson gave to me back in the day,” Malcolm said. “They’re gonna come in handy tonight. Full night vision capable. I can walk us right through his trees and over to the lake even without the starlight to guide us.”

“Man, this is some Call of Duty business right here,” Max said with a laugh. “Sign me up, brother.”

“You ready, Lyman?” Malcolm asked, a wide smile forming on his mouth beneath the ornate patterns of circular lenses.

“Ready as I’ll ever be,” Lyman replied, and that time the sparse hint of a smile actually formed on his lips as well. They filed back into the two vehicles, gunned the engines, and took off down the road toward the Robertson cabin.




Chapter 21

South Brisbane, Louisiana

Helen sat, cross-legged on the floor of the shelter, looking at the SIG Sauer pistol in her hand. There was no magazine and the chamber was cleared, but the pistol itself looked intact. Joel exited the dry goods storage closet and strode over to where she sat, scanning the floor around her.

“What?” she asked.

“Just making sure there were no parts left over,” he said.

“I’ve done it, like, ten times today,” she replied, extending her arm so he could see the weapon. “I think I can do it blindfolded now.”

“Don’t get cocky,” he replied, taking the pistol and turning it over in his grasp. Holding the weapon in his left hand, he extended his right and she handed over the magazine. He rammed it home and jacked the slide, loading a round in the chamber, everything moving quick, clean, and smooth.

“Very nice,” he said. “You can now disassemble and reassemble the weapon, which is a good first step. Tomorrow, we go through the cleaning.”

“Cleaning?” she asked, her face twisting into a look of disgust.

“Absolutely,” Joel replied. “These semi-automatics are great, except they can jam if they’re not cleaned and maintained regularly. I’ve got a cleaning kit in the gun cabinet, some lubricant, cleaning oils, a few brushes. Like I said, we’ll go through that tomorrow.”

“I’ll be waiting with bated breath,” she replied sarcastically.

“Don’t be a smart-ass,” Joel said. “I’m going to go upstairs and clean up a bit from dinner.” He walked toward the ladder then turned and looked at her. “Did you like the bass? I hope so, because we’re going to be out of gas in a week or so, so we’re going to be trying to clear out that freezer.”

Helen put a hand to her stomach. 

“Pretty sure I’ve already eaten enough bass to last a lifetime.”

“Well, get used to it, kid,” Joel replied without a hint of apology. “After the gas is out, we’ll start hunting more regularly, too. Once you get the hang of the SIG, I’ll get you more used to the bow and the AR-31.”

“Good times,” Helen replied.

“Just shut up and get ready for bed. Once I’ve cleaned up, we’ll grab some rack time. I’d like to get up early and do some more work on the roof and the solar panels, maybe go into town and see if Fred will lend me the ladder truck.”

Helen didn’t reply, she just walked to the bedroom to get her cleaning kit. They’d been using filtered lake water for tooth-brushing and washing up before bed and when they woke in the morning, just to make them feel a little more normal about their day-to-day.

Joel stepped up and made his way toward the cabin above. Reaching the top of the ladder stairs, he eased open the trapdoor and paused, listening. All around him he could hear the steady thrum of the rain pelting down, striking the plastic sheeting he’d stretched over the hole in the roof. Off in the distance there was the low rumble of thunder.

A storm was near.
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They’d left the car and the truck parked on the side of the road where they weren’t visible from the Robertson cabin, then set out on foot. Even with the clouds and lightning above, a faint wedge of moon was visible in the sky, casting a faint, pale light on the shimmering lake, which improved their visibility, though Malcolm’s night vision goggles still helped guide the way. Rain fell down in dense, diagonal sheets, ripping through the trees and sending rippling droplets along the normally smooth lake.

“This freaking weather,” muttered Larry.

Carrying the body of Marcy Masterson over his right shoulder while Max and Larry worked together to move her husband Blake’s corpse, Malcolm calmly led the way through the edge of the forest, a narrow passage between the trees and the shore of the wide lake just south of the Robertson cabin. Lyman lingered behind, carrying a police issue Remington pump shotgun, just in case.

Navigating the terrain was a slight challenge, stepping over roots and around the trees, but after about forty-five minutes, Malcolm signaled to the others that it was time to stop, using his free hand to flash a small penlight back at the group, who acknowledged the signal and joined him. The two bodies were placed on the shoreline while the men moving them stopped for a bit and stretched their tired muscles.

“Moving bodies is hard work,” Max whispered. “They never tell you that in the movies.”

“Didn’t you ever see that Weekend at Bernie’s flick?” Larry asked. “That was funny as—”

“Shut up, the two of you,” Malcolm hissed. “This isn’t a joke. This is deadly serious.”

“Chill, man, chill,” Larry said. “We get it. Believe me, ain’t none of us wants to get caught out here lugging corpses around in the pouring rain. Especially not the corpses of the sheriff and his wife. That’s some bad mojo.”

Malcolm turned toward him, fists clenched.

“Do you really want to see some bad mojo?” he asked. “I mean really?”

“Hey, hey, bro, take it easy,” Lyman interjected, stepping forward, in between Max and Larry.

The rain was falling harder now, aggressive and violent sheets of water bursting down around them, the low rumbles of approaching thunder skating over the lake.

“I’m getting soaked out here,” growled Max. “Let’s dump these stiffs and get moving!”

Malcolm said nothing, but bent low and lifted Marcy back up to his shoulder, navigating the low path toward the deeper part of the lake with a certain oblong grace. Lightning cut a swath of vibrant blue through the sky, splitting the horizon in two, and thunder chased it close behind, the rolling barrage cascading over the lake water. Malcolm jerked forward and released, throwing the wrapped corpse up and forward, watching as it struck the water with a large splash, quickly dropping beneath the surface.

He watched as Max and Larry hoisted Blake up, Max picking him up by the shoulders and Larry grappling with his legs. They swung him back and forth a few times then finally released his wrapped body, sending it tumbling down into the lake, the murky depths drawing it down within. It vanished in moments, the deed’s ripples spreading across the surface of the shimmering lake, the narrow edge of moon reflected in it. Lightning radiated within the clouds, shining from the water like camera flashes.

“Let’s get back,” Lyman said, “before the rain really starts dumping.” 

The rain slammed down around them in cascading sheets, falling so hard puddles were already forming in the soft dirt among the trees. Malcolm moved first, guiding the group toward the edge of the trees, but hesitated as they moved forward, looking left into the trees.

Max, Larry, and Lyman gathered around him as he looked through the gathered trunks, glaring intently.

“Mal, we need to go,” Lyman said, but Malcolm wasn’t moving. He was adjusting a dial on the night vision goggles as he stared into the thick forest.

“I can see it,” Malcolm whispered. “The cabin. It’s just on the other side of the trees.”

“Malcolm,” Lyman said. “This isn’t the time.”

“When is the time?” Malcolm demanded, turning to look at his brother. “The sheriff was his main defense. He’s gone now. He’s vulnerable. This is our chance.”

“Chance to what?” Lyman asked. “Enact some petty revenge? Don’t throw your life away on this, Mal.”

“Throw my life away?” Malcolm asked. “My life was thrown away the minute old man Robertson handed the cabin over to his low-life grandson! This is my chance to take my life back. Besides, think of the supplies he’s got in there. Fuel, food, solar power—that cabin is decked out, I assure you. We’d be idiots not to take advantage of it!”

“Malcolm, this isn’t the time or place—”

“Larry, go back to the truck,” Malcolm said, talking over his brother. “Get the big guns. We’ve got two ARs in the gun rack.”

Lyman ground his teeth together, clenching his fingers around the shotgun, one hand around the barrel, the second hand around the stock.

“C’mon, Lyman,” Malcolm said. “Let’s do this. You know you hate him as much as I do.”

Lyman seemed to chew that over, bringing the shotgun up, closer to his chest, the rain scattering down around them, drowning out the world in a low din of constant static.

“Get the guns,” Lyman finally said. “Let’s do this.”
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Joel stepped back down the ladder, balancing two pans in the crook of his right arm as he made his way down each step, moving slowly, leaving the trapdoor open above him. Helen had changed into more comfortable sleeping garments and had brushed her teeth, getting ready for an early bedtime. Walking into the dry goods closet, Joel deposited the clean dishes on the shelf, sorting them into separate piles. He’d used the pans on the wooden stove in the cabin above to cook another three pounds of frozen bass, seasoned with fresh-picked onions, garlic, and thyme, trimmed with tomatoes and carrots from the garden. 

He thought it had been pretty delicious, though Helen had repeated the fact that she was getting sick of seafood, yet somehow choked it all down.

Arranging the pans and dishes on the shelves, Joel walked back out and stepped up the ladder, reaching up to ease the trapdoor closed, shutting them off from the world above.

“You good with the plan tomorrow?” Joel asked, looking at the girl, who was dressed in wind pants and a T-shirt. The temperature was decent down in the shelter, warm enough that a T-shirt was suitable, especially that time of year.

Helen nodded.

“When are we going to go hunting?” she asked.

“Not yet,” Joel replied. “We have a lot of meat in the freezer to get rid of first. Once the fuel runs out, or the frozen fish is gone, we’ll start mixing some hunting in to the normal routine. I’ll teach you how to dress whatever we kill.”

“Dress?” Helen asked.

“Yeah. Like, skin, gut, and prepare. That sort of thing.”

“Skin?” Helen asked, her face paling. “Gut?”

“Gotta do it quick or the animal will rot from the inside out. If you don’t dress them within a few hours, the meat can spoil. So, yeah, you need to know how to do it.”

She pressed a hand to her stomach.

“Or we can just keep on fishing and eating seafood. Your choice.”

“There are no right answers to these questions,” Helen replied.

“Once you get a bite of fresh venison, you’ll realize that it’s worth the trouble. Nothing better.”

Helen closed her eyes and sighed, turning to walk back towards the bedroom. Joel watched her go.

As he looked at the young girl, a soft, metallic buzzing sound echoed within the shelter and his brow furrowed, trying to isolate the noise. It wasn’t a sound he’d ever heard before, and he looked left and right, his eyes narrowing.

Helen had turned toward him and unlike his eyes, hers were widening, glaring at the wall above his left shoulder. He turned slowly, looking in the same direction.

LED lights on the wall were lit, a pale but distinct white glow.

“It’s the tripwire,” she whispered. “Something triggered it.”

Joel froze in place, looking at the lights on the wall, listening to the persistent hum of the buzzer. She was right. It was the tripwire. Was it an animal? He turned and strode toward the gun cabinet, swinging the door open and pulling out the Bravo RECCE-14 semi-automatic rifle. It was equipped with a picatinny rail system with mounted scope and tactical foregrip, and he swept it free, slinging it over his shoulder. Grabbing three spare magazines, he thrust them into the pockets of his cargo pants, then turned left and grabbed the souvenir trench knife from a shelf and slid it into a boot sheath.

“What is it?” Helen asked, her voice edged with focused, stark fear. 

“I don’t know,” Joel answered, “but stay here. Let me take care of this.”

“What?” Helen asked. “No. Just stay here. We’re safe down here.”

“Not as safe as you think,” Joel replied. “Stay here. Don’t make me say it again.”

“Joel—”

He turned toward the stairs and made his way to them, looking back over his shoulder. 

“Stay!”

She clamped her lips shut as he took the ladder stairs two at a time, moving up, through the trapdoor and into the night air beyond, completely unaware that four men with weapons were stalking them from the trees.
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Malcolm led the pack, walking low, knees bent, an Armalite AR-15 held tight in two hands as they moved forward. Night vision goggles were still strapped around his eyes as he stepped through the trees, weapon shouldered. Max was directly behind him, with Larry drifting off to the left, Lyman somewhere in the trees behind.

He thought he heard a muffled slam and he held his pose, lifting a hand to signal the others in the group to stop. Dialing up the magnification, he looked toward the cabin, searching for movement, but saw none. Holding up two fingers, he gestured and the others fanned out into the trees, widening their coverage, encircling the cabin as they prepared to converge upon it.

Through the pale green haze of his goggles, Malcolm could see the cabin ahead, glowing softly in the night, emanating an almost peaceful neon hue. From that angle, he could see the damaged roof and the broken solar panels, but most of the rest of the building appeared intact, the front door and porch facing the lake as he moved in from the east. Trees rustled behind and around him as the other members of his group navigated quietly through the trees. Lyman still carried his shotgun, while Max and Larry had also grabbed AR-15 semi-automatic assault rifles, weapons powerful enough to throw a world of hurt at the cabin.

Malcolm had already decided that when they got close enough to the cabin, they’d just open fire with their rifles and pepper it with 5.56-millimeter rounds.

He hadn’t realized how badly he wanted to do it until that very moment. He could picture it in his mind, guns belting, muzzle flashes illuminating the dark night, the wooden slats of the cabin ripping apart under the barrage.

Joel’s dead body invaded his mind, a clear and distinct vision, his corpse twisted and bullet-riddled, the cabin all Malcolm’s. He smiled softly underneath the night vision goggles as he stepped over a root, making his way one step closer to the structure ahead. In the green haze of his goggles, he could see his own weapon barrel jutting out ahead of him, pointing at the cabin as he approached, waiting for Joel Robertson to show his face.
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Max drifted right, moving along the perimeter of the forest, holding his semi-automatic rifle, using the trees as his guide. The ground was soft under his feet as he moved, taking one step at a time, moving along the northern edge, keeping the dark shape of the cabin in front of him.

He didn’t hear the trees moving around him, didn’t see any movement. He focused keenly on the cabin, carefully trekking towards it, staying low, weapon pressed tightly into his right shoulder, supported by the grip of his left hand.
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Joel saw Max pass by just ahead of him as he stood silently in the trees. He lunged forward, wrapping his arms tight around the man’s throat, squeezing and tugging, cutting off his air as he twisted, pulling the man off balance and forcing the weapon from his hands. Rotating at the hip, he threw Max, driving him down to the ground hard and fast, ramming his forehead into an exposed rock.

Bone struck with a dull crack and Max went suddenly motionless, his limbs jolting then going still, the body little more than wet meat lying in the muck. Joel crouched next to him, keeping his hand pressed to his back between both shoulders, making sure he didn’t move.

Max was still.

Shadows moved through the trees and he could see someone passing by, carrying a rifle in their hands. Joel bolted to his feet, sliding between trees, moving fast and quiet, tackling the man around the torso as he came upon him, driving him back and slamming him hard into the tree behind him. In a flash, the trench knife was out and in his hand, silent and efficient, a deliberate choice over the noisy rifle. It thrust around and up, driving hard into the ribs of the shadowed figure, digging deep and twisting, his hand clamped over the man’s mouth.

The figure tried to scream, but nothing came out except a muffled, wet grunt, and Joel jerked one more time, forcing the blade deeper, wrenching it left, the blade biting and tearing at thick flesh, muscle, and fat.

The man—it was Larry Draeger, Joel could see, now that he was up close—jerked once, a furious, muscle-tightening spasm, then went lifeless, collapsing into his arms as Joel dropped to a crouch, letting him thud to the ground. Joel could feel his boots sinking into the wet dirt as rain thudded all around him, pelting him with wet bullets, falling in diagonal sheets, and the hint of low thunder rumbling overhead.

Joel crouched in the mud, the thick, wet dirt creeping up his boots all the way to the top edge, starting to soak his socks and pants. He stood still, looking through the darkened trees, glaring through the rain trying to isolate shadows among the darkness. He wiped the blade off on his pants and slid the trench knife back into his boot sheath as he stood.

Joel moved forward, slowly letting his AR-15 slip from his shoulder, taking it up in two hands, putting the stock to his shoulder. He hadn’t wanted to fire it yet, not wishing to give up his position. There were men in the trees converging on his cabin, coming after him, coming after Helen, men with heavy weapons, and he wasn’t going to put himself at a disadvantage.

Moving back toward the cabin, his eyes worked to adjust in the darkness, twisting at the waist as he aimed his weapon around, looking for a target.

He never saw Malcolm coming.




Chapter 22

South Brisbane, Louisiana

The impact was swift and sudden, a blistering football tackle from his blind side, the dull, slamming strike hitting him, lifting and throwing him into a clumsy sideways sprawl, his feet trying to gain purchase in the wet mud, but failing. He felt the rifle slipping from his loosened fingers as he stumbled. His shoulder struck wet mud, splashing up in his face and throughout his hair, and he turned, trying to get ready for the next attack.

Malcolm Conway lunged at him, striking at his forehead with the butt of his rifle and Joel rolled left, barely avoiding the certainly skull-crushing blow. Instead, the stock of the AR-15 glanced off his right shoulder with a sudden flare of pain, sending a reverberating tingle of numbness down the length of his right arm.

“Well, hello there, Joel,” Malcolm snarled. “Fancy meeting you here!”

“You’re the one who brought the fight to me,” Joel replied. “What the hell are you doing here? This is my property!”

“Not anymore it’s not!” Malcolm shouted, shoving the stock of his weapon down again, driving it hard into Joel’s gut. Another burst of sudden agony blossomed deep inside of him, and he desperately hoped his ribs weren’t snapped. Malcolm drew the weapon back and thrust it down again, Joel urgently rolling right. The stock whacked off the back of his skull with a fresh splitting pain, fireworks dancing in his eyes, a roiling pit of nausea forming deep in his guts.

He battled his way out of unconsciousness, willing himself to stay awake, and Malcolm sneered down at him, glaring through a green-hued trio of round optics. Night vision goggles. That certainly explained how he’d tracked him in the darkness.

“I’m going to enjoy this,” Malcolm said. “I’m going to beat the life right out of you, Robertson.”

Joel didn’t reply, battling against himself to stay awake as Malcolm reeled back again, preparing another stock strike. Joel lashed out with his left foot, shooting it out straight from his body, slamming the other man in the ankle. He felt the wet mud give a little and Malcolm stumbled. Planting that foot, he rolled back over and swung the other foot around, cranking the instep into the opposite ankle, once again shifting his attacker off balance. Lunging up, he wrapped his arms around Conway’s torso, pinning the weapon to his body, then wrenched left, forcing him around and down, pulling him hard to the ground, the wet mud splattering around them with the impact. Mud and water flew everywhere as they battled on the ground. For a brief moment, Joel had the upper hand, driving a fist into Malcolm’s jaw, snapping his head to the side, his knuckles barking in pain. Drawing back, he threw another punch, but Conway twisted away, the strike missing its target and Malcolm’s motion throwing Joel off balance, sending him crashing back down into the muck.

Joel’s eyes stung with the water and dirt, and already Malcolm was coming after him again, grabbing his collar and shoving him down hard into the loam. Conway no longer had his weapon, but Joel didn’t either, and their fight was now little more than a frantic grappling match in the morass of Joel’s front yard.

Malcom blasted him in the jaw with a swift punch, then struck again, hitting him in the right ribs, and Joel struggled to parry the blows. Rolling with the last strike, his fingers clawed at the ground as Conway’s hands grasped his throat, wrapping around the entire circumference of his neck and squeezing. Joel tried to catch his breath, gasping slightly as his attacker pressed his hands harder together, cutting off the air supply. He could hear the man chuckling a low, dry, humorless sound as he squeezed the life from him, crushing his windpipe with steady pressure.

Joel tried to catch his breath, gasping and struggling, desperately trying to draw in breath, only to find it catching before it got into his lungs. He gagged and choked, sucking at precious oxygen, continuing to claw at the ground, but Conway’s hands were large and strong. Too strong for him to break free.

Grasping at mud and dirt, Joel pushed himself forward, trying to wrench free, but knew he couldn’t.

He lunged, thrusting out a hand, his palm striking mud.

But his fingers touched something harder. Rough and jagged, he could feel the uneven contours of something wedged into the wet dirt. Rolling left, he lunged forward on his belly, wrapping his hands around the item in the mud even as his head was awash in a wave of noxious dizziness, black encroaching on the corners of his vision.

He could feel the sharp edges of the rock on his palm, and digging deep, he summoned every last ounce of his strength and twisted left, swinging the item around in a swift, sudden arc.

The rock found the night vision goggles, striking with a metallic thwack and quiet shattering of glass, Conway cursing as he drew his head back in surprise. Landing in an awkward contortion, Joel cranked back around, the rock still clamped in his tight fist. It struck the night vision apparatus again, snapping a buckle and sending it spinning from Conway’s head, forcing him back and around at the same time, the goggles landing with a wet splat in the mud.

“You son of a bitch!” Conway barked, lurching forward with yet another hard punch, catching Joel in the chin and knocking him back into the mud. Joel drew in strangled gasps of air, sucking in as if he’d just been pulled from drowning by a life guard, his breath coming in loud, haggard wheezes.

Malcolm lifted a boot and slammed it down into Joel’s chest, forcing him back-first into the mud, once again the threat of unconsciousness digging at the edges of his already hazy vision.

Snarling again, Malcolm lifted his boot and slammed it down, this time on Joel’s stomach, and more rancid agony tore through him. If one of his ribs hadn’t broken before, he was afraid it had then, air blasting from his struggling lungs.

Joel bent low as he tried to roll away, reaching down the length of his leg, trying to find something, anything that he could defend himself with.

“Oh, I am gonna love this,” Malcolm reiterated, bending low and grabbing Joel’s collar. “I’m going to feel your bones break. I’m going to hear your last gasps of breath. I’m going to—”

Joel’s fingers closed around the handle of what he was looking for, curling into the contoured handle of the souvenir knife. The one his squad mates had given him back in the Army. The one that had sat unused for many years on his mantle, there purely for show.

Malcolm lunged forward with another hard strike as Joel twisted in direct opposition to his movements, his fist closed through the metal knuckles of the knife.

The knuckles collided with Malcolm’s jaw in a wet, ragged snapping sound, and he could almost feel the entire lower jaw let go at the impact, bone splintering and ligaments ripping free.

Conway choked and gasped, the hit taking him by surprise, the pain an even more stark shock as he stumbled right, fumbling to the wet ground.

“What did you do?” he mumbled through broken teeth and a shattered jaw. “What the hell did you do?” He was on the ground, on his knees, the wet mud rising up around him, slurping up his thighs, his face and arms covered in the wet muck, rain continuing to hammer down around them. One hand was wrapped tightly around the lower half of his face, as if he were trying to keep his entire jaw together, as if it might just fall apart if he let it go.

Joel didn’t say a word, he just lifted his boot and slammed down, driving his heel into the side of Malcolm’s head, ramming his skull into the wet mud with a dull thud. Conway struggled slightly as though he might try and pick himself back up, but Joel kicked down again, striking his temple with his heel a second time, shoving him deeper into the mud. And this time, Malcolm Conway lay still, dirt and water seeping up around him.

“Oh you are going to regret that,” a voice rasped and Joel turned to see Lyman Conway step from the trees, a shotgun raised in two hands. “Joel Robertson, you are under—”

The flat slap of a sudden gunshot shattered the static of falling rain. Lyman choked, his shotgun spilling from his hands, his fingers clawing at some unseen spot on his chest. He stumbled clumsily back, mouth opening, trying to find the right words, never managing it.

With one last open-mouthed gasp, he slumped down into the mud, his hat tumbling from his head, his body lifeless and prone, laying in the dirt.

Helen stepped from the shadows, the SIG Sauer P226 clamped tightly between her hands.
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Joel lurched forward, falling to a knee next to Helen, slowly taking the pistol from her hands. Her eyes were wide and vacant, as if they couldn’t believe what they’d just seen, even though her own hands had performed the action. Her mouth was open and slack, her face devoid of color.

“Helen,” Joel said quietly. “Are you okay?”

“He was going to kill you,” she whispered. “He had a shotgun. He was going to—”

“I know,” he said reassuringly, moving toward her, wrapping an arm around her shoulder and hugging her tight to his body. He looked past her, over her shoulder, eyes focused on the body of Lyman Conway in the mud. He was wearing his South Brisbane Police windbreaker, the wide-brimmed hat lying in the mud, revealing his thinning, dirty blonde hair.

“Did I do good?” Helen asked, her voice sounding very faint and very young. “I saved you, right?”

“You saved me,” Joel said, holding her tight. “You did good.”

“You—both of you—you’re done.” The voice was low and ragged, a torn fabric of words, and Joel looked over his shoulder, glaring at Malcolm, who had started pushing himself up out of the mud.  His jaw was uneven, shifted over to the right too far, and his words were more mumbled than said.  “That little bitch just killed a deputy.”  He gurgled a strange, choking laugh. “More than that.  She just killed the new sheriff.”

Joel looked at him.

“What do you mean?” he asked taking a step towards him.  Malcolm’s crooked, broken-jaw smile didn’t falter.

“Oh, you didn’t know?” he asked.  “My boys and I—we paid a little visit to the sheriff tonight.  Killed him and his wife.  Shot ’em point blank.  Felt pretty damn good, too.”

Joel stepped closer again, lifting his boot as if he might kick the man again.

“Don’t give me that,” Malcolm said.  “You don’t have the guts for it.  Shoulda killed me in self-defense, you chicken shit.  I’ve known my fair share of murderers.  You ain’t one of them.”

“I take that as a compliment,” Joel replied, his voice low and even.  “Why, though?  Why kill the sheriff?  What did he ever do to you?”

“Same problem as you,” Malcolm sneered.  “Too damn soft for this new world.  Only the strong survive, you oughtta know that better than anyone, with your grandfather and all.”

“Strength and killing are two totally separate things,” Joel replied.  “Blowing someone away doesn’t make you strong.  It makes you a coward.”

“A coward,” Malcolm replied, his voice thick and slurred.  “Ask your little bartender friend how much of a coward I am.”

Joel’s eyes widened at those words, even wider than they’d been before.  The rain fell in heavy, wet curtains, the ground at his feet still softening by the moment, his boots sinking into the ground as he strode forward.

“What did you say?”

“Your little bartender friend.  Ask her if I’m a coward.”

“What did you do to Almira?” Joel asked.

“Guess you’ll find out,” Malcolm replied.

“What did you do?”  Joel’s voice was a flat, solid line, sharp enough to cut through the falling rain.

“Beat the hell out of her,” Malcolm hissed back.  “Then shot her in her ugly face.”

Joel’s insides went cold, his previously roiling guts firming into a hard, closed fist.

“Yeah.  She’s dead.  So’s everyone who crossed me.  You’ll be next, Robertson, just you wait.  You think our little skirmish is over?”  He spoke as if chewing on a sock, but Joel heard every word clear and concise.

“What’s he saying?” Helen asked, her voice low and soft.  “Did he say something about Almira?”

Joel looked back at the girl. 

“Go inside, okay?” he asked.  “Get me some rope, so I can tie these guys up.”

“But I—”

“Just go,” Joel said.  “Now, please.”

Helen’s eyes went from Malcolm to Joel and back again.  Her lip quivered and another tear broke free, racing down her cheek and leaping off, mixing with the rain water.

She didn’t speak another word.  She turned away, threaded through the trees, and walked slowly toward the cabin, not once stopping, not once looking back.

“Gonna tie me up here, huh?” Malcolm slurred.  “Let the rain fall on my head all night?  Your form of water torture?  It ain’t gonna work, Robertson.”

“I’m not going to tie you up,” Joel replied.  He turned away and lowered himself to a crouch, blinking through a strange, red tinge to his vision.  “We’re way past tying up.”

Malcolm glared at him as he stood again, coming back toward him.

“So where is she going?” he asked.

“I just didn’t want her to see this,” Joel replied.  “She’s seen enough death in her young life.”  He lifted his hand.  Clutched in his fist was the SIG Sauer P226 Helen had used to kill Deputy Lyman.  Now the rigid, flat barrel was pointed at the deputy’s brother.

Malcolm smiled, looking like a particularly wet cat who had just swallowed a delicious canary.

“You don’t have the balls—”

Joel fired the SIG, the pistol kicking lightly in his hand, the muzzle flash splitting the night like the lightning in the clouds overhead.  Malcolm jerked back against the tree, slowly tipping right, landing shoulder-first back in the mud.  He stared up at Joel through clouded eyes, blinking them softly in disbelief as the other man held the pistol on him.  Mud suckled at Malcolm’s face and hair, slowly slipping up the contours of his cheek, one clumpy brown finger working its way between slightly parted lips.

There were no more words.  No callous one-liner, no desperate plea for life.  Just two more gunshots rolling over the surface of the southern lake, sending nocturnal birds scattering up into the night.
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Redmond, Washington

Somewhere out in the city of Redmond, a war was raging. After the conflict with the so-called priest, and the sudden, violent end to the skirmish, Jack and Laura had retreated to a nearby office park, searching for a place to bed down for the night.

Laura was dangerously pale, moving sluggishly as though in a trance, and it was everything Jack could do to keep her moving. Ducking behind a parked truck they moved toward a three-story building, mostly glass-covered, a modern and fancy office structure that at one point housed two accounting firms, an investment company, a real estate office, and a computer learning corporation. The parking lot stood empty and barren, and after making their way to the front door, Jack had lifted his M4 and taken a single shot, blowing the glass apart at the front door so he could reach in and unlock it from the inside.

If there had been an alarm on the door, and Laura was sure at one point there had been, without power, it wasn’t working and they entered the building silently, the darkness of the interior consuming them. With the sun setting, they could see the staccato flash of gunshots fired in the distance, the occasional streak of tracer fire belting against the dark sky of late evening. A muffled blast reverberated through the glass, the bright explosion visible through the large windows of the lobby, punctuated by audible screams.

“Are we safe in here?” Laura asked quietly, her voice faint. Bruiser clung to her leg and whined softly.

“We should move to one of the upper floors,” Jack said. “Find shelter up there.” He turned and stepped toward her, putting a hand on her shoulder. “Are you okay?” he asked, an air of seriousness to his question.

Laura nodded.

“Fine,” she replied, though her face was still ashen, her eyes wide and looking off in the distance.

“I’m sorry you had to see that,” Jack said. “Hell, I’m sorry I had to see that. I haven’t exactly killed a bunch of people before.”

Laura nodded absently.

“But we’ve gotta hold ourselves together,” he said. “Keep moving forward, okay? There’s a lot going on out there; if we don’t have our heads together, we’re as good as dead.”

“I know,” Laura replied quietly.

“Are you with me?”

“I’m with you.”

“Good,” Jack said. “Let’s find a place to shack up for the night, okay? Get some sleep, try and forget what we just saw, and start fresh in the morning.”

They moved toward an emergency stairwell, opening the door and moving into the narrow, unlit corridor. Taking the steps two at a time, Jack led them both upwards, his rifle aimed forward, Laura tagging along close behind him. They went up to the next level in silence, turning left and making their way down the hall, checking the doors.

They finally found an open office near the rear of the second floor, the door leading into an open lobby outside a collection of real estate agencies. The offices themselves were closed and locked, but the lobby had been left open and Jack closed the door behind them. He located a couch and nodded to Laura, who dropped her backpack and followed him to the large piece of furniture. Each of them situated themselves on opposite sides of the two-cushion couch, sliding it across the floor, grunting softly as they wrestled with the heavy furniture. A few moments later, they’d maneuvered it in front of the door and wedged it tight to the wall, ensuring that nobody else could enter behind them. Moving the couch not only secured the entrance but also freed up some real estate on the floor, giving them room to set up their sleeping bags. Jack set his backpack on the floor, then stripped off his tactical vest and removed his shirt, standing there in his T-shirt and camouflage pants. He stretched his arms over his head, groaning softly.

“What I wouldn’t give for a working shower right now,” he said. “I probably smell terrible.”

“No worse than me, I’m sure,” Laura replied, unzipping her pack as Bruiser sat next to her, looking at her intently, as if she might be removing a dog treat from the big bag.

She did indeed slip out a handful of dog food from a Ziploc bag and mound it on the floor, Bruiser moving toward it and eagerly gobbling it up. She removed a pair of energy bars next, slowly stripping the plastic from one before taking a long bite, chewing slowly, and then swallowing.

“I didn’t realize how hungry I was,” she said.

“Stress will do that to you,” Jack replied. “MREs again tonight.”

“How many more do we have?” Laura asked.

“If we eat one per day, we’ve got enough for another week or so,” Jack replied. “If we eat more than that, then less, obviously.”

“With the protein bars, we should be able to manage one per day each,” Laura said. Her voice sounded a bit more normal now. More focused on the task at hand.

“My hope is that in the morning, with some better rest, we can sketch out the next few days’ travel,” Jack said.

Laura nodded. “My brain is foggy at the moment. Sleep is exactly what I need.”

“Good,” Jack replied. “We’ll both eat some dinner and grab some shut-eye, hopefully think more clearly in the morning.”

Laura nodded, then looked toward the front door as if there were a window she could gaze aimlessly through.

“You realize there may be more of that before we’re done?” Jack asked. “The violence. People we can’t trust.”

Laura closed her eyes and Jack could see the faint hint of tears brimming at her lids. She nodded after a few moments.

“I’ve had trust issues my whole life,” she said, “so that’s not much of a stretch. It’s the violence that gets me. Especially—”

“Don’t think about it,” Jack replied. “Sorry. I never wanted to put you in that position.”

“I know.”

Jack lowered himself down and removed two MREs from his backpack. He tossed one over to Laura, who caught it and began to rip it open, looking for the flameless heater so they could have another luxurious meal on their way to Wyoming.




Chapter 23

South Brisbane, Louisiana

As usual, by the time Helen awoke, Joel was already up and moving. She looked over at his empty bed and swung her legs out from her starchy blanket, rubbing the sleep from her eyes. The events of the previous evening flashed in her memory like the highlights from a particularly troubling film, images that she wanted to forget, but knew she never would.

She’d shot someone. Killed him with a single bullet. He’d threatened Joel, so she felt like she’d done the right thing, but the fact remained that she had pulled the trigger and ended someone’s life.

Not just anyone. A police officer.

And not just her.  She was certain that Joel had killed the other man, too.  He’d sent her away and she’d heard the gunshots.  She’d grabbed the rope and started coming back, but he told her they wouldn’t need it.

She didn’t ask what had happened.  Helen didn’t want to know.

A heavy, dead weight of guilt settled in the pit of her stomach, and she pressed a hand there, suddenly needing a moment before standing, her head starting to swim. It had all happened so fast and last night it had seemed as if she were watching it all unfold from outside her own body.

Her father had raised her to believe police officers were good guys.  You did whatever they told you to do, no matter what.  They were there to protect you.  The man she’d killed—she remembered him coming into her father’s restaurant.  Checking on them.  Sure, he often asked for some free food while he was there, but still, he’d seemed friendly. Like he was just trying to help. And after every visit, her father had told him it was the least he could do to feed an officer dinner after everything they were sacrificing to protect the public.

That same man.  She’d shot and killed him.  He’d almost killed Joel.  It was them or him, and Helen, without even really thinking, had chosen them.  Deep down inside, she still thought it had been the right choice, but it had been a choice that felt fake somehow.  Like watching a particularly disturbing plot point evolve in a film.

But she wasn’t. It was all too real.

Her stomach and head finally settling, she moved off the bed and walked out into the main room of the shelter. Her brow furrowed as she looked around, noticing that the gun cabinet was open, a few weapons missing, and several shelves that had been full were now empty, or at least partially cleared out. Joel kneeled on the cement floor, two large backpacks set up near him, each of them stuffed to near max capacity.

“Morning,” he said, not looking back at her, evidently hearing her approach.

“What’s going on?” she asked.

“We’re leaving,” Joel said. “We can’t stay.”

“What?” Helen asked, her heart skipping a beat.

“We need to go,” Joel reiterated, finally looking over his shoulder to meet her worried gaze.

“But why? I don’t understand.”

“The men who came here last night,” Joel replied, “they were just the first. There will be more, especially because one of the dead men upstairs was a police officer.”

“I was trying to protect—” she protested, and Joel stood, covering the distance between them in two long strides.

“You did the right thing,” he said, fixing her gaze. “Okay? That’s not what I’m saying. You did the right thing. You saved my life. Deputy Conway would have shot me dead.”

Helen nodded.

“What about you?” she asked.  “Did you do the right thing?”

Joel looked down at the ground, not replying.  How could he?  He’d killed men last night, not just in self-defense, but in cold blood.  Not only Malcolm—Larry, too.  He’d even gone back and killed Max, just to make sure they were all dead and buried.

He hadn’t done the right thing.  There was no other way to look at it.  But he’d done what he had to do.  Those two things weren’t always the same.

“We need to leave.”

“No,” Helen replied. “I’ve lived here almost my whole life. I don’t know anywhere else.”

“This is the perfect time to learn,” Joel replied.

Joel turned and zipped up one of the Bug Out Bags he’d been putting together. He’d already mostly assembled it, but without knowing how long they’d be on the road, he’d made sure to add as many extras as possible to go along with the regular items.

Being able to split items into two separate Bug Out Bags had given him a wealth of options, which he had been sure to take full advantage of. Along with the larger-scale medical kit and emergency supplies, the survival guides, collapsible stove, fire-starters, radios, batteries, lamps, and various hand tools, he’d added a second hand-crank flashlight with charging ports, several more protein bars, as well as some vacuum-sealed venison and pork jerky he’d had stored away for a rainy day. He’d layered in cans of beans, soups, and stews, forgoing too many fruits or vegetables, figuring they took up a lot of space, and they’d be able to pick those along the way. There were two more utilitools packed, plus extra tinder wood for the fire-striking kit, although he figured if they were moving through the trees, he’d have ample opportunity to make his own tinder. The tents and ponchos were folded up tight and vacuum-sealed into tiny packages, and he carried along a battery-powered sealer so he could put them back in their small spaces as he moved along.

Two solar blankets came with them as well, the same ones he’d used to operate the ham radio a short while ago. Filtered straws and collapsible water bottles were wedged into Helen’s pack, and he’d had to be careful to try and balance out the weight so hers wasn’t too heavy for her, yet could still carry its fair share. Wedged into a sleeve on the right side of his pack was the collapsible bow and arrows that he’d taught Helen how to string, and in each pack he included an array of various flashlights, both battery-powered and solar.

Two pistols were slipped into holsters that he intended for them both to wear, hers now the SIG P226 since that was the weapon he’d trained her on, while he kept a Smith and Wesson Model 610 10mm revolver for himself. He wanted at least one weapon he didn’t have to worry about jamming if things got hairy, and the 610 would accomplish that, even if it had limited capacity and took a bit longer to load—though with the several speed loaders he had stashed away, it didn’t take that much longer.

Slings were secured and checked for both the Bravo RECCE-14 tactical and the AR-31 bolt action. He’d give the bolt-action to Helen and keep the AR-15 variant for himself. He’d slid several magazines into various easy-to-access pouches, and Joel also carried his trench knife in the same boot sheath he’d had it the night before.

Joel set down the clipboard and looked at Helen, noting the slight quiver in her lips and the fear in her eyes.

“I don’t want to leave,” she said quietly. “Trouble or not, this...this is the home I remember, even without my dad. Camping in the woods, walking for hundreds of miles. I just—no. There has to be a better way.”

“There isn’t.”

“How do you know? You’re cutting and running at the first sign—”

“Helen,” Joel interrupted, a bit harsher than he intended, but it worked. She clamped her lips shut and focused her attention on him. “There’s something I haven’t told you. Something about my family.”

Seeming to sense the importance of the conversation, Helen lowered herself to the floor, sitting cross-legged and looking at him.

“I think I told you that when I was younger, I got into some trouble with the police. I actually ran around with a couple of the guys who came by here last night.”

“Okay.”

“What I didn’t tell you is that when the fire happened—when my family—when they died...” He struggled to put the words together as he adjusted his seated posture so he could be more on Helen’s level. “I was arrested for their murder.”

“What?” Helen said, aghast.

Joel nodded. “My wife and I were having some money troubles. Same stuff everyone goes through, but it caused some friction. Friction that she’d spoken to her sister about. Other members of her family. She had a pile of student loans, I had been mostly debt-free when I got out of the Army, but that didn’t last long either.”

Helen didn’t reply, she sat there, captivated.

“Anyway, they arrested me and threw me in jail. The whole thing was very public. It was the talk of the town in South Brisbane for a while; I’m sort of surprised you hadn’t heard about it.”

Helen shrugged.

“I was, like, nine years old back then. My dad has always been a bit over-protective. He didn’t watch the news much when I was in the room. He definitely didn’t say anything to me about it.”

Joel nodded.

“Well, this went on for a good long while until they finally found some evidence that the fire was indeed accidental. It ended up clearing me of the charges after a very long time.”

“So they cleared you. They didn’t think you did it?”

Joel shrugged.

“The sheriff didn’t think I did it. He believed the science. There weren’t many others who did. In the eyes of most of the town, I was still guilty. They saw me as the trouble-making kid who thought he’d take a shortcut to get out from under financial irresponsibility.”

“But, the evidence.”

“They didn’t care. Or they didn’t believe it. I don’t really know, but that’s part of the reason why I came out here to live, why I took up with my grandfather.” Joel smiled softly. “He believed the evidence, too, and saw me as being an easy target for an accident that the population was trying too hard to explain away. When something tragic like that happens, it’s always gotta be someone’s fault, right? In this case, it was mine, at least in their eyes.”

“That’s terrible,” Helen said.

“It is what it is,” Joel replied. “It’s my life. And it’s exactly why we cannot stick around here.”

“I don’t understand.”

“What do you think the town will do if they find out we killed a deputy of the local police force? That I stabbed Larry Draeger in the guts with a knife? Do you think they’ll accept the fact that it was self-defense? That Lyman Conway wasn’t just coming out here to arrest us?”

“They have to believe it,” Helen replied. “It’s obvious.”

Joel shrugged.

“I always thought the evidence supporting my innocence was pretty obvious, too. It wasn’t. Not to people looking for someone to point fingers at. Deputy Lyman has been around for a long time. He wasn’t a good guy, but he was a long-timer, and a lot of the community appreciated him. He never did anything obviously wrong, and people will see this as murder.”

Helen nodded softly.

“They’ll come for my head. And if we’re both here, they’ll come for both of us. And we can’t fight off the whole town, especially—” His voice broke off as he spoke and he looked away.

“Especially what?”

“After you came inside last night,” Joel said, “I talked to Malcolm and Max.”

“Okay?”

“They murdered Sheriff Masterson. Dumped his body on my property. If this all blows up, the one person I had on my side is dead, and it’s another thing to add to the list of reasons to string me up.”

“Oh, God, no,” Helen said, and a tear broke loose from her already moist eyes, tracking down her left cheek. “He was always so nice to my dad. I—why?”

“Does it matter?” Joel asked. “Things like this happen—the hurricane, the lightning, and all those planes. People just—they break. They snap. It’s like their minds can’t accept this new reality. Law and order break down and they break down along with it, figure they can do whatever they want to whomever they want, and the guy with the most guns wins.”

Joel didn’t mention what Malcolm had said about Almira.  About the kind woman who owned the bar, the woman who walked down to her business day after day simply so she could open the doors and feed the volunteers, help her neighbors, all out of the kindness of her own heart.

Malcolm had killed her.  Or so he said.  Joel had no reason to doubt it.

Joel had returned the favor.  What else was he supposed to do?  He stared at his hands for a moment, thinking back to the previous night, to what he had done.  There should be remorse in his heart, a feeling of guilt for his taking of a human life.

No matter how much he felt like the feeling should be there, it wasn’t.  Not for Malcolm.  Not for Max.  Not for Larry.  None of them.  They deserved whatever they’d gotten, and for the first time in his life, he hoped there was a hell somewhere, a sort of eternal damnation where they were all burning for eternity.  Armand.  Sheriff Masterson.  Almira.  Two weeks ago they were friends and neighbors.  Now, nothing but lifeless husks, their souls snuffed out by evil men during an evil time.

Helen lowered her head and wiped at her eyes with the back of her hand. As Joel watched, he could see her sagging shoulders stiffen, as if she were drawing on some sort of hidden well of strength, then she brought herself upright again.

“Okay,” she said. “We go.”

Joel nodded, pushing himself to his feet, while scooping the clipboard off the ground and starting to check the paper one more time.

“Where are we going to go?” Helen asked, climbing to her feet as well.

“That’s the problem,” Joel replied. “I’ve got nobody. Neither of us do. Your mom and dad are dead, you’ve got no—”

“She’s not dead.”

The words struck like a punch to Joel’s gut and he stopped speaking in mid-sentence, turning to look at her over his shoulder.

“Excuse me?”

“My mom,” Helen said. “I always said she was ‘gone’. I never said she was dead.”

“Your mother is still alive?” Joel asked, shock carving at the edges of his words.

Helen nodded softly.

“Why didn’t you tell me this before?” he asked. “This changes everything.”

“That’s why I didn’t tell you,” she said. “I didn’t want it to. I haven’t seen her in a long time. I don’t even know who she is anymore. But she is alive. Or, at least she was. With all of this going on, who knows anymore?”

Joel lowered himself to a crouch, putting his hands on her shoulders.

“Where is she?” he asked.

Helen met his gaze.

“Her name is Laura Park. She lives in Seattle, Washington.”
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Redmond, Washington

Laura sat with her back against the wall, looking over at Jack lying on his shoulder, his chest moving with the kind of regular heaving that only deep sleep can bring.

She reached into her pocket and removed a folded-up photograph, one of the items she’d brought from her apartment and slowly unfolded it in front of her, looking at the images on the creased and worn paper.

There was a man and a girl, almost a young woman by the looks of things, standing in front of a Ferris wheel. They both looked happy, though there was a sort of pervasive hurt in the girl’s eyes, a sense of deep longing, even with the soft smile creasing her lips. She turned over the photo and looked at the back where a Sharpie scrawl etched out a series of words.

Wayne and Helen. South Brisbane County Fair, 2017

Wayne had been sending her photos a few times a year for the past several years. Ever since she’d left. Ever since she’d deserted them, because that’s what she’d done.

Even now, so many years later, she couldn’t believe Wayne had been so good about it. Dreaming of her storm-chasing career, resenting her parental obligations, going through the endless inner conflict that had been brought about by the hardest decision she’d ever made in her life.

Part of her had hoped Wayne would say no, take the decision out of her hands, but he’d acquiesced. He’d been devastated, that much was clear, but he’d agreed. Agreed to raise their five-year-old daughter by himself, to let her discover herself, to figure out what she wanted out of life, to explore new horizons.

She’d always told him she’d come back. She’d hit the trails, become a famous storm chaser, and roll back into town to pick up where she’d left off. Then she’d met Cameron, and gotten involved in Project: Heatshield, a government operation that necessitated her disconnected life. Then there was Seattle.

Suddenly it had been almost ten years.

She’d spoken to Helen several times over the years, quick snippets of phone conversations or Skype calls, but it became evident that her daughter held a deep-seated resentment for what her mother had done. A resentment that Laura could not blame her for.

It had been a mistake. The worst mistake she’d ever made, and instead of going back to try and fix it, she desperately marched farther away, hoping that would somehow lessen the pain she’d caused.

Were they even still alive?

She turned the photo over, putting two gentle fingers on Wayne’s face and caressing the paper, moving over to Helen’s mournful gaze. The endless buzzing of the phone ringing in her ear came back to her now, the countless times she’d tried to call them from the Aurora Institute. The countless times her calls had gone nowhere or ended in voicemail. Nobody had picked up.

But they were out there somewhere, weren’t they? They had to be.

She’d already decided that once they got to Wyoming, she’d figure out how to get in touch. Her sister’s family was involved with a local survivalist group there, a bunch of preppers with military background who had created a vast network of supporters all up and down the Rocky Mountains and beyond. Certainly they’d have some way to reach out to Louisiana and make contact.

Her sleep had been short and fitful, a restless night of bad dreams and vivid flashbacks of the man in the church, and she sat there, the rising dawn glaring in through one large window along the eastern side of the office building. She held an unwrapped energy bar in one hand, slowly chewing bites as she looked at the remains of the photograph in her hand.

Quietly she recited the poem, her last lingering memory of her young daughter, the poem by Robert Frost that had helped the young girl fall asleep.

“The woods are lovely, dark and deep,” she whispered, her voice cracking slightly as her eyes settled on the image of the young girl in the photograph. “But I have promises to keep,  / And miles to go before I sleep,” she spoke the verse in a low, whispered tone. “And miles to go before I sleep.”

There were miles. Hundreds of miles. But at that moment she was more determined than ever to finish what she started and make her way back to the family she’d left behind.
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South Brisbane, Louisiana

The ground had hardened somewhat throughout the night, and his feet no longer sank into wet, deep mud.  All around him the trees rustled gently in the southern breeze, the smell of wet earth and old, dirty water surrounding him.

There were no corpses there.  He’d taken care of that last night, taking each body one by one and depositing it in the lake.  It wouldn’t protect him forever. Eventually, he had to think, someone would investigate.

Would they?  The two longest-term South Brisbane police officers were dead.  Federal aid wasn’t coming any time soon.  Local politics were in an uproar, the legal system had been shredded beyond all hope of repair.  For all Joel knew, the lives of the Conways and everyone else now sunk at the bottom of the lake would be forever lost to the sands of time.

He didn’t like that thought, because if their lives were cast aside and meaningless, then what about Armand?  Sheriff Masterson?

What about Almira Schmidt?

He refused to believe all of their lives were meaningless, destined to be lost and forgotten, never remembered, never investigated, just more dead bodies amid a sea of millions, the victims of a generational shift in human population.

Ultimately, he supposed it didn’t matter.  That’s all any of them were at this point.  In a hundred years, whatever happened to him would be nothing compared to the world as a whole.  He’d be less than a footnote in the history books.  But he was okay with that.  Joel had no desire to be remembered.  He didn’t want anyone to know who he was.  He relished his relative obscurity.

Walking around to the back of the Jeep, Joel released the large backpack and lifted the bag into the vehicle, with Helen struggling to follow behind. The bags packed, the two of them got into the front seats and Joel gunned the engine. He backed the Jeep around and took it forward, down the driveway and out onto the dirt road beyond. Within moments, the trees on either side were shifting into multi-colored blurs as they rolled down the back roads toward town.
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Joel let the Jeep ease to a halt in the circular driveway of Anita’s house, the entire homestead looking as dark and empty as it had every other time they’d swung by since the hurricane made landfall over a week ago.

The soft sound of horses came from the barn, a low chortle of horses huffing and thin whinnying. 

“Are you sure about this?” Helen asked as Joel opened the driver’s side door and stepped out onto the gravel driveway, still wet from the fallen rain.

“About what?” Joel asked. “The horses? I’m sure. This entire town is already running on fumes only a week after the hurricane. I’d rather not depend on vehicles that run on gas if we can help it. Besides, the horses will help us stay off the beaten path.”

“Don’t they belong to your sister-in-law?”

Joel nodded.

“It’s been over a week and they haven’t come back yet. As much as I hate to say it, I have to wonder if they’re coming back at all. Last I heard from them, the roads were washed out and they were having trouble making it back to town.” The two of them clambered over the pasture fence and landed in the matted, wet grass on the other side, walking slowly toward the large, looming barn.

“They’ve got four horses total. We’ll take two, and I’ll let the others out of their stable so they can graze in the grass, but still get into the barn for shelter if they need it. They should be pretty self-sufficient. I’ll make sure to leave a note inside to let them know where the horses are. If Anita makes it back, she’ll be pissed at me, no doubt about it, but it won’t be the first time or the last.”

They walked through the rest of the pasture and ventured into the large building, making their way through the barn door and into the stables. The horses greeted them happily, thumping their hooves and moving against the stable doors, grunting for food or attention. They moved through one by one, petting them, stroking their ears and manes, offering them handfuls of straw, gently speaking to them and attempting to calm them down.

There were saddles and other tack hanging up in the barn across from the stables, gear that Anita used for the horse-riding lessons, and Joel took down two saddles for the two largest horses, inspecting them to make sure they looked intact and in good shape. He didn’t know a lot about what to look for, but he knew enough, and Helen had taken riding lessons when she was younger, so some of that knowledge was still squirreled away in her fourteen-year-old brain.

Digging up some saddle bags, reins, and a few other necessities, they organized all of the gear, then coaxed the two largest horses out of the stables, moving some of the supplies around from the Bug Out Bags into the saddle bags, trying to better balance out the weight of what they were carrying and what the horses could tolerate. That took them several minutes, but once everything was done, Joel and Helen took their reins and led them out into the fenced-in area of the pasture, letting them wander, slowly munching on the grass and waiting patiently. Then they went back in and released the others, letting them trot free into the long grass. Joel made one last check of the stables, cleaning up any horse dung, fluffing up the hay and making sure their feed buckets were full.

Walking over to the two horses they’d chosen, Joel helped Helen up on a slightly smaller one, a mare colored in a mixture of brown and white, while Joel swung his leg up over a dark brown stallion, taking a moment to get accustomed to their new spots in the saddles.

Their backpacks fastened, the reins tightly clutched, and the fence open, Joel took a final look back at the others, who were aimlessly wandering the pasture, eating the grass and looking content. He dismounted for a moment to close the gate behind them, then looked up into the sky, smiling at the vision of pale blue above them, the clouds still present, but thinner and more sparse, the webs of pulsing lightning less visible in the early morning sky.

“Ready?” he asked Helen, looking up at her on the horse’s back, and she nodded, reaching to make sure the strap holding the AR-31 was tightly secured around her shoulder. Hefting himself up into the saddle of the brown stallion, he jerked the reins slightly and pushed his heels lightly into the beast’s ribs, sending it slowly trotting to the driveway, past the parked Jeep and out toward the road. Helen’s horse followed close behind and within moments, Anita’s homestead had fallen away and they were surrounded by the trees, the dirt, and the sky.
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The soft clop of horse hooves sounded strange in the middle of downtown South Brisbane, but there was nobody around to listen.

Joel and Helen guided their steeds down the road and toward the gravel parking lot surrounding Schmidty’s, the squat building almost luminescent in the rising dawn.  Sun shone on its flat, gray surface, surrounding it in a strange, glowing halo of light, and for just a moment, Joel was struck by the innocent, regal glow of the building.

He knew it was a trick of the light, but he held on to that thought for a moment, keeping it in his fist, closing his eyes to picture Almira’s smiling face.  She was always smiling, every time he saw her.  Always happy.

Not just happy, but content.

She always loved being surrounded by people, the feeling of being wanted—and not just wanted, but needed.  She relished it, lived off of it, and he liked to think that at the end of the day, she’d had a good life.  The past week had been in turmoil for her as much as anyone else, but by and large, she’d done what she loved, and it was hard to find regret in that.

She’d certainly had a better life than he had.

“Do you think Malcolm really—did he do what he said?”

Joel looked over at Helen, her fingers coiled around the horse’s reins as they clopped up onto the sidewalk and came to a slow halt in front of the bar.

“Why would he lie?” Joel asked.

Helen shrugged. “I don’t know how guys like that think.  I’m glad I don’t.”

Joel didn’t reply, he just swung his leg from the horse’s back, lowering himself to the ground.  A few feet away he saw what looked to be a shattered beer bottle, a goose-neck Miller Lite, Almira’s favorite.  He smiled a crooked, half-hearted smile.

“Stay here, okay?” he asked.

Helen immediately looked nervous.

“I’ll only be a minute.  If Malcolm was telling the truth, you don’t want to be in there.”

Helen’s face was ghostly pale in the early morning light and she nodded, gently petting the horse’s mane.

Joel tested the door and found it unlocked, swinging it slowly open before taking a step into Schmidty’s for what was likely the final time.

The tavern was a mess.  Broken glass littered the top of the bar, evidently from the shattered mirrors and shelves, a gaping, jagged hole in the wall where the glass had once been.  Shelves had been torn asunder, broken apart and thrown to the ground, any bottles on top of them splintered on the floor.

He couldn’t see behind the bar, but he knew what it would look like.

One of the bar stools lay on its side, two of its legs snapped and splintered.  It had been thrown aside and knocked over two other stools which lay askew on the wooden slats of the floor.

Joel already suspected where he’d find Almira.  He could follow the trail of combat, the shattered mirror, the broken stools, the scattering of cups on the bar’s surface.

He drew in a long, ragged breath and held it, closing his eyes for a moment as he rounded the corner of the bar and looked behind it.

Joel had been a soldier.  He’d seen bad things in his life, but his indrawn breath immediately locked in his chest, closing icy fingers around his insides and digging its claws deep.  For a desperate moment he couldn’t even breathe.

She was splayed out on the floor, covered in broken glass and discarded bottles, her legs kicked out at strange angles.  In the low light of still-flickering candles, he couldn’t clearly make out her face, but he didn’t want to.  She’d been shot there, that much was clear.  He didn’t really need to know more than that.

Joel hadn’t been completely honest with Helen earlier, when they’d talked about leaving town.  Yes, it was true, he’d been arrested for his family’s death, and yes, the entire town had been against him.

But it hadn’t been the entire town.  Almira and Blake Masterson had stood by his side, believed his story and held to the idea of innocent until proven guilty.  They’d been the only ones, and if what Malcolm had said was true—and it certainly appeared that it was—his only two friends in this town were both dead.  The only two people remaining that held any semblance of connection between his present and his past had been wiped from the Earth.

To put it simply, he had no reason to stay and many reasons to go.  Helen might not understand that now, but she would.  Joel pushed aside his aversion to wanting to see what remained of Almira’s face and strode forward, stepping carefully over and around the broken bottles and shattered glass.  He moved next to her prone body and lowered himself to a crouch, picking up her hand in both of his.  Closing his eyes, he squeezed her hand firmly, pressing as hard as he dared, lowering his face and gently kissing it.

He lowered her hand back to her chest, pressing palm-down onto her flannel shirt, then took her other hand and placed it over the first, tucking his chin to his chest and holding the pose for a few moments.  Finally, he stood and walked around the bar, over the floor, through the front door and back outside into the emerging dawn.

Helen watched him approach with a curious stare, a faint tilt of her head, questions forming on her lips, but unsaid.

Stopping near the horses, he turned one last time and looked at Schmidty’s, a long-standing South Brisbane tradition, a family-owned business that had survived generations.  It had survived until now.  But it would survive no further.  There was something symbolic about it.  A part of his life that was no longer relevant.  A small piece of his past, much like his family, sectioned off into a dark part of his memory, best not to think about, pressed into a dark corner, better memories piled around it.

Joel was running out of better memories.  All that was left were the bad.

Without another word, he climbed back on top of the dark brown horse and snapped the reins, sending it off at a slow gallop.

Helen smiled and repeated the motion, her horse taking up after the other, and within minutes they had both vanished into the thickening morning fog.




Epilogue

Seattle, Washington

The Seattle brownstone was a pale eggshell color, the strange light of pre-dawn sky shining down upon it.

Stepping from the shadows, the man dressed in black carefully looked both ways, not just searching for approaching vehicles, but making sure there were no pedestrians roaming along the early morning streets. Not that there were many pedestrians in Seattle these days. Even this far from the center of the city where the plane had crashed, he could smell the thick, hot smoke from the burning buildings, he could hear the emergency sirens, which were far less frequent now than they had been a week ago, but were still present.

The dark-skinned man was bald, and wore a turtleneck sweater, dark black pants, and a long, almost ankle-length trench coat to complete the strange ensemble. He wasn’t worried about fitting in, not as he wandered the streets of Seattle at such a strange hour. He was mostly concerned with not being seen.

Besides, the long jacket gave him a place to store his secondary weapon, the Remington shotgun, which was always his fallback in the event that the primary wasn’t up to the job. He hadn’t been especially worried about that in this case; after all, his target was a thirty-something scientist, some glorified weather girl, and he figured the primary weapon, his SIG Sauer P320 full-size with modified threaded barrel to accommodate the included suppressor, would do the trick just fine.

Two shots through the chest, one in the head, and she’d be done and no longer their problem. He could feel the weight of the pistol in the holster at his hip, the suppressor strapped into a sleeve attached to the sheath. Striding across the street, he moved quickly but quietly, his shoes almost gliding across the pavement in sleek, silent motion.

Within a minute he was stepping up onto the sidewalk, crossing the asphalt path and making his way up the short flight of stairs to the first-floor landing of Laura Park’s brownstone, the building which was her last known residence.

Taking another look around, he lowered himself to one knee and removed a lockpick kit from a pouch on his pant leg, going to work on the lock, successfully gaining entry after around thirty seconds of toying with the tumblers.

Moving into the hallway, he eased the door closed behind him and waited there for a moment in the dim light of the powerless home, listening for some signs of life within.

He heard nothing.

Crossing the threshold, he went into the living room, reaching into his coat and removing some advanced-looking vision enhancement goggles which he strapped tight over his head. There was a soft whirr of activation and the image enhancer flickered to life, showing him the apartment in full gray-scale, illuminating every piece of furniture, every piece of wall décor, and all associated knickknacks.

Immediately something didn’t look right.

He’d heard she had a dog, but there was no sign of one, no growls or barks, no clack of nails on floor. There were two bowls on the floor in the kitchen, but neither was full of food or water. Looking through cabinets and the refrigerator, it became clear that food and other items had been cleared out of the apartment recently.

There were signs that someone had left, possibly left in a hurry.

The dark-skinned bald man made quick work of the rest of the apartment, checking all of the rooms, the bedroom, the bathroom, medicine cabinet, everything he could think to check, his leather-gloved hands moving quickly and effortlessly over all items he came across.

This had been Laura Park’s home. But she was gone.

Walking over to the wall-mounted telephone, he rifled through some papers, looking at a city phone book, a memo pad, and some other assorted stationary. He lowered himself to one knee and reached down into the bottom cabinet of an end table bridging the kitchen and the living room.

Drawing it out, he found an address book, spiral-bound in a black faux-leather covering. Standing, he opened the book and slowly flipped through the pages, looking for any hint of evidence for where she had been and where she might be going.

It only took him moments to find it.

There was an address scrawled in the front of the book, labeled with the identifier “Sissy”. An address in Wyoming.

Was that where she was heading? Flipping through the rest of the book he found no other indications of friends or relatives, no other signs of people or places.

Until he reached the end of the book, and it wasn’t something written in the book itself. It was a piece of folded paper, a Post-it note by the looks of it, folded so the sticky side held it closed, the writing hidden.

He opened the paper and read the inside.

Wayne Zhou. There was an address inside, in South Brisbane, Louisiana. It seemed to be a mailing address of someone she had been associated with, at least one point in her life. Pike had given him the brief for the target, but hadn’t given him a full dossier.

He’d have to press him for more. Ask what else he knew about this mysterious woman.

The bald man had done this kind of work before. In fact, he’d been doing it almost nonstop for six years, and as far as he was concerned, this was just another day at the office. Everyone whose path he ran across simply vanished, disappearing off the face of the Earth for no apparent rhyme or reason. In six years he’d had seventy-three assignments, and was seventy-three for seventy-three. He hadn’t failed yet.

Circumstances on the ground had changed. The world was a much different place now than it had been, but as far as he was concerned, his job remained the same.

Snapping the address book closed, he slid it into a deep pocket sewn within the fabric of his trench coat, and folded up the vision enhancement gear, tucking it into another hidden pocket.

Turning on his heels, his coat swirled around him and he strode back down the hallway toward the door leading out into the smoky, burning city.

As far as he knew, no planes had crashed in Wyoming, and he’d always loved the wilderness. Maybe, he hoped, this would be a much nicer trip.

He’d find out soon enough.
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Author Notes

Hello, readers.

Well, I have to honest here – this series has been a difficult one.  I’ve been spending lots of time and energy really getting into the minds of the characters, and sometimes that creates some emotional issues when they go through difficult times... and times don’t get much more difficult than what you saw in this book.

It’s interesting to consider the iterative process these books go through as they’re written.  I had an early draft which was entirely different—characters who died ended up surviving, and that last sequence outside Joel’s grandfather’s cabin went in an entirely different direction.  Ultimately Mike and I went back and forth on a few key elements, and the result of those conversations was what you just read.

I think the changes were the right ones, though part of me is still interested in exploring what might have been.

Anyway...  Book 2 is typically where I set the stage for much of the rest of the series, and that certainly held true here.  Some previously unknown connections were revealed, some motivations were set, and the door was closed on Joel’s past so we can move forward toward the future.  At least the future that Joel wants—is it the future that Helen wants?

Maybe, maybe not.  That conflict will be a key plotline going forward.  I really hope you all stick around to see it play out.

Once again, thank you all, I couldn’t do any of this without you.

Justin
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Prologue

South Brisbane, Louisiana was typical small town south, and both Joel Robertson and Helen Zhou had their place in it.  It wasn’t always a comfortable place, but the town was, for better or worse, home.

When a hurricane hits the small town, both of their lives get turned upside down, Helen loses her father and is forced into Joel’s care, an unlikely pair trying to find their place in a world in upheaval.

After all, the hurricane isn’t the only issue South Brisbane is dealing with.  There are larger issues at play, issues impacting the entire nation and the entire world.

Atlas-One, a prototype orbital aircraft crashes into the city of Chicago at the same time as a global geo-engineering initiative implodes, sending atmospheric discharges across the entire globe, catching thousands of airplanes in its wake.  With massive airliners plunging to Earth and thousands dying in the ensuing calamity, the United States government scrambles to enforce martial law and retain control over the population.

Chicago, the city ravaged by fires and destruction teeters on the edge of collapse, while an intrepid group of survivors assembles in an apartment complex nicknamed The Stronghold.  Meanwhile, Laura Park desperately tries to escape Seattle where she’s a wanted woman, and she’s found assistance in the form of a soldier fresh out of boot camp.  As Jack and Laura head toward Laura’s sister in Wyoming, they must get through the layers of military resistance along the way.

In the shadows of Washington, D.C., political movers and shakers try to gain leverage, desperate to keep things under control and under wraps.  Back in Lousiana, Joel and Helen are forced to leave town, heading north to meet a mother who Helen never knew.

–––––––– 



Chapter 1

Somewhere in Oklahoma

They’d started calling it The Pulse. That wasn’t an official designation, at least not as far as Joel knew, but it seemed fitting. Crouching beneath the canopy of trees, he looked up between the clutches of thick leaves into the sky beyond. There were cloudy days and clear days just like normal, but the ongoing pulses of lightning were a constant, regardless of the weather. Sometimes they set the slate-gray clouds aglow with their undulations of pale light, burning halos around the edges, accenting all of the contours with luminescent shock waves of energy. Other times they were only faintly visible arching throughout the pale blue morning like the afterimages of a camera flash.

They were always there, though. A part of life, like the birds or the wind. It was amazing how aware Joel was of nature now, without the persistent hum of various technologies in the background. No planes flying, few cars driving, no underlying static from radios, smart phones, or televisions. 

He would have been lying if he said no part of him appreciated the sudden backslide to a more natural state to the world. There were times as he and Helen rode on horseback through the forests of northern Louisiana into Oklahoma that he felt totally immersed in the wilderness for the first time in his life. It had almost been relaxing.

His knee pressed hard into the dirt as he kneeled in the forest, lowering his head so he looked through the trees rather than up into the flat canvas of blue sky.

They were surrounded by rich vegetation in every direction, rows of trees extending around them, with a sparse wooded trail off to the east about three hundred yards from where he and Helen now crouched in long grass. A beaten dirt track wound through that part of the forest, barely wide enough for their two horses, but after tying the horses to a nearby tree, they’d gone deeper into the woods in search of fresh meat.

Joel’s boots were covered by long tangles of grass and shrubs, and a layer of thick moss was now trampled down by the ridged soles of his hiking boot, the faint, musty smell of trees, dirt and plants lingering in the warm afternoon air.

A few yards to his left, Joel could see a large, old tree that had toppled over resting on the ground, swarmed over by growth, almost completely obscured and consumed by organic life. Shoots of raspberry bushes, thyme, and other scree grew along the near edge of the large trunk, the bark so old it was brittle and peeling away in places.

Just on the other side of the toppled tree was a meadow of sorts, a cleared area in the normally thick woods, knee-high grass baked in a light, yellow sun. Wind coasted between the trees, moving the grass with a slight fluttering motion, the low, shrill chime of songbirds echoing from the gathered branches above.

It would have been easy to get lost in their surroundings. The peaceful forest shut out all that was wrong with the world, the only indication of something sinister that sparse gap in the trees revealing the cascades of artificial lightning splitting areas of the sky. How easy it would have been to just get lost in the forest, to take a wrong turn, envelop himself in trees and vanish forever.

But he had responsibilities now. He had a fourteen-year-old girl to take care of, a mother to reunite with her daughter, and somehow, they had to make it thousands of miles in one piece.

Looking over at Helen, he watched as she crept slowly forward, working hard to maintain her balance with the long, collapsible bow in her hand. She’d left her oversized backpack leaning against an old sugar maple, then had removed the carbon-fiber weapon, unfolding it into its longbow state, an arrow carefully nocked on its taut string.

The bow had an integrated quiver loaded with arrows and she’d drawn one out, hooking the nock in the string, the string clawed with three bent fingers. Joel followed the line of her vision, staring at the clearing ahead.

There was a doe in the clearing, a young one by the looks of it—young and small, but with plenty of meat on its bones. He’d been a hunter for a good chunk of his life and had been conditioned to never take a shot at a deer without antlers, but this wasn’t the same world it had been back then. There were no enforced hunting licenses or certain months of the year when hunting was allowed. It was a matter of survival now, and his hunger didn’t care about the age of its food or the gender.

Helen’s breath slowed and she lifted the longbow, steadying the arrow with the fingers of her left hand, slowly drawing back the string, pulling it tight, tucking her fingers behind her right ear. She closed one eye, keeping the other opened and focused on her target, the arrow’s broadhead holding steady.

Joel had worked with her on this. Not nearly as much as he wanted to, but they’d been working on it. This was her first solo attempt.

He’d decided to try it now instead of later. They still had several days’ worth of protein bars in the backpacks, and cans of Spam and beans. Enough food to last them a couple of weeks. But she’d have to learn to hunt sooner or later and he wanted to teach her the first lesson before their lives depended on it. That way when things got really bad, he could trust in her abilities. Have more faith in her.

He watched the arrow, noticed its steady, straight line, following the arrow tip in the direction of the small animal. Helen drew in and held another breath, going completely still.

Her hooked fingers released, the string snapped, and the arrow flew, slicing through the air. It nicked a narrow branch as it went, sending leaves scattering as it whistled out into the clearing, carving a straight line through the air—

— and about six inches above the curve of the deer’s spine.

The arrow went high, hacking through another group of pale, green leaves, sending them fluttering before it vanished into the trees. Dark eyes widened as the deer’s head shot up, its ears twitching as it glared back in their direction. Helen scrambled to ready a second arrow, fumbling to get it strung, lifting the bow, but the deer had been spooked, and it twisted away, bounding off into the trees to the north of the clearing.

“Damn it!” Helen shouted as the animal plunged into the trees and was immediately swallowed by branches and leaves. “Argh!” She slammed the arrow down on the ground, holding the bow at her hip.

“It’s all right,” Joel said, rising from his kneeling posture and walking over to the girl, holding out a hand to calm her. “We all miss our first time,” he said.

“I had it dead to rights,” Helen said, looking at the slightly moving leaves where the deer had disappeared to.

“Don’t lose any sleep over it,” Joel said. “We started early to give you a chance to get comfortable.”

Helen shoved the end of the bow into the ground and used her foot to bend it so she could unhook the string. The bow straightened out with the string hanging loose and she pressed the release catch, enabling the weapon to fold up into a fraction of its former size. Joel pushed past her and walked to the tree where they had left the backpacks. She completed folding up the bow and bent low over her backpack, sliding it neatly into the sleeve stitched to the side of the pack, sealing it with a Velcro strap.

“Wasted an arrow,” she said.

Joel shook his head. 

“We’ll throw the packs on and go look for it. Trees are thick over there; I doubt it got far.” He hoisted his own backpack up onto his shoulders, struggling slightly to get the heavy pack settled, then picked up the RECCE-14 tactical rifle, slinging that between his shoulder and the pack. Helen was carrying an AR-31 bolt-action rifle along with the bow, but they’d decided to use the bow for hunting first because they didn’t have an endless supply of ammunition, and it was a heck of a lot easier to retrieve a stray arrow than a stray bullet.

“We shouldn’t leave the horses for too long,” Helen said, falling in next to Joel as he walked toward the fallen tree which separated them from the clearing ahead. Using his hand to plant his weight, he hauled himself gingerly over the thick trunk, grunting slightly as he went. Helen followed close behind.

“You going to make it, old man?” she needled. “Bet those cigarettes aren’t doing you any favors right now.”

“Who asked you?” Joel said with only the slightest hint of a smile.

“How many of those Marlboros you have left, anyway?”

“None of your business.”

The two of them walked across the open meadow, pushing through the deep grass. It was a broad, circular space of empty forest, the trees growing in some sort of natural shape around an area of ground empty for no real reason that Joel could see on the surface. The sun cut through the leaves in narrow yellow beams and once again he marveled at the purity of the wilderness, and longed for a time when he could retreat into the trees, live off the land, and once again shirk whatever lingering responsibilities he now found himself with.

Moving from the clearing into the trees, he tried to push that thought out of his head. It wasn’t that he wanted to get rid of Helen. Quite the opposite; over the past several days, he’d gotten very accustomed to her presence. She was a valuable resource and while she had a lot to learn, she was learning quickly and adapting well.

He felt a strange sort of pride, and it was becoming more and more of an effort for him to separate himself emotionally from her.

There were times he didn’t want to. She was the daughter that Tia had never gotten the opportunity to be, a fact that stung him every time he thought of it, just another reason to try and keep himself detached. Pushing aside a branch thick with leaves, he ducked low and moved forward, threading between a group of trees as they moved deeper beyond the clearing. Helen moved close to him, following. They progressed in silence for a few moments until he stopped walking, holding out his hand to stop Helen’s progress. She halted as well, looking forward as he pointed toward the trunk of a wide oak tree ahead.

The shaft of an arrow jutted from the layers of old, chipped bark, and Helen nodded, walking past him toward the tree. They’d gotten used to communicating in silence, using hand signals and gestures as a way to move through the trees without disturbing the wildlife.

Moving to the tree, she grabbed the arrow and worked it back and forth, finally pulling it loose, the bark splintering apart as she drew the broadhead arrow free of where it had been embedded.

Flashing a thumbs-up, Joel jerked his head, turning back toward the clearing and moving quickly and quietly through the trees. There was a dull, aching pain in his chest and he could feel his lungs struggling to maintain the transfer of oxygen, but he refused to show that to the young girl with him, reluctant to admit that he had been hampered by his cigarette use.

Placing a hand to his chest, he ducked and moved under the last branches of a perimeter tree, entering the meadow, the tall grass brushing his knee. Helen followed, and he lowered himself down to an even deeper crouch, putting his hands to the grass and dirt at his feet.

Helen struggled a bit to lower herself next to him, trying to balance on bent knees with the large backpack perched across her narrow shoulders.

“See this?” he whispered, his voice almost completely silent, just another shushing hint of wind in the forest. He pointed to a unique indentation in the dirt where some of the grass was flattened and a distinct pattern was tramped down.

Helen nodded.

“Deer tracks,” Joel said. “Fresh.” He pointed through the trees to their north. “A young doe by the looks. That’s our girl.”

Helen nodded once again, smiling softly. Joel put a finger to his lips, then gestured toward the trees, getting up into a low, walking crouch. Helen followed close behind.
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They’d been moving for less than an hour when they caught up to it. Once again Joel held up a hand and once again Helen halted, crouching a foot or so away. Operating in complete silence, he pointed into a space ahead where there was a collection of young saplings. Fresh oak trees reaching up from the packed dirt, their branches intertwined, one group of leaves joining with the next, so it was unclear where one tree ended and another began.

The sun was completely blocked out beneath the thick canopy, creating a papery rustling as wind came over the gentle slopes of the Oklahoma hills. The doe’s head lifted, dark eyes alert, but not focused on them. Its narrow snout moved as its mouth chewed something, and Joel could see small blades of grass sticking out from its dark lips.

He pointed to the bow, then curled his fingers toward himself and signaled with two fingers pointing at his eyes, communicating that Helen should watch him. Silently, she let the backpack fall from one shoulder, resting it gingerly on the ground, then slipped the bow free of its sheath and handed it to him. He removed a few arrows from the built-in quiver and rested them on the ground, then unfolded, locked, and strung the bow so quietly that Helen could only barely hear the metallic catches clicking in place from two feet away.

Easing the shaft of the arrow into the bowstring, Joel turned and extended his left arm in a lock-straight position, carefully pulling back on the tense string with his right fingers hooked.

The deer remained where it was, lowering its head to take another bite of the brown debris at its feet, rooting its nose through the grass, looking for berries or other delicacies.

Joel held still as Helen stepped forward, looking closely at his posture, at the rise of his arm, the position of his shoulders, the narrowed glare of his eyes, and she followed the straight line of the arrow as it pointed at the young mammal not far away.

She felt a tight fist of guilt in her stomach. In truth, she still wasn’t completely comfortable with the idea of killing animals, even if it meant their survival. Refusing to express her opinion for fear of well-deserved reprisal from Joel, she nonetheless kept the thought at the back of her mind, and secretly wondered if that had somehow affected her aim the last time around.

Had she been truly committed to shooting a deer dead? It appeared innocent, completely devoid of the same negative energy that consumed most humans, a creature existing within its natural habitat, living the life it had always lived. Unlike the man at Joel’s cabin whom she had put a bullet into, the man she had killed, this deer wasn’t looking to hurt anyone.

It simply wanted to eat grass, walk through the woods, and exist within nature. For that, it deserved to die?

Joel moved slightly and Helen looked over at him again, taking her eyes off the animal for a moment, trying to forget the cute slope of the creature’s head, the gentle shine of its fur, that little flag of white for a tail. It was meat, nothing more. Food. Sustenance. Survival.

Joel’s fingers sprang apart and the string snapped, launching the arrow forward with a swift, soft hissing noise.

The deer jerked briefly, yanking its head up and twitching.

A soft thunk from behind it signaled the arrow striking the root system of a larger tree a few yards beyond the animal. There was a soft grunt from the deer, an almost inaudible sound, then it launched itself forward, charging off into the trees, vanishing from view once again.

“You missed,” Helen said, unable to keep silent, or to keep at least a hint of pleasure from her face. Joel looked at her with a wry smile and lifted into a crouch, moving forward through the trees. She followed along behind as he crossed the small space between foliage where the deer had been standing, then went to where the arrow was buried in the roots of the tree.

He waved her over and she joined him, taking each step carefully as he lowered himself next to the arrow.

“Look,” he said, pointing to the narrow shaft of the projectile. Helen dropped down and looked at where the arrow was buried, reaching out a finger to touch it.

The normally silver, metallic shaft of the arrow was streaked in something. Touching it with her finger she lifted it up and looked at it, and the tip of her index finger was a glistening crimson.

“Blood?” she asked, and Joel nodded.

“I didn’t miss.”

“Then where?” Helen asked, looking off in the direction that the deer had run.

“It sometimes takes a few moments for the deer to realize it’s been hit,” Joel said. “I aimed for its lungs, so it’ll bleed out pretty quickly, but until it does, it’s operating on instinct. Meaning, it’s running away.”

“Did you put that arrow clean through it?” Helen asked, eyes widening slightly.

“If you hit it in the right spot there are no bones or thick muscle to get in the way,” Joel said.  “Lung shot, clean and clear.”

“So, now what do we do?” she asked.

“Simple,” Joel replied. “We follow it and find it. Then it’s time for supper.”
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Joel went through it with her step-by-step. They’d started finding traces of blood on the leaves and grass a few moments after entering the thicker section of forest and, judged by the amount of it, there was no need for them to rush. Stepping over a fallen tree, they emerged into another somewhat clear section of woods, a remote region so beautiful that it almost took Joel’s breath away.

Lush, green trees grew en masse along the southern and western edge of the clearing, the leaves thick and colors vibrant. There was a break in the canopy, allowing sunlight to work its way in, pooling in the grass in a wide circle of pale, yellow shine. He could hear the low burble of running water not far away and knew it must have be a thicker portion of the stream they’d been following along the trail while on horseback. 

From where he stood, he could see sprawling bushes of blackberries, a cluster of ripe-looking currants, and stalks of wild goldenrod and lavender-colored horsemint.

Resting along a thick patch of what appeared to be arrowroot scattered with wild grass, the deer lay on its right side, its chest still and eyes staring vacantly into the great unknown. There was a dark, rust-colored stain on its upper left side, congealing blood running along its shoulder and down to the ground beneath.

“There she is,” Joel said quietly, looking at Helen who had an uncertain expression on her face. It was somewhere between guilt and remorse, though he thought he saw the dull sparkle of hunger in there somewhere.

“Poor thing,” she said softly.

“She’s helping keep us alive,” Joel said. “What more can we expect of an animal than this? Better for it to serve this purpose than none at all.”

“I suppose,” she said. Shifting uncomfortably, she looked at him, her face paling slightly. “What do we do now?” she asked, clearly afraid of the answer.

“We need to field dress it,” Joel said. “Clean the entrails out before bacteria takes hold. Drain the blood and get access to the meat.”

Helen put a hand on her stomach and her face shifted from pale to a vague shade of light green.

“You’re going to have to learn how to do this,” Joel said firmly. “Eventually we won’t have protein bars or Spam or any of the canned meat in our pack. This will be how we live.”

“Can’t I just be a vegan?”

Joel shrugged.

“I suppose. But getting the protein our bodies need is a lot tougher in a world where companies aren’t injecting fruits and vegetables with GMOs and whipping up synthetic protein drinks or glorified candy bars.”

“I know,” Helen replied softly. “I love meat, anyway.” She blew out an exasperated sigh, seemingly accepting the inevitability of what was to come.

Joel removed his backpack and set it on the ground, sliding the zipper down on one of the side pouches, revealing the contoured hilt of a hunting knife.

“It’s not pretty work,” he said, “but it’s necessary.”

Helen nodded.

“Can you watch me?” Joel asked. “Without puking up that can of cooked Spam?”

Helen nodded again, her shoulders going ridged as she mentally prepared herself.

Joel moved to the hindquarters of the deer and indicated for Helen to help him roll the animal onto its back. She did, taking its front hooves and moving it so it was laying stomach up. Joel made a circular cut between the creature’s rear legs and Helen bristled as the knife made a strange snapping sound as it cut and she squinted her eyes, stubbornly keeping them open, knowing he’d expect her to regurgitate everything she’d learned.

Joel looked at the slope of the ground.

“Can you rest the head on that root there?” he asked, nodding toward a twisted curl of wood coming from the trunk of a large nearby tree. Helen did so.

Moving forward, Joel brought the knife vertically up the creature’s stomach, the sharp blade cutting neatly through fur, skin, and gristle, making a neat incision right up the creature’s pale belly, revealing the plump, pink organs beneath.

Helen put a hand to her stomach and Joel watched her closely.

“I’m okay,” she whispered, though the look on her face told him different. “I’ll be okay.”

Straddling the deer, Joel turned the knife around, so the blade was pointing away from its head and slid it into the diaphragm, cutting downward to separate it from the walls of the chest cavity. He continued this motion down through to the spine until it was separated, then moved to the windpipe, pulling it taut, then cutting it free as well.

He paused for a moment, looking up at Helen, who, to her credit, continued watching him work without looking away.

“This is going to be a bit messy,” he said, meeting her eyes. “If you can’t watch, no shame in it.”

“I’ll watch,” she said firmly. Joel nodded approvingly. He looked at his hands and wished he’d packed some sort of gloves, but realized that without the ability to replace them on a regular basis, they wouldn’t do him a whole lot of good anyway.

He grasped the windpipe firmly with his hand and pulled, yanking it down and toward him, the narrow tube pulling free and bringing the rest of the entrails along with it. They vacated the deer’s body in a series of quiet sounds, though he had to stop twice and go to work, cutting a few lingering tissues that remained connected to the carcass.

A moment later, he’d pulled the insides out and deposited them in the grass next to the body, looking at Helen to make sure she was still with him.

Amazingly, she was. Not only was she still watching, she appeared remarkably unfazed, watching him with stoic attention, her pale face clenched into a determined grimace.

“It may look gross, but the organs have a lot of nutrients,” Joel said.  “Ignore how it looks now, if we eat the kidneys and liver quickly, we can even make jerky with the heart for later.  We cannot afford to waste any part of the animal.”

Helen nodded without replying, and Joel could see she was keeping her teeth tightly clamped shut, as if opening them might unleash the vomit she was barely keeping under control.

“Help me flip it back over,” Joel said, and Helen acknowledged, moving to the front hooves and working with him to turn the deer back over on its belly. “We’ll leave it like this for a little while so the blood can drain, though I’ll want to string it up quickly.” He rose to his feet and looked above him, visually measuring the thickness of the tree branch reaching from the large oak.

Helen stood as well, finally taking her eyes away from the deer while slowly swiping her hands on her pants. Joel looked at his own hands, which were still covered in deer blood and offal.

“Do you remember where we tied up the horses from here?” Joel asked Helen.

She nodded, turning to look back through the trees. She reached in her pocket and removed a small compass, adjusting her standing position until she seemed satisfied with where the arrow was pointing. Joel smiled, once again feeling a strange sense of pride. Ever since hitting the road, he’d been meticulous about teaching her how to use the compass, and she was apparently catching on.

“You got it,” he said. “Why don’t you head back and grab them, then bring them back here, okay? We’ve got a nice clear area; I’ll string up the deer and start getting some wood together for a fire. We’ll see about setting up a lean-to and bed down here for the night.”

“Okay,” she replied. Instinctively, her hand went to a holster at her hip where she kept the SIG Sauer P226—another lesson Joel had drummed into her. She was never to go off alone without the weapon. Helen was wearing a pair of denim overalls with plenty of pockets, where she kept a two-way radio, a flashlight, and a flare gun. Extra rounds for the SIG and two additional flares were in another pocket.

Joel watched her adjust the straps of her backpack, then step over the fallen tree and disappear into the wilderness, walking back the way they’d come.

–––––––– 



Chapter 2

Somewhere in Oklahoma

By the time Helen returned with the horses, Joel had done the lion’s share of the preparation. The young doe had been strung up by its rear hooves, hanging head down to drain the blood away from the best meat. Joel had sharpened the knife and gone to work, trimming away the fat and freeing the best parts of the deer, including the backstrap, tenderloin, rump, and round. It had been somewhat long and tedious work, and he knew he’d have to show Helen the details of how to butcher the animal at some point, but for now he didn’t want to overwhelm her.

He’d laid out two piles of cut meat, the bad pile and the good pile, and had just begun moving the bad pile out into the long grass behind the trees where he’d left the entrails shortly before.

Helen took the long way around the fallen tree, guiding the horses through the thick forest, finally coming back around to the northern edge of the small clearing, then looping their reins around a tree and tying them tight.

“You’re getting good with that compass,” Joel complimented, and Helen smiled sheepishly.

“It’s pretty easy,” she replied, “once you know what you’re doing.” Her eyes wandered to the deer hanging from the tree, or what remained of it, anyway. Joel saw her looking at it.

“I’ll teach you how to butcher it another time,” he said. “One gross task per day, okay?”

“Works for me,” she replied, finally allowing herself the scowl of disgust she’d been holding in all day. “That was disgusting.”

“Survival isn’t always pretty,” Joel said. “But, trust me, we’ll be much better off than most.”

One of the horses whinnied and huffed and Helen petted it gently on its sloped head, stroking its forelock while it quieted its protest.

Joel stood in front of a small pile of tinder, pieces of wood and bark he’d cut free from nearby trees, supplemented by chunks and layers of fresh moss, setting up as a sort of triangle in the center of the clearing. Using his knife, he’d cut away some of the long grass and flattened the area around it, then had used a portable hatchet from his bag to knock off some of the branches and pry away some of the bark.

Reaching into his bag, he pulled out his fire-starter kit, and removed the flint from the strike, bending low and slashing them together over the steeple of fresh, dry wood. Sparks flew as he moved closer to the wood, striking the flint aggressively. It took only a few moments until the wood was softly smoking, tiny orange embers starting to form along the ridged edges of the cut branches and bark.

Cupping his hands over his mouth, he lowered himself and blew gently on the whispering flame, feeding it oxygen until finally it spread to another two branches. Removing a slab of bark, he lowered it to the small flicker of fire. The bark caught and he moved it to another section of the pyramid, catching branches there on fire as well. Soon enough a full-fledged campfire was raging, thick shafts of orange crackling flame reaching up into the air, spitting sparks and smoke.

“You’ve got the pan in your bag, I think,” Joel said, and Helen dropped to her knees, sliding her bag off her shoulders. She unzipped it and reached in, removing a folded portable skillet and handed it over, letting Joel unclasp the handle and unfold it into a circular pan. They had a collapsible stove as well, but here in the woods an actual campfire was easy enough to start.

While Helen was gone, Joel had also gone around and gathered wild horsemint and juniper, shredding them up into small piles which he’d stored on a piece of bark in the grass. Using his knife to cut some thin slabs of deer meat, he placed them in the pan and held it over the fire, waiting for a few moments until there was a light sizzling sound coming from the metal surface beneath the plump meat.

Using the knife, he stabbed at the steak-shaped pieces and flipped them over, the sizzling increasing as raw meat struck the dark metal. Spending a few moments letting the meat cook, though he kept it a touch pink, not wanting the meat to get too tough. He adjusted the placement of the pan above the fire to ease the heat, then reached over, pinching some of the shredded and minced seasonings, slowly spreading them over the contours of the venison as Helen sat and watched in wide-eyed amazement. She seemed to find some sort of innocent joy in observing the transition from living, breathing animal to actual food that could be consumed, and the darker the meat got, the more interested she became.

“Grab me the plates and a can of beans, too, would you?” Joel asked, and Helen nodded, going back into her pack and removing the travel meal kit, which contained a few small plates, some utensils, and she grabbed some of the canned beans as he’d requested.

Taking one of the metal plates, Joel deposited the steaming slabs of deer meat on them, then used a utilitool to crack open the can of beans and dumped them into the pan, which was moist and glistening from the deer meat juices still softly bubbling from the heat of the fire.

Mixing in more of the herbs and spices, he stirred up the beans and a few moments later seemed satisfied with the texture and softness of the food, using a fork to mix them around a bit. Moving left, he went to a flat rock and rested the pan on the rock, then used the fork and knife to cut the venison, mixing one slab with some beans and putting it on one of the plates, which he handed over to Helen. He repeated it on another plate and took it over to another section of flattened grass.

“I’m going to go fill the bladder,” he said, picking up a collapsible water bottle with built-in filter. He walked into the trees, heading in the direction of the stream. It took only a minute for him to fill the bladder, the filter purifying the water as it passed through, and the container was plump with fresh liquid when he returned. Helen had already unfolded collapsible cups, which had also come with the portable meal kit.

Two hastily poured cups of water later and the two of them were enjoying fresh venison and spiced beans, and washing it down with cold, fresh water straight from the source.

They repeated this with other large swaths of venison, prepping food and eating it for a good ninety minutes until both of them sat with their backs against two trees, holding their hands over their stomachs.

“That,” Helen said, “was spectacular.”

“Good stuff, huh?” Joel asked. “Almost makes killing Bambi worth it.”

“You’re so gross,” Helen sneered.

“If the shoe fits,” Joel replied, easing his eyes closed as he rested his back against the rough bark.
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Helen kneeled by the stream, using the water to wash off the dishes, pushing off the remnants of their dinner and shaking water off the plates before resting them on a nearby rock. The light was starting to fade in the trees, and even though they’d been riding horseback she was feeling worn down and tired by the day’s activities.

She almost felt remarkably upbeat, considering the circumstances. Her father dead, her home far in the rearview mirror, no promise of safety or security, living and hiking in the woods for the past several days.

But they were surviving. They were actually doing it. Power was out all across the nation, if not the world, and strange lightning carved up the sky day and night. The very future of the human race was in doubt, but while many people in populated areas were looting, rioting, and losing their collective minds, she and Joel had a plan and were executing that plan. They’d started their relentless march north and west, and riding on horseback and camping had already carried them through Louisiana and into Oklahoma.

Their first stop was planned for Wyoming. Her mother had family there, and while ultimately, they had set Seattle as their ultimate destination—that was where her mother was, after all—Wyoming made sense as a first stop.

Thinking about her mother ruined her mood, her previously positive outlook souring like spoiled milk. Her mother hadn’t been in her life for quite some time, and had, in fact, left her voluntarily to chase her own dreams, completely ignoring the needs her only child might have.

In truth, Helen suspected she had her reasons, and her father had done an okay job with her, she supposed, but it didn’t change the fact that her mother had deserted them. Deserted her just so she could play storm chaser and try to become Internet famous.

How had that worked out for her? Not very well by all accounts.

Moving from the stream, she went to collect the dishes, the stock of the AR-31 rifle slung across her back bumping against the ground as she moved along on bent knees. Helen took a moment to slide the clean dishes back into the backpack, then looked back through the trees. She could smell the smoke from the fire, the pleasant aroma of burning wood mixed with the lingering scent of deer meat a pleasant sensation, all told. Above the cover of the trees, the sky had settled to the dull granite of dusk and she moved quietly, reaching for the flashlight she carried with her at all times, getting ready to use it to illuminate her way back to the fire.

There was a soft rustling in the trees to her right and she paused for a moment, looking toward the long grass and narrow trees, leaves twitching against the gentle breeze. She held her stance, watching as the grass shifted left then right, a clear indication of something moving in the trees beyond the tall grass.

As she stood there, she let the rifle drift from her shoulder, the strap sliding down the length of her arm until she could catch the AR-31 in her left hand. A bolt-action long rifle, this particular Armalite AR-31 was chambered in .308 caliber and was an oversized weapon for the diminutive fourteen-year-old girl, but Joel carried around the RECCE-14 semi-automatic AR-15, so he’d left the bolt-action rifle to her.

While Joel had walked her through some intense practice with the rifle, she hadn’t actually used it to shoot anything specific as of yet, and most of their firing preparation had focused on the SIG Sauer pistol she carried, not the AR-31. Still, any time they were separated, he insisted she carry it, so she did.

Carefully, she swung the rifle around, cradling it in both hands, though it was somewhat awkward in her grasp. Helen directed the barrel in front of her, holding the large weapon at her hip, looking clumsy and ill-prepared to use it. She considered for a moment slinging the rifle back on her shoulder and pulling out the pistol instead, but as she worked out the alternatives in her mind, she saw the narrow, scrabble-covered spine of a creature stepping through the grass.

A long snout pushed its way between long, green stalks, a broad, mangy-looking paw settling on the trampled surface. It was some sort of wild dog—a coyote, Helen thought, though she’d never seen one in person before. Its fur was a strange, swirling mash of brown and gray, flattened to its narrow hide in some places, tufted up like styled hair in others. One of its pointed ears was missing a swath of fur and cartilage, and it glowered at her from narrow, dark eyes.

Stopping for a moment, it looked at her, locking eyes with her, black lips curling slightly to reveal pale, bone-colored teeth. For a long, tense moment Helen stood there, eye-to-eye with the coyote, both of them stock still, regarding each other with dull suspicion. The dog didn’t look angry, rabid, or violent, but it was sizing her up, that much was sure.

“Shoo!” a voice hissed from next to Helen and she nearly jumped out of her skin. Whirling left, she brought the rifle up close to her as Joel burst from the trees, waving at the coyote.

The dog twitched, then bolted away, running off into the thicket of trees, vanishing among the long grass and wilderness.

“They’re more scared of you than you are of them,” Joel said.

“I’ve heard that,” Helen replied, “mostly from people who have never run into one in the wild before.”

She fell in behind Joel, walking through the grass and trees and into the small clearing where they’d made the fire and had their meal. Joel had once again removed the hatchet from his bag, only this time he’d knocked down a few narrow saplings, then collected a number of other branches to create a rudimentary lean-to using rope to bind the limbs, trunks, and branches together. There was a canopy of leaves, twigs, and moss above their heads, built wide enough to cover the smoldering fire, and Joel had left a space in a corner of the roof to act as a chimney. Thin contrails of pale smoke rose up through the gap in the roof, trailing toward the sky above.

Tied together in cross knots, the support beams were young trunks and thick branches, angled slightly and resting on the branches of other, larger trees, creating an angular shelter. Joel had left his backpack on the grass beneath, his AR-15 leaning up against it, a collection of the supplies he’d been using set out and organized just next to it.

The deer carcass that had been strung up from the tree was nowhere to be found and Joel had cleared all the remains from their meal.

“I took the corpse away from the campsite,” he said, noticing the look on Helen’s face. “I didn’t want any bears or cougars roaming around, looking for the fresh meat.”

“Makes sense.”

“You look tired, kid. Time to hit the sack?”

“Yeah, this living off the land stuff is hard work.”

“Go ahead and kick back. I’ll be with you in just a minute, okay?”

Helen looked at him through narrow eyes.

“Once again, how many of those Marlboros you got left?”

“Once again,” Joel growled, “none of your damn business.”

Removing her backpack she set it in the grass and laid down near it, resting her head along its curved edge, taking a moment to fluff it like a pillow. She curled her knees and elbows tight to her body, closed her eyes, and waited for sleep to come.

–––––––– 



Chapter 3

Redmond, Washington

Feet slapping the pavement, her legs ached with the force of her running. Her breath clawed at the insides of her lungs with sharp, curled talons. She pushed onward, angling right, brick and concrete smearing to monochromatic blurs around her as she ran, the pavement jarring her knees with each pounding stride.

Muffled voices shouted somewhere behind and around her, yelling for her to stop, ordering her to slow down, demanding that she turn herself into them.

She didn’t trust them. She didn’t trust anyone.

Well, there was Bruiser. She definitely trusted Bruiser.

Throwing herself to the right, Laura Park hooked around the edge of a brick warehouse building, her shoes echoing in the quiet evening as she charged forward, cutting a swift path down the alleyway separating two larger structures.

“Here!” a voice shouted. “She went this way!”

Feet pounded behind her, accompanied by the sound of a half-dozen pairs of boots thumping the concrete in rapid succession and the low clatter of weapons held in tight hands as a mob descended close behind her.

“We’re not your enemy!” another voice shouted. “We’re here to help!”

The last time she’d seen a group of uniformed soldiers they’d gunned down several of her friends and co-workers. Trusting the military right now wasn’t exactly high on her list.

Her arms pumped as she ran, and in the low light of late afternoon she hadn’t seen the chain-link fence blocking the alley until it was almost too late. Laura didn’t bother to look back; she could hear the rustle of uniforms and the continuing stampede of pursuing feet, so she just kept on running, hurling herself forward straight at the chain-link fence.

“You’re trapped!”

“Just make this easier on everyone!”

Laura pressed onward, leaping into the air, not even looking back, clawing with her hands, latching curled knuckles around the links of the metal fence. Her arms tugged painfully as she hooked her closed fists around the top of the fence and held fast, her feet desperately pushing against the flexible metal, carrying her up. But not fast enough.

Feet slammed closer behind her, the voices louder and clearer. She could hear more uniform rustling, a repeated sound of weapons being moved, and she wondered for a moment if they were aiming at her.

She wasn’t willing to risk the backward glance. She could only hope they either weren’t aiming at her or that they had bad aim, and she threw both legs up and over, grimacing as the top of the fence dug into her left side thanks to her unathletic vault over the top.

“Damn it!” a voice shouted as she crested the metal bar and dropped down to the pavement, landing with a hard, bent-knee crouch, pain shooting up both legs to her hips with the impact. She stumbled off balance, lurching forward, catching herself with her palms, digging into the hard, stone-covered asphalt beneath her. For just a moment, she afforded herself a quick glance to her left, a look through the diamond-shaped gaps in the chain fence.

Five soldiers had been pursuing her—she couldn’t tell what gender they were, though the voices shouting at her had all been male. They were dressed in camouflage, tactical vests strapped over their chests, Kevlar battle helmets pulled tight over whatever hair they had beneath.

Two of them had M4 carbines lifted in firing positions, barrels elevated and pointed straight at her. One of them, a man from what she could tell, standing in the lead had his legs slightly bent, a rifle slung over one shoulder, his eyes narrow and burning into hers as she lay there on her hands and knees looking back at him.

“Don’t do it,” he warned in a low, firm voice, the two armed soldiers on either side steadying their weapons. “We don’t want to do this.”

She didn’t wait for another word. Throwing herself upright, she whirled right and kept running, barreling forward down the next length of alley, her heart hammering, hoping that she wouldn’t hear the staccato pop-pop-pop of gunfire behind her.

The night was quiet behind her as she ran. She heard no gunfire, felt no ripping puncture of rounds tearing into her from behind. They’d held their fire.

She didn’t let that slow her down as she kept running, clinging close to the building on her right, bracing herself for the inevitable burst of gunfire that never came.

If only that first group of soldiers had shown similar restraint.

Turning the corner of another building, the alley opened up into a two-lane intersecting road and she slowed slightly at the sound of a throttling motor to her right. Shoving herself back into the shadows of the alley she’d just left, she watched as a green Humvee crossed the road a block to her south, the distinctive shape silhouetted in the low light. There was a gunner in the roof turret and the vehicle moved slowly, crossing from one block to the next.

“Attention, citizens!” a loudspeaker squawked from the vehicle as it churned across the street. “Curfew is in effect! Please return to your homes or you will be arrested!”

Putting a hand to her chest, trying to regulate her breathing to calm herself, Laura dropped into a low crouch, letting the dark shadows of the building drape over her. The backpack on her shoulders was heavy, heavier now than it had been when she’d left. She and Jack were running low on supplies and she’d made a risky run through the city, hoping to get lucky.

She had gotten lucky. A little lucky at least, scoring several cans each of processed meat and beans at a local bulk retailer. Looters had gotten there first, ransacking much of the building, but the scant remains they had left still had some useful items. Items that now weighed down her backpack.

When they’d first come into Redmond a few days ago, they’d thought it would be a momentary stop, a place to bed down for the night while they prepared to move along, but the chaos in Redmond had brought military support en masse and they’d been caught in their office park headquarters, cut off at every turn.

“Repeat!” the voice echoed from the loudspeaker. “The city of Redmond is under curfew! If you are found on the streets you will be arrested!”

The vehicle disappeared behind a building, the voice fading slightly, though she could still hear the static crackle of the loudspeaker as it trundled away.

She waited there for a moment, letting her breath regulate, listening for the sounds of any other pursuers. After a full minute of waiting, she heard nothing, so she turned left and bolted down the sidewalk, making her way back around to the office park.
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Jack stood near the large, wall-sized window, looking out over the Redmond streets below. A latticework of bright lightning sliced through the sky, temporarily illuminating the ground and city below, revealing the slow passage of an armored transport along the streets next to the office park.

He kept his eyes focused on the vehicle, not letting them divert. Jack had been consistently surprised that they’d remained undiscovered within the office park, though he knew they were in one of hundreds within the Redmond city limits alone. The closer it got to nightfall, the more frequent the military patrols became, but they seemed content to roam the streets, shining spotlights and yelling through the loudspeaker, rather than spend a whole lot of time out on foot.

Inside the sparse business office his backpack leaned against the wall and Bruiser was quietly munching on a pile of dog food he’d scattered about for the German Shepard, finally giving in after the dog had whined for almost an hour straight. Laura had said she’d be back within two hours, and it was going on three, but Redmond was a big city and he didn’t dare leave to go look for her. They’d been alternating scavenging routes, where he’d go out once, then she’d go out the next time, then back and forth. It had worked well so far, though this was the first time she’d been this late.

His stomach growled an angry, clutching snarl, and his insides felt as if they were trying to digest themselves. They’d been living mostly off of protein bars and military MREs, and it was fine for survival, but they’d been trying to limit their intake, not knowing how long they’d need the rations to last.

Already they’d been in Redmond days longer than they’d wanted, and if they continued down this path, they wouldn’t have enough food to last them until Wyoming.

That had been why they were increasing their supply runs, why Laura had ventured out this close to dusk, and why he was now more than a little nervous that she hadn’t yet returned.

Bruiser huffed behind him, crunching down the last remnants of his food, pressing his nose to the floor and searching for some additional sustenance.

Lifting his snout, he cocked his head at Jack, looking hungry and curious.

“Sorry, buddy,” Jack replied. “You’re on rationing, too. Join the club.” He strode over and lowered himself to one knee, scratching the dog behind the ears. “Hopefully Mom will be home soon with something new and interesting to eat. If I have to gobble down one more spaghetti MRE, I might puke.”

Bruiser’s tongue slipped out from between his lips, showing Jack that he’d be totally fine with a spaghetti MRE if he ever wanted to swap it out for stale kibble.

Jack shook his head, running a hand over the tousled fur between the dog’s pointy ears just as a burst of static came from the radio on a nearby desk. Jack stood and turned, striding swiftly to the desk built within a cubicle. There had been several of them inside this office space when they’d arrived, and they’d pushed them away into a modified perimeter to give themselves space.

Picking up the radio, he pressed the talk button.

“This is Jack. Laura is that you?”

There was a low hiss, a soft crackle, and then a narrow, quiet voice.

“Confirmed,” the voice said, “this is Laura. Need access.” She spoke in a sort of hushed whisper and Jack moved to the window, looking out through it. The armored transport had stopped at the side of the road, just outside the office building, its spotlight carving a pale white trough through the darkness, a beam of white light cleaving the night in two.

A round circle of illumination passed over the sidewalk at the edge of the road, then splashed along the surface of a squat stone building across the street. For a moment, Jack caught the frozen form of what looked like a small cat within the confines of the circular light, back hunched and legs straight. He could imagine it hissing angrily at the soldiers who had found it.

One of the men who had deployed from the transport lifted a rifle, shouldering it, and even through the window on the third floor he could hear the muffled laughter from the ground below.

There was a sharp crack of a single rifle shot and a puff of blasted concrete, but the cat darted away, disappearing out of the orb of light and swiftly consumed by the shadows. Laughter came from below and some chiding insults deriding the soldier’s lack of accuracy.

“Jack!” a voice hissed from the radio again. “Door two. Now, please!”

Jack cursed under his breath. He knew where door two was; they’d outlined and identified all of the entrances and exits to this building. It was just around the corner from where the transport was parked, and in fact, if they’d angled the spotlight about ninety degrees to the right, Laura may have been caught inside of it.

He thumbed the button.

“Sorry. On my way,” he said quietly, turning away from the window and crossing the threshold. As he walked through the room, he snatched up his M4A1 carbine, hooking it in the crook of his arm, stopping for a moment to slide the couch away from the inside of the door. They’d barricaded it every chance they got, even though nobody had even come close to discovering them yet.

Then again, no armored transport had stopped just outside their door until tonight either. He wanted to believe the soldiers were here to help and would be understanding of their situation. But he’d served with the boots on the ground in Seattle and he’d seen them gun down innocent civilians, most of his squad mates feeling little to no remorse afterwards.

The events of the world had truly changed people, even after less than two weeks. Emotions got blunted and dulled by disaster. When hundreds of thousands, if not millions of people worldwide were snuffed out in a manner of twenty-four hours, what did the lives of twenty civilians really matter? A raindrop in the ocean, nothing more.

His brain didn’t work that way. He was simultaneously glad about that and traumatized by it. Glad because he felt as if there was still a nugget of humanity within his deeply calloused core. Traumatized by it because each and every death had meaning, and many of them had happened already and he had no doubt there would still be many more to come. He’d joined the Army at the behest of his father, as a way to earn some money for college. Nothing more. He’d been thrust into a world beyond his imagining and situations he wasn’t conditioned to deal with. There were times that he was shocked that he was still sane.

Easing the door closed behind him, he turned and looked at Bruiser, who was glaring out through the glass window next to the door. Placing a finger to his lips, Jack indicated for the dog not to bark; whether or not he understood the gesture Jack had no idea, but he did remain silent as he worked his way down the dimly lit hallway.

Pulling out a small flashlight, he clipped it to his M4 and used it to guide his way to the emergency stairs, keeping the light low so it wouldn’t glare out through the window and reveal him to the men outside. If they even thought there were people on the streets disobeying curfew, he had no doubts they would shoot first, ask questions later, and quite possibly shoot to kill.

Peeling open the metal door, he made his way down the first flight of stairs, moving quickly, his footfalls echoing in the narrow corridor. Static squawked from the radio at his hip again.

“Jack,” Laura’s voice came, more insistent this time. “They’re not leaving.”

Curling around the railing and making his way down the next flight, he plucked the radio from his belt and spoke into it.

“Affirmative. On my way.”

“Be careful,” she replied. “They’re spreading out. They’re all over the place out here.”

Jack grimaced and clipped the radio back on his belt. Taking stairs two at a time, he picked up his pace and moved down to the lower concrete landing. The emergency stairwell moved along the northern edge of the building to the fire exit, though if he turned left, the maintenance hallway would open up into the main lobby outside. The problem with that was that the main lobby was surrounded by walls of transparent glass, and that was where the transport was parked, where a dozen armed men and women were now staggered in pseudo-patrol formation.

Door two was the fire exit, so he angled right, heading toward it, reaching for the crash bar as he moved.

“Do not open door two,” a hushed voice hissed within a fog of static from his radio. Jack froze, his outstretched hand a mere six inches from the crash bar. “I’m around the eastern edge of the building. They’re patrolling just outside door two. Hold your position.”

Jack stood there, drawing his hand back, his heart hammering in his chest. The fire exit was locked from the inside, which was why Laura needed his help to get in. The good news was, the soldiers wouldn’t be able to enter this way, but Laura was caught outside and he was trapped in here, neither one a good situation.

Taking a step closer to the fire door, he leaned in, pressing his ear to it and he could hear the low murmur of conversation outside. Suddenly, as his ear was pressed to the door, he heard the murmured voices shift from mere curiosity to aggressive intent.

“Hey!” someone shouted, his voice dulled by the metal door, but still clearly audible. “Stop!”

Jack’s heart locked in his chest.

“They saw me!” the voice hissed through the radio. “Going into the alleys!”

“Laura,” Jack whispered, picking the radio up. “How many saw you? How many are there?”

There was no reply except the clicking scrawl of static with nobody on the other end.

“Damn!” he cursed, holding by the exit door, listening to see if he could tell how many were out there. What could he do? What should he do? Laura was armed, but just with a pistol, and yes, she was a fast runner, but she didn’t stand a chance against a patrol of soldiers. She’d be caught in moments unless he did something.

But what?

Jack hurled himself forward, slamming the heel of his boot into the crash bar of the fire door, throwing it open to the night. He plunged out of the open door, lifting his M4, pressing it tight to his shoulder, swiveling right as he moved onto the sidewalk. Narrowing his eyes, he could see the vague forms of three figures charging away, heading toward the alleys across the street, and he aimed his rifle, pressing the trigger, sending a swift burst of weapons fire streaking through the night.

His shots went wide left, which was fine since he wasn’t aiming for them, and concrete chunked apart, spraying up among clouds of dust as the three figures stumbled to a halt.

“What the?” he heard one of them shout as the three of them turned to face him, two of them wedging the stocks of their own rifles into their shoulders.

Jack’s mind raced. He’d just revealed their position. Not just his position, but theirs. They’d been holed up in the office building for days, secreted away and biding their time before they could venture farther east. Now the soldiers knew where they’d been.

Bootsteps echoed from the left, the charging thud of approaching soldiers coming around from the western side of the building where they’d been parked by the lobby entrance. Jack ducked and ran, charging forward across the street, clutching his rifle close, ducking his head down to be a smaller target. As he ran, his radio crackled.

“What are you doing?” Laura’s voice spoke, frantic and uncertain.

Jack snatched the radio up, a few sharp belts of single-shot fire splitting the air from his left. Chunks of brickwork scattered across his face and shoulder as rounds hit the building he was ducking behind at a full sprint.

“Drawing them away,” Jack spoke into the radio. “Get into the building. Get Bruiser and go! I’ll meet up with you!”

“Don’t be stupid!” Laura shouted back.

“Too late,” Jack replied and hooked the radio back on his belt. He faked left, then charged right, ducking into another alley as a few more raps of gunfire chased him, knocking chunks of pavement up in the alley ground behind him. His legs pumped hard and fast, and he glanced over his shoulder, trying to get some sort of angle on the office building, but finding his view blocked by the structure he was using for cover.

He was screwed. There was nowhere to go. At least ten armed soldiers were on his trail and he had never been to Redmond, Washington before. He had no idea where these streets went or where he was going. All he knew was that he wanted to pull them away from the building so Laura could get back inside. She’d gone to door two because door one had been guarded, but if they were chasing him, maybe, just maybe—

The loud throttle of an engine starting echoed by the building, and he knew they were firing up the transport, getting ready to bring the whole team after him. That was a good thing.

Well, maybe not good for him, but good for Laura.

He closed his eyes, said a quick prayer, and threw himself deeper into the darkness.

–––––––– 



Chapter 4

Redmond, Washington

Wedged within the narrow, deeply darkened alley, Laura pressed herself tight against the rough brick wall, letting her breath ease into a steady, even rhythm. She closed her eyes as automatic gunfire hacked through the air, the even clacking noise of chattering weapons blistering against the relative silence, their flashes of light bursting along the opposite side the office building.

“Run, Jack,” she whispered to herself, her voice quiet. She knew he’d revealed himself to pull them off her tail, and only hoped the stupid maneuver didn’t cost him his life. A chorus of shouting followed the last handful of sharp rifle shots, and she heard the low rumble of an armored transport engine starting, the ignition catching and the large vehicle groaning as it pulled away from the sidewalk.

“Mount up!” someone shouted.

“That way! To the north!” another voice called, and she could see the faded shadows of figures peeling back from their stations near the office building, converging on the transport, moving as one toward the north.

More gunfire echoed, farther away, deeper within the canyons of the tall, dark buildings to the north. The sound bounced off the smooth glass surface, rebounding like a basketball in an empty arena.

She held her place for a few moments, letting her breathing and heartbeat steady even further, tensing her legs as she eased out from the shadows, looking around the corner of the building out toward the office where she and Jack had been staying the past few days.

The streets were empty. The armored transport had been consumed by a roadway to the north, its powerful engine drowned out, suppressed by the looming structures. No shadowed figures were near, the streets and sidewalks abandoned.

Counting to three, she braced her knees then charged forward, dashing across the pavement, legs pumping as she ran, arms tucked tight to her sides as she moved. It seemed as though she’d been doing nothing but running ever since the incident at Aurora, in a constant state of motion, and she continued it now, sprinting to the front door of the glass-covered lobby.

She glanced one more time along the sidewalk running parallel to the structure, eyes roaming up and down the asphalt, then finally she flung open the door and plunged inside, immediately making her way towards the stairs. She purposefully kept her flashlight off, moving by feel and by memory, not wanting to potentially give away her position.

Dashing up the stairs, she took them two at a time, hitting the landing, curling around, and running up the last flight, arriving on the third floor at a dead sprint.

She heard the roaring engine of the transport, even through the walls of the building, and could hear the soft shouting of people out on the street. They were back already.

Ducking low, she kept running down the hallway, her hand moving to the pistol in her hip holster as the door to the office came up on her left, the windows on either side of the door revealing that the couch had been pulled aside.

Bruiser saw her immediately, his ears twitching, jumping up on his hind legs, pawing at the windows with eager, clacking nails. His tongue lolled out and she could hear his soft whines even through the glass as she opened the door and slipping inside.

The German Shepard chuffed happily and dropped, then loped forward, jumping up again to plant his paws on her shoulders.

“Easy, big boy,” Laura said, rubbing his head with both hands, folding back his ears and scratching as she guided him gently back down to the floor. “It’s okay, Bruiser. Let’s get packed up, okay?” 

Bruiser cocked his head and whined as Laura slipped her overstuffed backpack from her shoulders and set it down on the floor, her eyes scanning the supplies gathered about.

Several items were scattered about the floor, including a radio, several of the MREs that they had not yet eaten as well as a battery-operated hot plate, ground coffee, and an assortment of other cooking utensils. Laura moved quickly around the office, scooping up items and stuffing them back in the backpack, trying to be as organized as possible, making sure there was enough room for everything.

Within two minutes she was done, picking up the backpack and testing its weight. Eventually she swung it over her shoulder and threaded her other arm through, balancing the large, heavy pack along both shoulders.

Bruiser wouldn’t leave her side, walking next to her, rubbing her legs, and whining softly as she tried to navigate the office to recover all of the items that had been staged for convenience.

“Are you ready, boy?” she asked. “We need to go.” Bruiser whined again and she bolted out of the door, the large dog hot on her heels. Angling left, Laura dipped down the dim hallway, heading back toward door two where Jack had vacated several moments before. She couldn’t tell exactly where the transport was or where the soldiers had deployed, but the second door was a fire exit and not as visible from the street so that struck her as being the better place to exit.

Hitting the top of the stairs, she started moving down the dimly lit corridor toward the rear door, but as she was halfway down, she heard a thump and sharp bang, a rectangle of light splashing across the bottom of the stairs. Two figures burst in, weapons held to their shoulders, twin beams of white light jetting out from cylindrical flashlights mounted under the barrels of the weapons.

In the splash of light, she could barely make out the shape of their Kevlar battle helmets, thick, padded tactical vests, and the contours of their M4 carbine automatic rifles. Bruiser growled low and Laura tugged on his leash.

“Come on, boy,” she whispered and started backing back up the stairs, moving as quickly as she could without being too loud. Already the two soldiers were on the bottom step and turning up towards them.

“Is someone there?” one of them shouted in a sharp shout.

“Don’t move!” the second followed.

Laura was already back around and up, charging back down the corridor toward the office they’d just left. Passing the glass door, they moved toward the opposite end of the hall, toward the stairs leading down to the lobby. A direction she really didn’t want to go. The lobby was surrounded by glass windows and would leave her very exposed if she ventured down that direction, but as boots slammed on the stairwell behind her, she knew she had little choice.

There was one other exit, but she’d have to go through the lobby to get there, too, so no matter what, if soldiers were on the streets outside, she’d be in full view.

“We said don’t move!” the voice shouted from behind her. “We will open fire!”

Laura didn’t doubt it. She lived with the nightmares of what happened outside of the Aurora Institute every single night, and she figured she’d live with those same nightmares for the rest of her life.

However long that life lasted. Which, right now, didn’t seem very long.

“Fire team Bravo, this is Corporal Verez!” 

Laura heard the voice shouting behind her. 

“We have a target! She’s on the move!”

There was a crackle of static on the radio, somewhere in the darkness behind her. She didn’t want to take the time to turn and look, she just focused on her feet pounding the floor, carrying her forward at speed.

“Acknowledge!” a voice hissed back through the static.

“Target is heading for the lobby, position there and light her up!”

The words were shouted with a sort of hoarse abrasiveness, spoken through sharp intakes of breath.

Light her up.

The words chilled Laura to the bone as she reached the crest of the stairs heading down to the lobby. She had almost no experience with military jargon, but even she knew what that meant. The roar of the large engine on the military vehicle seemed to shake the stairs under her feet, a gentle jostling, though she couldn’t be sure if it was truly the structure itself, or simply a reflecting of her unsteady nerves.

Rounding the hairpin turn and heading back to the next flight down, she picked up her pace, Bruiser’s nails clutching and clacking at the stairs alongside her. She neared the edge of the second flight and the lobby sprawled out beneath her, the curved windows arching around in a gentle semi-circle, an architectural decision intended to make the otherwise drab and generic office building some sort of artistic commercial statement. Laura hated whoever had designed it that way, hated them with a sharp and jagged point.

Ahead of her an impossibly bright spotlight burned through the glass, the thick, white beam dissipated and broadened by the texture of the windows, the entire lobby bathed in a pool of vibrant illumination.

There was one more length of steps, a waist-high railing running up alongside the slanted stairway, which opened up into the large, polished lobby, the silhouettes of the reception desk and various pieces of accent furniture set in a strangely orderly fashion, a small pocket of organization amidst a toiling world of chaos.

She had only a handful of seconds to appreciate the layout and position of the lobby for one last time before the night was split apart by the metallic, hacking chatter of the large-caliber automatic weapon mounted to the roof of the transport from the street outside.

Like some strange, deadly drum solo amid a particularly fast and loud concert performance, the weapon roared and rattled, the glass windowpanes exploding under the fusillade.

Wicked, jagged shards split and shattered, bursting from the high, wide, curved windows, shrapnel spraying inside, whipping over and around Laura as she ducked her head, running low and fast down the stairs.

She wasn’t going to make it. Vibrant tracer fire hacked and chewed into the lobby, punching through windows, ripping apart the polished floor, splintering two comfortable-looking easy chairs, clouds of white stuffing and torn shreds of wood spraying into the air amidst a reverse shower of broken faux-marble flooring.

Unclenching her fist, she released Bruiser’s leash and the dog charged free, covering the last several steps in a sprinting gallop, low enough to the ground that the bullets screamed over him, glass raining down over and around the dog, some glinting flecks landing in his brown fur.

Laura placed her palm on the railing next to her, drawing in a deep, ragged breath, holding it there, bracing her left arm, tensing every muscle she knew how. More gunfire ripped apart the night and she bent her legs, pushing off, carrying herself over the railing of the stairs, eyes closed, not wanting to see how large of a drop it was to a section of lobby floor running beneath the flight of stairs. Bullets pounded into the stairwell and the floor and the walls, disintegrating the windows, showering the entire lobby in broken glass as she cleared the railing, cresting and falling, her stomach surging up into her throat as she had a scant moment of free fall, having no idea how long of a drop was beneath her.

She pried her eyes open out of necessity, seeing the floor rushing up to meet her, and she coiled her legs again, gritting her teeth as she struck the hard ground heels first, shooting forward immediately into a clumsy forward roll, her legs flailing, the backpack twisting awkwardly beneath her.

Clambering to all fours, she craned her neck around over her shoulder.

“Bruiser, come!” she shouted in the sort of authoritative voice she saved only for when he was about to get into a dead squirrel or run into traffic. The dog’s ears perked immediately and he moved left, curling around the base of the stairs as more bullets scattered white and yellow flowers of ricochet off the walls and floor behind him. Sprinting forward, he rounded the stairs and caught up to her quickly as she ran, tongue wagging, the leash dragging along behind him.

“We’ve lost sight!” a voice shouted from above her, sounding like it was coming from the top of the stairs. “We’ve lost sight of the target!”

“Cover the back door!” another voice echoed.

They would, she knew. They’d cover door two, the fire exit, the door that Jack had exited a short time ago.

Hopefully they wouldn’t be covering door three.

Door three was around the corner from door one, facing the deeper interior of Redmond, looking over a squat, barely functional loading dock. An office building like that didn’t have much need for a loading dock, but they had one just in case, a narrow slab of concrete with a metal double door looking out over it, covered in rust and rarely used.

Laura twisted around a tight corner and picked up her pace, even though her legs screamed and her lungs desperately pled for breath. She ran and ran, pushing it all away, filing it in the back of her mind, folding it up and driving it into the darker recesses.

The double doors were ahead of her, twin crash bars barely visible in the dim light. She still refused to use her flashlight, running on pure will and instinct, and she lowered her shoulders as she and Bruiser ran.

Bracing herself, her shoulder rammed hard into the crash bar, forcing one of the doors to swing open, revealing the night ahead, a blanket of vague, rectangular shapes, a city asleep, with the constant grid work of strange, blue lightning casting a sickening pale pallor over Redmond.

The door pounded shut behind her and she leaped from the dock, Bruiser right alongside, her feet hitting the parking lot and carrying her forward. Not far away she heard the low rumble of the transport’s engine, and knew they were about to come back around the rear of the building, trying to figure out where she’d disappeared to.

She crossed the street in seconds just as the spotlight swerved along the brick surface of buildings around her, brightly illuminating the street, the walls, and the alley.

“There’s another door back here!” a voice shouted. “Check the alleys! There and there! Go go go!”

She couldn’t stop running. She wouldn’t stop running. They were right behind her and they weren’t giving up.

Why? What was so important about one lone survivor in this city of chaos? Why did they care so much about one woman in a world where millions had already died? Sure, she was breaking curfew, but why did it even matter? What was she going to do?

The transport roared along the street, and in spite of the overwhelming throttle of its powerful engines, she could hear the pounding of boots. Darting from one alley to another, she veered north, then east, one slender passage to the next.

More bootfalls echoed the next street over, and her heart hammered. How had they moved that fast? She was a distance runner; she was faster than the average person, certainly faster than someone encumbered by military gear. Yet already she heard the tromp of running footsteps in an alley to her south, running parallel to her.

An intersecting passage crossed her way ahead, a four-way gap between a warehouse, a small convenience store, and an auto parts store, all separated by a mere six feet of empty pavement. She tried to decide which way to go, slowing slightly as her mind raced. Darting forward, she made her commitment, racing at full speed again, crossing the intersection.

The impact struck her from the right, a furious football tackle, picking her up off her feet, arms wrapping around her, shoving her, but holding tight, as if gently coaxing her to the hard, litter-riddled pavement below.

“Let go!” she screamed. “Bruiser, attack!”

The dog growled, but it wasn’t a menacing growl, it was mostly a confused sound, one of those distinct dog noises that humans found frustratingly difficult to translate.

“Hey!” a voice hissed.

“I said let go!” Laura screamed, ramming her arm back into a V-shape, blistering the man who had tackled her in the nose.

He shouted and withdrew, his arms releasing her, and she scrambled to her feet to sprint away again, desperate to put some space between her and—

“Laura it’s me! It’s Jack!”

She paused mid-charge, planting her feet and whirling around. 

“Jack?” she gasped.

“Yes,” he replied, his voice somewhat nasal as he pressed a hand to his nose. “When they stopped chasing me, I doubled back. I figured you might use an alternate exit.”

“Good Lord, I could have killed you,” she muttered, holding out a hand to help him up.

“Hey,” he replied, “I’m a soldier. Maybe I would have killed you?”

“You made a career of drinking Mountain Dew and playing video games before you joined up,” she said, a note of unusual joviality in her voice. “Pretty sure I would have kicked your ass.”

More voices barked from the darkness, somewhere a few blocks behind them, sounding a little confused and uncertain.

“They’re still after us,” Laura said. “We need to keep moving.”

Jack nodded.

“That’s what I wanted to tell you,” he said. “I’ve got an idea.”
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Laura looked over her shoulder as Jack struggled to keep up, both of them gasping as their legs pumped endlessly along the concrete surface. The sounds of the military transport were still too close for comfort and the hoarse, ragged voices of the soldiers pursuing them told them that they were relentlessly following them, unwilling to give an inch.

It was interesting that they seemed far more intent on pursuit when Laura was involved than when it had just been Jack. She wondered just how far they’d be willing to go to find her.

“Up that way!” Jack said, pointing toward another road veering off to the east, and Laura followed his gesture, curling around a building. She drew in a sharp breath as a strange, looming construct came into view, a giant scaffolding of some sort several feet above the ground.

“I saw this when I was running the first time,” Jack said. “They’ve started construction on an elevated track. A light rail system. The scaffolding makes for a nice ladder!”

Laura nodded as they ran, and a few moments later they came upon the site of the construction. There were metal, grid-shaped scaffolds running all alongside the skeleton of the elevated track, and in the dim light of the lattice of lightning above she could see it moving farther east, deeper into the city.

“If we can get up there, I think we can move faster. Maybe right above any military patrols on the ground!”

“It’s genius,” Laura said, shaking her head. “Totally genius.”

She looked up along the metal scaffold, which reached about fifteen feet into the air, bolted to the framework of the elevated track which was little more than other, more tightly arranged, metal girders and narrow supports.

A soft whine caught her attention. She looked down and saw Bruiser sitting at her heels, looking up at her, his head slightly cocked, as if sensing what they were going to do.

“Oh no,” she whispered, lowering herself and petting him on the head, letting her haggard breathing slow to a more manageable level.

“What?” Jack asked.

“What about Bruiser?” she said, looking up at him. “How are we possibly going to get him to climb that?”

Somewhere in the near distance voices barked.

“Bravo, move left! Charlie, fan out right! We have to find that woman!”

Again, Laura wondered what made her so special. She pushed the thought aside, working to focus on the problem at hand.

“There’s no way he can climb it,” she said. “We’re going to have to find another—”

Jack shook his head.

“You have rope in that pack, right?” he asked, nodding toward the backpack Laura wore over her shoulders. Laura nodded. 

“I always carried some in my standard camping gear. In case I wanted to make a lean-to or something. Standard issue.”

“Let’s get it out."

“Why?” she asked.

“Just take it out,” Jack said, moving toward her as she slipped it from her shoulder. It only took a moment to identify the coil of rope within the backpack and start sliding it free, and Jack kneeled on the ground, beckoning to Bruiser, who trotted over, uncertainly.

“What are you doing?” Laura asked.
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“Hoist him up?” Laura asked. “That fat bastard weighs seventy-five pounds.”

Bruiser huffed at her as if he’d understood the derisive comment. Jack ignored her, continuing to thread the length of rope through various connection points in Bruiser’s harness. He tied off the other end of the rope on to a utilitool and handed it to Laura.

“I’m going to climb up first. You toss that to me, and I’ll hook it over that girder.”

“This is never going to work,” Laura said, shaking her head.

“You better hope it does,” Jack replied. “Bravo and Charlie are close by. Even a blind squirrel finds a nut eventually.”

Laura nodded as Jack moved to the scaffold and started to clamber up, one crosspiece at a time, finally reaching the elevated track. He looked down at her and nodded, a gesture she barely saw against the flat canvas of night, briefly punctuated by the lightning above.

She swung the rope in a tight circle, then thrust it upward, letting it go so the weighted end arched in the air. Jack missed it the first time, looking like a drunk sailor trying to snag a mooring line and she tried a second time. The soldier flailed slightly again, but managed to snag it as it started to fall from the track, reaching down and grabbing it, barely preventing himself from going down over the edge with it.

“You’re like Grace Kelly up there,” Laura whispered.

“Who?”

She shook her head.

“Never mind.”

He was a kid. She had to keep reminding herself of that. He was more or less a kid, yet had been directly responsible for the safety and security of her nation’s freedom.

“Okay!” he said, and she looked up at him. He’d curled the rope over a horizontal girder and tugged it gently, causing Bruiser to whine softly as his back moved with the motion.

“It’s all right, big guy,” Laura said, moving to the dog’s side. “You’re going for a fun ride, okay?”

Bruiser looked at her, not convinced that this would be fun.

“Go!” Laura said punching the air and Jack nodded, pulling as hard as he could. Slowly but surely, Bruiser moved up about a foot, his legs straightening, his paws still touching the ground, but barely.

“Hold still, buddy,” Laura said and moved toward the scaffolding. Jack pulled again, and she could hear him grunting with the effort, and again Bruiser went up a short distance. Scrambling up the crosswalk of metal, Laura made her way to the top, moving up next to where Jack was positioned. The soldier gave another hard tug, and again Bruiser moved upward, now fully elevated, his legs dangling, his body hanging at an odd forty-five degree angle.

Without speaking she moved next to Jack, standing shoulder to shoulder, and wrapped her own hands around the rope. Together they hoisted, each of them struggling with the effort, but slowly, foot by foot, Bruiser moved gradually upward and though she was certain he was both mortified and afraid, he didn’t make a single noise the whole time.

A few moments later, he was gently swinging, even with the elevated platform and Jack quickly tied off the rope so he could let it go, both he and Laura moving next to the dog. It took them another minute to ease him over and untie him, but in no time at all, Bruiser was standing happily on the skeleton of the elevated track, his tail wagging happily, furiously licking Laura’s hand.

It took them another two minutes to coil the rope up and stuff it back into the backpack, and just as they finished, the narrow column of white light shot through the darkness, piercing the sidewalk next to the scaffolding, baking a ten-foot radius in vibrant, hard light.

“Down!” Laura hissed, moving to her stomach, lying flat on the track above, pulling Bruiser into the same flattened position on top of the metal surface. Jack did the same, willing himself to be swallowed by the tracks, drawn in and made invisible.

Shadowed figures moved among the spotlights in the alley down below, four men with weapons swiveling left to right as they followed the path of the spotlight, looking for any signs of them.

“Nothing,” a quiet voice said.

“What’s that?” another said, pointing up toward them.

Laura held her breath, laying her arm over her dog and forcing him to lie still and quiet next to her. Flashlights ignited, cutting through the darkness in an off-white plume, passing over the scaffolding, over the elevated track, gently making their way over the huddled form of the three of them.

They didn’t move.

For what felt like hours the soldiers crossed back and forth beneath them, using their flashlights to cut narrow beams through the darkness, and a few times Laura was convinced they might actually find them.

But they didn’t. Eventually, the soldiers called off the search and broke away, the spotlight fading into the darkness and the soldiers moving with it, once again cloaking the section of alley in a pervasive darkness.

Quietly, without speaking, the three of them picked themselves up, regained their balance on the framework of elevated track, and moved toward the east.

–––––––– 



Chapter 5

Washington, DC

The president stood, head lowered, arms ramrod with his palms pressed into the false wood surface of his makeshift desk.  The emergency bunker he hunkered down in was a shell of the Oval Office, albeit a secure and thickly armored shell, which was saying something, he supposed.

If nothing else, he was protected from the outside world, which was a good thing, if all of the horror stories he was hearing were even halfway true.

To his left was a series of battery and generator powered emergency radios, though at that moment the seats before them were unoccupied.  He’d sent the operators out for a few moments, needing some peace and quiet.

America’s commander in chief needed peace and quiet, because Lord help him, right now the nation he was in charge of was burning to the ground.  Communications had been disjointed and intermittent, but every tidbit of news was bad.  Chicago was the first victim of events that had cascaded into worldwide tumult, thousands of planes crashing to the ground, and a deadly network of electricity cascading across the entire globe.  In some cases, he’d even heard that lightning had struck objects on the ground, causing fires, deaths, and even further destruction.  A sight-seeing group on the Eiffel Tower had been electrocuted, two dozen people dead within seconds as a blinding spear of ragged lightning torched the tower, sending twenty thousand volts through the entire superstructure.

On United States soil, reports were flooding in from all over the country.  Seattle was on fire, the Space Needle dangerously close to collapse.  Chicago had actually ended up better off than many other locations that were hit later.  Indianapolis, if the reports could be believed, was almost totally destroyed, hammered by three or four successive plane impacts.  Several groups of emergency personnel en route to Chicago had been lost along the way, their aircraft crashing to Earth alongside the airliners.

It had been two weeks since this crisis began, two long, agonizing weeks, and still they’d managed to keep the radios going, either by battery or generator, though at this point he wasn’t sure how long that would last.  As time went on and rescue wasn’t coming, the people of his nation were becoming unruly.  Rescue efforts and the enforcement of martial law were being thwarted by angry mobs and violence.  People in fear for their lives and fearing for the future of the human race had started lashing out, and anyone in uniform was at the business end of their wrath.

This would be indelibly marked in the history books.  If humanity did survive this crisis, his name would be etched in ink, the man in charge of the United States during its most dramatic event in history.  He would be vilified or hailed as a hero, depending on how things went over the coming months.  But so much was out of his control.  He felt simultaneously responsible and helpless to do anything about it, a mere pawn in the chess game that would dictate humanity’s future.

History wouldn’t see it that way, of course.  

He lowered his chin to his chest and closed his eyes, the world suddenly spinning around him, threatening to send him spiraling into oblivion.
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Old Mining Town

Somewhere in Oklahoma

Hugh Vasquez had spent decades longing for a simpler, less complicated life, but he never dreamed it would arrive so out of the blue. He had no love for the current state of people in America, and he hadn’t had any for some time, but even he held at least some remorse for the violent and aggressive way the populations of the world had been reminded about the follies of modern technology.

Hugh had his own affinity for technology. The world of coal mining had evolved in huge ways over the past several decades, mostly due to advances in technology, but now the technology that had promised to make their work lives simpler and safer had threatened to take their livelihoods completely away.

The news had come from nowhere—it had hit them like a fist. The mines were closing; they’d have to find new work. All three hundred of them. Their small Oklahoma town wasn’t one of those prosperous suburban villas with four Starbucks, two Walmarts, and a wealth of prospects for gainful employment. Their town had been built up and around the coal-mining industry, and simply put, closing the mine would effectively strangle the town. Once again, big Corporate America closed its fingers around their throats and cut off their air.

Hugh wasn’t going to stand for it. He’d been the man in charge of the local mine, and closing it was not just an attack on the town, it was an attack on him personally, and he wasn’t the kind of guy who took that sort of attack lying down. He’d given eight years of his life in defense of this once-great nation, and now the corporations who ran the government were going to kick him to the curb and close down his way of life.

It simply wasn’t going to happen.

And in the end, it hadn’t happened. Not because corporate greed had reconsidered, and not because their planned resistance had taken hold. Because planes had started falling from the sky, lightning had started ripping apart the clouds, and America’s infrastructure had crashed and burned in spectacular balls of fire and ash.

It felt like justice to Hugh. He was just disappointed it had claimed so many innocent lives.

The innocents were really all that concerned him. If it had sent every single corporate CEO and fake billionaire into the fiery pits of hell, he would have been totally okay with that, but there had been women and children on those planes, probably plenty of hard-working Americans like him. Plenty of coal miners. Plenty of people who would have stood by him shoulder to shoulder when he put his foot down and refused to let them close his mine.

They’d been prepared. Prepared to hold their ground, to fire back at anyone who might force them out. They had been planning to wedge themselves deep within the Oklahoma wilderness and fight off the government oppressors for years if that’s what it took.

But the fight never came.

As it turned out, though, their preparations had been worth it. They’d taken shelter in an old abandoned coal mining town, an old beaten-down village in the mountains that hadn’t seen humanity in decades. They’d taken up shop, battened down the hatches, gathered up supplies, armed themselves, and planned for the worst.

Now, it had appeared, the worst had come. Only not in the form they’d expected.

Hugh stood at the edge of the trees, looking over his new makeshift residence. There were several buildings there, little more than ramshackle wooden shacks, but they had roofs, walls and shelter. One of the ill-fated airliners had been passing overhead on that day almost two weeks ago, and it had gone down as it prepared to descend to Tulsa International Airport.

It had crashed on approach and flattened a swath of their town, smashed buildings, ravaged the downtown, and sent fireballs rolling through the thick trees that surrounded it.

Now there was a raging wildfire in the area and the fire departments were too occupied with desperately trying to save millions to worry about his thousands of friends and neighbors.

So, they’d retreated to the camp. Hugh wasn’t sure how many of them lived there now, a few dozen, he thought, and each one of them had a job to do.

You could be as prepared as you wanted to be, but you had to be able to execute that preparation as well, and so they’d acted quickly, setting up specific jobs and duties for each member of the town, only allowing residence if people had a viable skill set. It had created a sort of brutal efficiency, a surprisingly effective way of managing the infrastructure.

“Hugh,” a voice said, somewhat groggy from the early morning.

“Steve,” Hugh replied with a curt nod. He liked to start his day standing and watching over the town, waking early, then looking as the area slowly came to life. It was like watching a child being born every single day, and he felt a swell of pride watching it happen.

Within the span of two weeks they’d taken tragedy and turned it into efficiency. Disaster had been converted into success.

“You making a run into town today?” Hugh asked, looking at Steve. Where Hugh stood well over six feet tall with broad shoulders and a thick trunk, Steve was wiry, skinny to the point of being concave, his pale skin spattered with the scars of adolescent acne. His hair had been thin most of his life and was now even thinner, pulled back from his scalp in a sort of half-halo. He swam inside of his flannel shirt and had to continually hike up his pants, a rope tied off in the belt loops to hold them up.

“Think so,” Steve replied. “I know a lot of people have been asking about power. I might be able to find some generators downtown, but fuel could be another story.”

“You got those solar panels working?” Hugh asked, crossing his arms.

Steve nodded.

“Yeah, but we only brought a few and most of the power is going to the communications building.”

“How important is communications these days?” Hugh asked, looking over toward the old wooden shack. It looked just as old and worn as every other cabin in this small, once-abandoned village, but an ornate metal antenna extended from the roof, reaching up about eight feet. Two slanted solar panels rested on makeshift mounts just next to the building as well, angled up toward the sky.

“Probably not as important as we thought originally,” Steve acknowledged. “We wanted it before, because we figured we’d want to listen in on law enforcement channels. You know, hear what they were sayin’ so we could plan our response. But now? Seems to me we could use those panels for something else.”

Hugh nodded.

“Courtney and Maya are working on a water reclamation system,” he said. “I don’t know what sort of power they might need for that, but it might end up taking priority.”

“Understood.”

“Eventually we hope to have a full kitchen,” Hugh continued. “Prep rooms, a butcher, storage locker, a place for dry goods. Hydroponic garden is already being put together in the northeast corner.”

“Pretty amazing,” Steve said.

“Lot of it thanks to you,” Hugh said, putting a hand on the frail man’s shoulder. “I know I talk a lot of shit about technology, but you’re my kind of engineer. Practical. Mechanical. None of that fancy computerized stuff, right?”

Steve chuckled.

“Fat lot of good all those computers are doin’ people now, huh?”

“Right,” Hugh said, thumping the man on the back. Steve smiled awkwardly and walked away, heading toward a small group of vehicles that were stashed along the northern edge of the tiny town. There were no more than ten buildings making up the camp, and most of them looked the same. Worn wooden planks nailed together into rudimentary square structures with pitched roofs, some larger than others. There was an elaborate central meeting hall which had been converted into dormitories where most of the security folks took up residence.

When Hugh and Arthur had first put this plan together, security had been their top priority. They’d squirreled away an arsenal of weaponry, from bolt-action long guns, to shotguns, to even a handful of AR-15 semi-automatic rifles, fully intending to defend themselves by force if necessary. They also had several bows and arrows reserved for hunting, and Arthur was one of the best shots he’d ever seen.

These days security didn’t seem quite so important, with the majority of the population’s attention focused elsewhere, but still, Hugh didn’t want to grow lax. He figured it was just a matter of time until they ran into some outsiders, people who wanted whatever they had and would do whatever it took to keep it.

Law and order was breaking down across the world, and he suspected their little corner of the Oklahoma mountains wasn’t likely to be spared.

The communications shack made up another of the buildings, and they had a makeshift stable as well, though not yet any animals for it. Alongside the stable was where they’d been preparing their meals, going on daily hunting trips, bringing back meat, doing whatever they could to utilize as much of the creature as possible. Already a few deer carcasses were still hung, hides in the process of being tanned, the meat already cut away and either eaten or preserved with airtight bags and salt.

Hugh knew that setting up coolers and food storage was going to have to be a priority soon, and as soon as Steve made his trek looking for generators, he’d put that next on the priority list.

It hadn’t been a big deal so far; the daily hunting trips, the water from nearby streams, and the beginnings of the garden all provided more than enough nourishment for the town to date. But he knew sooner or later it would be an issue, and he wanted to stay ahead of it as much as possible.

Another building near the northern edge of town stood uninhabited at the moment, but Hugh and Arthur had talked about it being a prison eventually. A small cell designed to hold troublemakers or infiltrators, a secure holding area that thankfully they hadn’t needed yet, but he felt certain they would eventually.

A large circular fire pit sat at the center of the old mining town, ringed with rocks, and dug into the dirt, the remnants of wood and burn piles charred and blackened within. A makeshift spit comprised of metal components from the rail system for the mines straddled the circular pit, and they’d used it to cook their meals thus far.

He thought of sitting by the fire, not just recently, but in times past, sitting next to the fire with Sadie, their fingers intertwined, enjoying the warmth on his face.

Just thinking of Sadie brought a needle prick of pain to his heart, a tiny dot of remorse. She hadn’t been a fan of his plan, but had gone along with it begrudgingly, not necessarily because she agreed with him, but because she really had nothing else to look forward to.

His wife was a kindly, matronly woman, gentle and caring, the kind of neighborhood woman who gave cookies to all the children, paid them to rake leaves, and sat on the porch just watching them play.

They’d tried to have their own. Sadie had even been pregnant twice.

Both children had died in the womb, and their other attempts had ended in failure. They’d just started to look into in vitro fertilization when the word came through about the mine closure and Hugh’s attention was diverted to other things.

He’d meant to come back to it, once things settled down. His eyes wandered up to the sky, forks of lightning streaks curving across the gentle arc of the horizon. In the pale sky of early morning the lighting was less visible, but it was still there, lurking within the blue. No chance of in vitro fertilization now. All the fancy tech gear and science equipment would be useless.

Perhaps that explained why she had been so quiet and withdrawn lately, sequestered in their makeshift home in the coal mining town, a small shack in a more private corner, one tiny perk of his place in charge of this group.

Tiny perks indeed. He wondered if they were even worth the stress of what he was trying to do. Who he was trying to save.

Hugh looked to the eastern edge of the small town where a rail line extended north into the trees. Hugh had walked that rail line countless times and he knew it led to some of the twisting tunnels of mines within the mountainside. The mines in this area were like veins, narrow passages throughout the rocks that carried the lifeblood of the nation from one vital organ to another. Veins that had been close to collapse for far too long, veins that were being effectively closed off by governmental oversight and corporate overlords.
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As Hugh approached the structure serving as his new home, the front door opened, and Sadie stepped out. She wore a cotton sweatshirt and blue jeans, her bare feet gingerly playing against the uneven surface of the ground.

“You’re up early,” Hugh said, stepping toward her and putting gentle hands on her shoulders. He looked at the sullen face of his wife and tried to remember a day when she’d been outwardly happy. He’d known her since high school and they’d been married for almost twenty years, and in almost all of that time she wore the expression of someone burdened by life, as if the action of breathing oxygen and the heart pumping blood was enough to exhaust her scant reserves of emotional energy.

There had been times. The first time she’d gotten pregnant, she’d been elated. Enthusiastic. Embraced life. When the pregnancy failed, she was plunged even deeper into whatever hole she’d been in and had only partially climbed out when she’d been pregnant again.

In fact, during the second pregnancy she often hovered on the precipice, as if expecting to fall back down the dark pit, and when the day finally came, she’d wholly accepted her fate and had never been the same person again.

Neither she nor Hugh were fans of the modern philosophy of medicating your problems away, so they’d never sought a prescription for anything, never dug for treatment, just gritted their teeth and moved their way through life, and Hugh’s heart had further torn watching his wife descend into deeper despair.

Hugh had always prided himself on his emotionless approach to leadership and life, his ability to make decisions and execute them without letting emotion play into it.

With his wife, that had been impossible. He loved her too much. He couldn’t remember a time in his life when Sadie wasn’t at his side. She was as much a part of his life as being a coal miner was, an essential part of his anatomy, an extension of who he was.

Life without her was...it wasn’t possible. Not even thinkable, and every plan he put in place as a part of this protest had to include her. He couldn’t do it without her.

“Couldn’t sleep,” Sadie replied, smiling thinly, leaning forward and pecking Hugh softly on the cheek.

“Did I wake you?” Hugh asked. “I got up an hour ago—I tried not to.”

Sadie shook her head.

“Sleep is a luxury these days,” she replied. “I’m fine.”

She didn’t look fine. Her face was pale, her cheeks thin and gaunt, her once-thick and lustrous auburn hair now thin, brittle strands clinging to the oval shape of her skull. Her fragile emotional state seemed to be amplified by what else was going on in the world. Where Hugh was notoriously unemotional, his wife was often described as empathetic to everyone. Feeling the same emotions as those around her, and especially vulnerable when others were suffering.

The entire world was suffering now, and so Sadie suffered along with it.

“Go in, get some more sleep,” Hugh said, looking at his wife’s tired eyes.

“I don’t want any special treatment,” she replied. “You expect everyone else to get up at the crack of dawn to get their work done. Why should I be afforded anything different?”

Hugh nodded. It was tough to argue with her, that was for sure.

“Okay,” he replied. “Go to the butcher shop if you want. They’ll need some help getting breakfast prepped, okay?”

Sadie nodded, stretching a bit before turning away and walking along the rough, dirt-covered surface of the previously abandoned mining town, her slender frame haloed by the rising sun. There were sparse clouds, though the air felt a bit heavy, and as he watched her walk away, he could feel the gentle patter of raindrops as a spring storm front moved in.

He looked longingly at her, the one true thing in his life, the one thing that he actually loved. Perhaps the only thing that made life worth living.

He knew right then and there that no matter what came next, he would die for her if necessary. He would kill for her if necessary. He would do whatever he had to do to protect her from what this world was becoming, and Lord help whoever stood in his way.
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Chapter 6

Somewhere in Oklahoma

The drizzle of early morning rain had turned into a downpour as Joel and Helen navigated the narrow trail through the trees on horseback. Joel had brought out the rain ponchos packed in his Bug Out Bag, and they both wore them now, draped over their heads and shoulders, hanging low like charcoal ghosts. Neither horse was fazed by the weather, both of them alternating between trot and walk as they navigated the terrain of the Oklahoma wilderness. The rain was steady, but not hard, a constant pelting of tiny bullets of water, glancing off the leaves, dancing along the smooth surface of the ponchos they wore.

For days, ever since they left South Brisbane, they’d been following various different access roads and horse trails, purposefully staying off the beaten path. In many cases, they walked alongside small towns and they’d run into a few fellow refugees—people trying to escape civilization, people who considered the forest and wildlife to be far safer than their former friends and neighbors.

Joel and Helen hadn’t run into many of these people, but they had come across a few, and if half of what those people claimed was true, things were quickly spiraling out of control in the more civilized parts of the country.

Like Joel and Helen, these people had been trying to avoid military patrols and law enforcement, and for good reason by the sounds of it.

Curfews had been established all across the nation, curfews enforced by heavy military presence, including infantry and ground support. He never suspected he’d see anything like it on domestic soil, but here they were. It had only taken two weeks.

Not even two weeks.

The dirt and rock path they were on now was one of many walking trails through the Oklahoma wilderness, crossing over mountains and through valleys, cutting narrow paths through thick forest. They moved alongside rural townships, bypassed a few bustling suburbs, but mostly afforded them secrecy and anonymity, two things Joel wanted. Most of his life he preferred to walk in the shadows, to go relatively unnoticed, and for most of his life, those desires had seemed silly and anti-social.

Now, for once, they were paying off, and they’d made some good time with surprisingly little trouble.

He wasn’t fooling himself into thinking it would be that way forever, though. There was no mistaking the fact that they’d had some good luck since leaving their hometown, but good luck, like any other precious resource, eventually runs dry.

“Hold up,” he said softly, putting a hand up, his poncho moving with the gesture, narrow rivers of water streaking diagonally across his broad shoulders.

Helen pulled the reins softly, easing her horse to a stop on the narrow path, which was more or less a flattened gap between two sets of forests. Joel thought it was a firebreak, but he didn’t know for sure.

Up ahead the trees grew thinner as the path made its way toward a series of jagged, uneven rocks that looked to be a ledge of some kind, and Joel slowly swung his leg from the saddle, lowering himself to the ground. He winced slightly, his legs and backside sore from the hours they’d already spent in the saddle. He patted the horse gently, silently telling it to stay still, and it listened.

Crab-walking alongside the large creature, Joel kept his head low as he approached the rock-covered outcropping, noting that the passage seemed to terminate in the row of stones up ahead. He made his way to the edge of the rocks, lowering the backpack from his back and setting it down next to him, gently leaning against the rocks.

He could feel Helen’s eyes on his back, her questioning stares, and he unzipped the Bug Out Bag, fishing through it for a moment until he retrieved a set of binoculars.

Over the edge of the cliffside he could see a larger passage, an actual road, two lanes by the looks of it, crossing alongside the ledge, cutting a wide, asphalt-covered gash between the firebreaks and the sections of forest.

Voices carried from far below, faint but clear, the crisp sounds of orders being given and acknowledged. They were the types of voices he remembered, voices that he used to hear every minute of every day when he was in the Army.

He knew what he’d see even before he put the binoculars to his eyes, but he did so anyway, lying on his stomach and inching his way forward, toward the edge of the cliff so he could get a better view.

There were two Humvees along the roadside, both green in color, one of them with a roof-mounted spotlight, the other a gunner’s station, parked askew along the ledge on the opposite side of the road from where Joel was perched among the rocks and trees. Within the two circles of magnification he could see a gathering of soldiers among the two vehicles, men, women, he couldn’t tell which, all dressed in wilderness camouflage with dark tactical vests, rounded battle helmets and rifles slung over their shoulders. One of them was clearly in charge—he couldn’t see the rank insignia from here, not even through the binoculars—and was dictating specific commands to those gathered around him.

Joel shook his head as he watched. The United States, and in fact the entire world, likely stood on the razor-edge of oblivion, and rather than conserve precious resources in hopes of using it to rebuild, they were burning fuel, sweat, and potentially blood sending their armies into the Oklahoma woods in an effort to enforce some arbitrary law and order. Utter foolishness.

“Can you hear what they’re saying?” Helen asked, joining Joel on the ground, lying down behind the rocky ledge. Joel shook his head.

“If my internal compass is correct,” Joel replied, “this road leads from Tulsa on into the Ozarks to the east. They’re most likely just moving from one place to another. I doubt even the Army would be dumb enough to send patrols into the woods themselves.”

“So, we just need to wait them out?”

“We just need to wait them out.”

Joel’s fingers tightened around the binoculars as he looked down into the crossing roadway. Turning slightly, he scanned the nearby ledge, the one that he and Helen were perched upon, looking for any sort of pathway down. After these men were gone, they’d need to cross the road, and if he couldn’t find a way down, the horses would be no good to them. He wasn’t ready to get rid of them. They’d proven too valuable.

His eyes narrowed as he scanned to his right, and he found a swath of brown grass along the near side of the highway leading to a gentle slope up the east side of the hill. There it was. That was how they were going to get down.

“Stay here,” he said quietly, looking at Helen. “Make sure the horses stay still and quiet. I’m going to go closer, see if I can hear anything. Maybe get an idea of the state of the world.”

“Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

“Not in the least,” Joel replied, “but I’m going to try. Official emergency broadcasts have played the same nonsense drivel for days now. Establishing curfews, enforcing martial law with deadly force if necessary. Steps are being taken to restore power. It’s all bull. Maybe if I can get ears on a more private conversation, I’ll get a better idea of what we’re dealing with.”

Helen nodded.

Joel stashed the binoculars back in his backpack and hefted it to his shoulder. He stepped back away from the ledge and turned toward the trees, into the wilderness and started to work his way down the back slope.
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It took Joel around ten minutes to navigate his way down the slope, threading through the trees and reaching the bottom where the rocks met the dried brown grass. Moving quietly, he approached the edge of the rock and dropped down, moving into cover, the soldiers and the Humvees far closer than he’d anticipated from up above.

“Wrap it up, Foxtrot!” the man who was apparently in charge bellowed, standing by the lead Humvee with his hands on his hips. “We’re expected in Branson by nightfall!”

There were some inaudible grumbles and complaints, but the surrounding soldiers picked up their pace and started repacking the supplies, eagerly finishing their MREs and getting ready to get back on the road.

Joel eased his way to the edge of the grass, peering around the rocks to get a better look. From this distance, he could see that the man in charge was a sergeant with the Army, his green fatigues looking worn and well used. An M4 carbine was slung over his shoulder, and a man with a communications set in a backpack approached him from the left.

“Corporal Quille, what’s the latest?” the sergeant asked the communications operative.

“Same old, same old,” the corporal replied, shaking his head. “I radioed headquarters in Houston and actually got through this time. Orders remain the same: dispatch to Branson ASAP. They underestimated the resistance there and local authorities need some better-equipped backup.”

“What sort of resistance are we looking at?” the sergeant asked.

“Same as everywhere. Local citizens asking for support. Needing food, water, critical infrastructure. All the same stuff we’re looking for, but they don’t seem to be taking no for an answer from Missouri State Police or FEMA.”

“We actually have FEMA in Branson?”

“Barely,” the corporal replied. “One of the few places fortunate enough to get early response, before things hit the fan everywhere else. But they were pretty quickly overwhelmed.”

“Have things turned violent?” the sergeant asked.

“In Branson?” the corporal replied. “No, not yet. Aggressive, but not violent. Not like Oklahoma City. Or Seattle. Or half of the major cities in the United States. We haven’t gotten an official SitRep in a few days, but last I heard things were breaking down everywhere.”

“Don’t these people know we’re trying our best?” the sergeant asked. “There’s only so much to go around.” He looked to the sky and Joel followed his gaze, up through the thin curtain of rainwater at the web of pale lightning ever-present in the sky above. “This lightning, whatever the hell it is, has cut us off at the knees.”

“Nobody has any answers about that yet?” Corporal Quille asked.

The sergeant shook his head.

“The main orders so far have been to establish curfew, keep the peace, enforce martial law. As usual, it’s mushroom management. Keep us in the dark and keep feeding us crap.”

“But certainly, they know what’s going on, right?” Quille asked, his voice tinged with a hint of actual fear. “They can fix it.”

“All I hear is rumors,” the sergeant replied. He looked at the corporal. “You remember Heatshield, right? That United Nations operation? The global deployment of atmospheric technology to help cool the Earth’s temperatures?”

“Of course, I remember,” the corporal replied. “People were calling it the largest scientific effort to ever take place. All of the nations of the world came together to deploy it in a desperate effort to combat this so-called climate change.”

Joel hunched back a little, moving farther behind the rock to make sure he wouldn’t be seen. He’d heard of Heatshield, too. Everyone had. It had been national news for several months straight, and early signs had shown it to be a huge success. It had dropped the core temperature of the Earth almost a full degree in its first year.

Was that what was causing this? His mind raced. How ironic would it be if humanity’s desperate attempt to save their future resulted in their end?

“It was some crazy nanotechnology stuff, if I remember right,” the corporal continued. “Tiny computers launched into the atmosphere, so small individually that they couldn’t really be seen, but when they were all networked together, they created this sort of invisible reflecting shield thing.”

“I’ll take your word for it,” the sergeant replied. “Hell if I know how it works, I just heard some rumbling that it was behind this whole thing. Somehow, it wouldn’t surprise me if it were true.”

“I’m sure they’ve got a way to stop it, though, right?” Corporal Quille asked. “Some sort of fail-safe?”

“If they did, don’t you think they would have used it by now?”

There was silence after that, Joel’s back pinned against the rock, waiting for some sort of intelligent, insightful reply, knowing he’d never hear it.

“So now, humanity spends its last desperate moments trying to quell riots with automatic weapons and false promises,” Quille mused, his voice low and introspective.

“Not our job to decide,” the sergeant replied.

“If civilization is truly ending,” Quille said, “why are we still following the tug on the leash? Isn’t there something better we could be doing?”

“Okay, time to shut out those thoughts, Quille,” the sergeant replied, his voice sounding firmer and more authoritative now. “We have our orders. We have to trust in our leaders that they know what to do and what comes next, and that we’re doing the best we can do in service to our country. That’s what we all signed up for, and no matter what the sky looks like, I’m not about to neglect my duty.”

Joel once again heard a palpable silence, the quiet shuffling of boots on pavement.

“All right, Foxtrot!” the sergeant shouted. “I gave you two extra minutes! Pack it up, we’re on to Branson!”

There was a muffled chorus of acknowledgements, the quiet clatter of gear being loaded into Humvees, then the engines roared to life. Joel made his way back to the slope heading up to the crest of the hill, looking back over his shoulder as the military vehicles rolled east and out of view.
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Chapter 7

The Stronghold

Chicago, Illinois

They’d started calling it the Stronghold, and Shawna wasn’t sure how she felt about that. Her brainstorm had been a small one, a tiny nugget of an idea, enlisting the aid of nearby strangers, people impacted by the disaster, and offering them a free place to stay in exchange for their service.

It worked far better than she’d anticipated.

The apartment her boyfriend had been superintendent for wasn’t so much an apartment as it was an apartment complex, a collection of multiple buildings formed around an open courtyard, a square patch of ground surrounded by layers of concrete, brick, and glass. The main structure was a four-story building, a bland, brown rectangle with even rows of windows along each floor, the roof a flat slab. The secondary building was only three stories tall, while the two others were three and two stories respectively. After only a couple of days, almost half of the rooms were occupied and Shawna and Tristan had put together a small community of about forty people all working together for the common good.

At least, she hoped they were. So far, so good, but it had only been a few days.

She stood on the sidewalk outside of building one, watching two men working on assembling a chain-link fence. They’d spent the past few days gathering helpers and gathering supplies, putting a priority on securing the complex and bridging the gaps between the buildings with makeshift barriers. An old, run-down basketball court a few blocks away had provided several lengths of chain link that they’d ripped down and transported back to the apartment complex, then stood back up, working to secure it between buildings.

The courtyard was the most important thing they wanted to secure at the moment. The area contained within the perimeter of buildings was initially developed as a playground and community gathering spot, a place where residents of all four apartment buildings could hold parties, have a barbecue, or do any other manner of activities as a group or individually.

Already the new residents had begun building a fire pit and had put a border up to start assembling a community garden. One of the women they’d enlisted the aid of worked as a landscaper, and she’d led a group to an out-of-the-way farming supply store. They’d returned triumphant, with bags of soil, backpacks full of seeds, and fistfuls of gardening supplies. Already a large rectangular plot of land in the interior courtyard had been cleared, raked, and amended with soil laid down and seeds gathered for planting. They’d come a long way in just a few days.

Long, but not enough.

The front door of the main apartment building opened, and Tristan stepped out, holding a hand above his narrowed eyes to shade them from the moderately bright day. It wasn’t an exceptionally sunny day, but he’d been sequestered inside in recovery mode, and it was the first day he was venturing out into the world since his struggles with the addiction to pain killers, a struggle which he had not yet overcome.

“You should be in bed,” Shawna said, glaring at him as he stepped out onto the stairs and ventured down to the sidewalk.

“I’ve been in bed, lady,” he replied. “Sick of it. I’ll be fine.”

“You are a long way from fine, Big T.”

He smiled softly at the use of his nickname. He’d earned the name in the Marine Corps, which had been twenty years and about eighty pounds ago. He was a scrawny, middle-aged man now. He’d been homeless for several years, and there was nothing about him that resembled the “Big T” of his youth. But Shawna had latched onto it and, in spite of his diminutive stature these days, it was starting to catch on among the others.

“You’re doing good work,” he said, “God’s work, as a matter of fact. He looks down upon you and smiles.”

“I’ll take your word for that,” Shawna replied. Tristan was a devout believer in God, and religion had gotten him through the many struggles in his life. She had to respect it, even if she had her own doubts, especially given what was going on in the world these days.

“Indeed, you should,” Tristan replied, patting her back gently. He looked at the men currently securing the upright chain-link fence between building one and building two, one of them holding it steady while the other temporarily attached it with some duct tape.

“We need to find some better tools,” Shawna said. “Something we can use to bolt that fencing into the brickwork.”

“Can we do that without electricity?” Tristan asked. Shawna shrugged.

“There are battery-operated drills, for sure. I have no idea if any of them are powerful enough.”

“I suppose we will find out.”

Tristan’s eyes moved to the top of the building and once again he put a flattened hand to his forehead, looking up through the bright sun. 

“Who is that?” he asked, pointing up. Shawna followed the direction of his extended finger. A dark shape moved along the edge of the roof, sliding from one corner to the other, a long object bouncing along as it migrated across the width of the structure.

“One of our lookouts,” Shawna said. “We’ve got eight volunteers for security duty, working in a few rotations. We need more, though. We’ve got lookouts on the roof and two patrolling the grounds. I’d like to double those forces.”

“Is that a fact?” Tristan asked, a strange glint in his eye.

Shawna held his gaze, nodding softly.

“Yes, that is a fact,” she said. “Something funny about that?”

Tristan shook his head.

“Not funny at all, actually. A good idea.” He turned and looked down the approach road, which cut through another group of ramshackle buildings, the windows dark and streets empty. “You’re not worried about military intervention?”

Shawna shrugged.

“Haven’t seen any yet,” she replied. “Doesn’t mean we won’t. We’re not breaking any laws, though. Not breaking curfew. Not fighting martial law. We’re just trying to establish our own little place in the chaos, and if law enforcement walks up on us with their nightsticks and assault rifles, I guess we’ll have to talk it out. Until then, I’m not worried about it.”

“Fair enough,” Tristan replied. “What about food? I know you’re building that garden. Saw it from my window yesterday. Good thinking. But people need more than rabbit food, right?”

Shawna nodded uncomfortably.

“I haven’t figured that part out yet,” she admitted. “There isn’t exactly much opportunity to hunt here in Chicago. Unless people want to try rat or pigeon meat.”

Tristan’s face crumpled.

“We may not have a choice.”

“I acknowledge that,” Tristan replied. “Doesn’t mean I like it much.”

“Fair enough,” Shawna replied. She crossed her arms and watched the men working with the chain-link fence, then turned back to Tristan. “Why don’t you go back up to bed, Big T, okay? We’ve got things under control, and I need you fully rested, just in case.”

“Just in case?”

She shrugged.

“Yeah. Just in case.”

Tristan nodded, patting her on the back one more time, then walked back up the short flight of stone stairs and disappeared inside the apartment building.
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It was late afternoon in Chicago and Tristan stood by the open window, the curtain gently parted as he looked down into the courtyard. There were people working in the garden, as they had been for several days, toiling away with the soil and seeds, using hoes and shovels to dig trenches. A woman strolled across the courtyard with two large watering cans, one held in each hand, their arms locked straight as if carrying a heavy weight. As he watched, another woman made her way over and they worked together to slowly sprinkle water on the rectangular patch of soil and seeds.

Tristan smiled. There was something pure about it. No technology, no Internet, no YouTube how-to videos, just people working together to make things happen. Growing food for the community.

He turned to his end table, picking up his Bible and walked into the living room, easing himself into an uncomfortable chair and opening the book. He didn’t even read three words before there was a soft tapping at the door.

“Big T?” Shawna’s voice came from the other side.

“Come in,” he replied, and she did so, easing the door open and stepping into the apartment.

“How are you feeling?” she asked, the same first thing she said almost every time she saw him these days.

“Better and better, lady,” he replied. “They’re doing some good work on the garden out back. Where did they get that water?”

“Wherever they can,” Shawna replied. “There isn’t much water pressure anymore, especially not in these apartments, so the faucets aren’t running. We’ve set up some rain barrels out in the courtyard,” she walked to the window and Tristan stood to follow her. She gestured toward several open drums organized in the open air. “It hasn’t rained a ton yet,” she said, “but whenever it does, we’ll collect water there.”

Tristan nodded. 

“As you know, we’ve been flushing the toilets with buckets of water and some gravity,” she continued.

“Oh, I remember,” he replied, feeling a little sheepish about having such an indelicate conversation with a woman.

“That water has been coming from a neighborhood swimming pool. The chlorine isn’t optimal to drink or use in gardens, but it’s fine to use for flushing. We have several pools nearby and I don’t see that as an issue any time soon. If it becomes one, well, we’ll have to look at trash bags and kitty litter—”

“Okay, I think that’s enough of that conversation,” Tristan said, holding up his hand. “I thought I’d puked my guts entirely out over the past week, but we keep talkin’ like that and I might just do it again.”

Shawna chuckled.

“Everyone poops, Big T.”

“Not everyone talks about it, young lady.”

“You’re an old prude, you know that?” Shawna said with a laugh. She turned away from the window.

“If you’d seen me in the Marines, you would have never said such a thing,” Tristan replied, almost sounding offended. “I said things with my boys there that would make you blush. Your cheeks would match that leather jacket you love so much.”

“I’ve heard it all by now,” Shawna replied. “And I’m still here.”

“And I thank God above for that,” Tristan replied, surprising even himself with his honesty.

“Well, if that isn’t the nicest thing anyone has ever said about me,” Shawna replied with a smile, feeling warmth blossom in her cheeks. The man was old enough to be her father, and in reality, she saw him much more like that than anything else, but she had mostly surrounded herself with insensitive jerks all her life. She wasn’t accustomed to compliments.

“You saved my life,” Tristan replied. “What else am I supposed to say?”

Shawna didn’t reply, she just turned and strode toward the door.

“Oh,” Tristan interrupted before she could get there. “I almost forgot to tell you.” He picked up the Bible again and walked across the floor in her direction.

“What’s that?” she asked, turning to look at him.

“What you said earlier,” he said, “about needing additional security?”

“Yeah?”

“I may have an answer for you on that one. I thought I did, but I wanted to check to make sure.”

“I’m listening.”

Tristan opened the Bible and thumbed through it until he was close to the end. Separating some of the thick groups of pages, he revealed a small business card which he plucked out with his fingers. He held it out and Shawna looked at it.

“What am I looking at?” she asked.

“Support group,” Tristan replied in a quiet voice. “For...for veterans. There’s a community center just a few blocks from here. We all used to meet there and talk things through. Many times, we’d complain about things and say how much better we’d make it if we were still in fighting shape. Some of the nicest people I know.”

Shawna inspected the card.

“Boy named Eric Montgomery. He was the one who told me about it. Convinced me to go, really helped me find my way. Made it easier to be the man I am.”

“Do you really think they’re still meeting?” Shawna asked. “With all of this going on?”

Tristan nodded.

“I almost guarantee they’re still meeting. Mostly because of all that’s going on. They formed a bond there. Stuff like this happening? They’ll be coming together to support each other. None of them really had families of their own. The group was their family.”

“I’m surprised you’ve never mentioned them before.”

“Hey, lady,” he said, “you saw what condition I was in. Let’s just say they weren’t at the top of my mind. But I think if we promised them a place to stay and some support, I’m betting they’d help with security. Eric has had his struggles. Drugs, gambling, drove away his wife and kids, but he’s good people. They all are.”

Shawna nodded.

“I like it,” she replied. “Let’s make a plan to go visit. See if we can come to an arrangement.”

Tristan smiled broadly as Shawna handed the card back.

“Now get a little more rest, okay? I know you’re itching to help, but believe me, you’ll be more help when you’re healthy, all right?”

“Yes’m,” Tristan replied as Shawna opened the door and stepped out of his apartment.




Chapter 8

Somewhere in Oklahoma

The rain picked up in intensity, water and wind hammering down around Joel and Helen as they guided their horses up the winding trail on the other side of the two-lane road where the military convoy had been a few hours previously. They’d taken a chance, giving it just a few moments after the Humvees disappeared around a bend, then they’d taken the horses down the same slope Joel had navigated before crossing the paved road and heading up into the trees on the other side.

They crested the shallow slope and ventured deeper into the forests, using the same fire break as passage, the creatures walking around and over the rocky outcroppings without much difficulty. The path was beaten down well, relatively flat and passable by their mounts, a stroke of good luck which had enabled them far faster passage through the rural sections of Oklahoma than they would have thought possible.

While the horses mostly walked, with the occasional trot when the path allowed it, their progress was still impressive, and by Joel’s calculations they were as much as twenty-four hours ahead of schedule.

Not that they had a formally established schedule. Nobody was expecting them and there was no immediate deadline, but at the same time, they didn’t want to take their time either.

“Making good time,” he said softly, turning to look at Helen. She met his gaze with a gentle shrug. “What’s bugging you?” he asked.

“I dunno,” she replied in the sort of morose tone that teenagers had all but perfected.

He tried to read her expression, but found the exercise impossible, her face a stoic carving with a distinct lack of visible emotion. She was clearly still hurting, her pain fresh and raw from the untimely death of her father, the collapse of critical infrastructure, and the drastic change of lifestyle from a month ago until now. Could he blame her? At fourteen years old, was she emotionally capable of appreciating the scope of what was happening?

He was far older than she, and even Joel struggled with it. He pretended to have it all together, to embrace all of his grandfather’s teachings and his expertise at putting them into effect, but in truth he felt as if he were skating on the narrow edge of a nervous breakdown.

“How long has it been since you’ve seen your mother’s family?” he asked, trying to make the question sound amicable.

“I don’t even remember them,” Helen replied.

Conversations about her mother always felt charged. By all accounts, her mother had left her and her father when she was very young, a fact that obviously still weighed on her nearly ten years later. Any conversations about her mother or her mother’s side of the family were met with sullen looks, one-word answers, and closed-lipped grimaces.

Still, blood was blood, wasn’t it? And her mother’s family was still her family.

“I know you don’t like to talk about it,” Joel said, “but tell me about her.”

“Who?” Helen asked derisively. “My mom?”

“Yeah.”

“Why? She ditched us when I was, like, five years old. I barely even know her.”

“But you said she was some scientist, right? Climatologist or something?”

Helen shrugged.

“Something. She went to college for it before she met my dad. They got married, moved to a different town that she allegedly hated. I was born a couple of years after that. Five years later, she supposedly had some sort of breakdown. Got put in a hospital.”

“Seriously?” Joel asked, turning to look at her. “You never told me that.”

“It’s just what Dad told me. I don’t know if it’s true. She said she couldn’t handle the responsibility of motherhood or something. She missed her calling.”

“The calling to be a climatologist?” Joel asked with a hint of humor. He had to wonder what kind of person had that calling. Still, he supposed, better than him. At least she’d had some sort of calling, hadn’t just progressed aimlessly through life for lack of anything better to do.

“She became a storm chaser,” Helen said, perhaps even more derisively than before. “Driving around after tornados, collecting data, recording it all on her portable camera. She wanted to be some famous person, I think. I hear she even auditioned for a couple of those television shows, though she never got in.”

“Then what happened?”

Helen shrugged.

“Fell off the map for a while, from what I understand. Dad told me she just kinda disappeared for a few years. He heard from her occasionally, but not real often. Every few months or so. Then suddenly, she showed up in Seattle working for some prestigious research institute. Finally doing what she loved to do.”

“Studying weather?”

“Weather, climate, whatever. It’s all the same, I guess.”

“And you haven’t seen her since she left?”

“Talked to her a bunch. Had some Skype calls. But not in person. She’s always going from one place to the next.”

“When did you talk to her last?”

“Two months ago, maybe? She—” Helen hesitated for a moment, drawing in a struggling breath. “She told me she had an extended vacation coming up. She was...she was going to come home. For a few weeks, anyway.”

“Really?” Joel asked. He lowered his head slightly and pushed the branch of a tree up and away as he maintained his balance on the horse. Rain continued its relentless assault on them.

“That’s what Dad said. Who knows, though? Maybe he was blowing smoke up my ass.”

“Hey,” Joel said, “did you talk like that in front of your dad?”

Helen smiled wryly. 

“No. I talked much worse.”

“Great, just what I need,” Joel said, turning to look ahead again, “a teenage girl with a mouth like a sailor. That certainly won’t get me into trouble somewhere along the way.”

The horses slowed as they reached another crest, threading between rocks in the path, the summit of the hill sprawled out ahead of them. Long grass was wilted and tramped down by the rains, the branches of the trees sagging softly as crisscross lightning split the horizon in every direction.

Joel tugged on the reins as he craned his neck, looking over the grass-covered meadow, coaxing the horse to slow down, eventually coming to a stop in a wide-open clearing. Trees fanned out and around in an oblong circle, but there was a sufficiently large clearing at the top of the hill. The canopy pulled away, revealing the wide area of open, cloud-covered sky.

“What is it?” Helen asked, seeing that Joel had seen something in the grass. He swung his leg from the now still horse and lowered himself to the meadow, adjusting the rain poncho as he did. It was wide and baggy, pulled over his backpack and weapon, making him look as though he had impossibly broad shoulders.

Helen guided her own steed to a halt, then dismounted, carefully lowering herself down while balancing the heavy pack on her back. She caught up to Joel, who was lowered to a crouch, running his hand through the wet grass. As he kneeled there, he reached into a pocket underneath his poncho and brought out a cigarette, then a lighter to follow. Thumbing the lighter, he lit the end and drew in a long, deep drag.

“You didn’t really see anything, did you?” Helen asked. “You just wanted an excuse to light up one of your death sticks.”

“Relax, surgeon general,” Joel replied, gesturing toward a flattened area of the grass ahead. “I did see something.”

“What is it?”

“Blackened ground,” Joel said, taking a few steps farther and pawing through the area where he’d been pointing. “Chunks of burned wood. Someone had a fire going here, and it was pretty recent.”

Helen stood, looking around the clearing, her eyes scanning the edges of the trees in a wide circle around them.

“Do you think it was the military?” she asked. Joel shook his head.

“They were just passing through. This is someone else.”

Helen shrugged.

“Okay, so people were here. Is that a problem?”

“I guess it depends on what sorts of people they were,” Joel replied. “My experience with other people has not been especially positive.”

“Well, no offense,” Helen started, “but you’re not the most sociable individual.”

Joel shot her a narrow glare.

“What are you saying?” he asked, taking another draw from the Marlboro.

She shrugged.

“I’m thinking maybe it’s not them, it’s you.”

He remained in that pose for a minute, holding her glare, and could see Helen was fighting a smirk.

“That’s fair,” he finally agreed and returned his attention to the ground. “But the fact is, you’re stuck with me, so even if it’s a ‘me problem’, it’s still a problem.”

“Can you tell how long ago it was set? They could be long gone by now.”

“Could be,” Joel agreed, though he didn’t sound convinced. “Let’s keep moving,” he said, pointing toward a gap in the trees ahead where the firebreak continued northward. Helen nodded as the two of them returned to their horses and began riding.
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The rain continued and the sky above them blackened as they progressed through the thickening trees, the branches linking overhead, leaves sheltering them from the brunt of the falling rain. Still, water spattered their ponchos and the ground grew gradually softer underneath the consistent barrage of precipitation.

Joel had long since extinguished his cigarette, placing it in his pocket as he always did, waiting for the right place to dispose of the butt, not wanting to sully the natural world with his trash. Afternoon had passed and evening was upon them, their northward momentum carrying them deeper into the Oklahoma wilderness. Joel had hoped to cross into Kansas by nightfall, but it seemed as though that was a steep goal and they’d likely need to look for a place to bed down long before then.

They’d been relentlessly following their compass to make sure they continued to track north and west as much as they could on the provided path, but it was difficult to tell distance using the instruments they had with them. He’d done some rudimentary calculations about the speed of a horse’s walk and the time they’d been traveling, and he thought they were at least in the northern half of the state, especially considering they’d passed the convoy headed for Branson.

The firebreak had given way to what appeared to be a more standard walking path, and the trees were slowly encroaching upon them, leaving them less and less room for the horses to pass.

“The trail’s getting narrow,” Helen said in a soft voice. “Are we going to stop soon? I’m getting a little hungry.”

Joel nodded. They’d been munching on the protein bars he’d brought with them, using that as sustenance throughout the day so they could take time at night to prepare a larger, more filling dinner. They’d cooked most of the deer meat the night before and he’d put the leftovers in a tight, vacuum-sealed bag, seasoned with salt, and they had enough venison to likely last them a few days. They’d stopped a few times along the way, picking some natural garlic and more gingerroot, along with some other edible herbs and spices that he cross-referenced with the edible plants book he’d brought along with him. His grandfather had taught him how to identify scores of nuts, berries, and herbs, but he always liked to use the book, just to be safe.

“Let’s go another hour if you can,” he said, looking back at her. “Then we’ll stop, set up a lean-to and a fire, and we’ll get some dinner. Will that work?”

Helen nodded, but sighed softly, her face showing her bone-deep exhaustion.

Joel could relate. He was older than her by a long shot, and by most comparisons, he was in good shape—steady diet of cigarettes and beer aside—but he was nearly falling asleep on the horse’s back as well. He couldn’t even imagine how a young girl like Helen was holding up.

Still, the more she was conditioned to endure now, the better off she’d be later. It was the right thing to do, even if she didn’t realize it.

Up ahead he could see the narrow path open up into another small clearing, the rain falling more heavily through the thinning curtain of leaves. A tall tree had toppled over along the left side of the opened meadow, and he could hear more rushing water as the streams angled closer to where they were trotting. Just before the clearing, he could see the stream make a hairpin turn to the right and actually cross in front of them, cutting them off from the clearing ahead. It would have been blocking their way if not for a strange-looking bridge.

He encouraged his horse to slow again as he swung down from its saddle and approached the construct, a platform made of fallen trees, branches, and other pieces of wood. He could see several medium-sized trunks bound together with twists of thick rope, tied off in tight knots, reinforced by some metal railroad spikes driven through the wood by a hammer.

Someone had made this bridge. He couldn’t tell how recently, but this was obviously a traveled path, and he suddenly felt fortunate that they had not yet run directly into any hostile human beings out here. If someone truly did live in these woods, they would likely be a fan of isolation like he was, and not excited about receiving unexpected visitors.

“Hold up a second,” Joel said, signaling to Helen. “Let me test it first.”

Helen jerked the reins and her own horse stopped as Joel stepped out onto the bridge, bouncing lightly on bent knees, seeing how much give there was.

It held firm and fast, without even sagging under his weight.

“It’s strong,” he said. “It should hold the horses just fine.”

Helen didn’t look convinced, but continued forward as Joel stepped out of the way, guiding her horse over the bridge, her fingers clamped tightly around the narrow reins. Horse hooves clopped quietly on the wood as they made the short trek, and as Joel suspected, the bridge held just fine. Taking his own horse’s reins, he walked back across, pulling the creature along, who followed him happily, lowering its nose to sniff at the grass of the clearing they’d just entered. Helen swung down as her horse followed the other’s lead, both of them quietly eating grass and getting some well-deserved rest.

“I think we might have just been told where to bed down for the night,” Joel said. “The horses are tired. I need to account for that in the future.” He stepped over to his horse and gently stroked its wide flank as it ate the grass, its thick tail swooshing back and forth in the low light of approaching dusk.

“We need to find a place for the fire,” Joel said and slipped his backpack off, resting it on the ground. Helen followed along, doing the same and then walked behind him up a gentle incline toward the broader clearing ahead.

They both saw it at the same time and Joel straightened his hand, holding her in place, putting a single finger to his lips.

There was a structure in the clearing, a large building, one that they were surprised they hadn’t seen on their initial approach. It was old and faded, looking as though it had once been painted white, though the paint had worn down to the natural wood underneath. Slatted walls were rotting and breaking, one of them nearly collapsing into rubble. Half of the roof had caved in, opening the inside of the wide structure to the elements, rainwater and other weather beating down several of the lined benches within.

There were the hints of a steeple, tall and narrow, reaching up through the canopy of trees, but the steeple had apparently broken off three-quarters of the way up, and now lay in a broken and mangled pile on the grass behind the building. The cross that had adorned the steeple was broken as well, askew in the long grass, nearly consumed by the growth that had knocked down the building itself.

It was a church. Or it had been at one point, but now looked like a broken, empty shell of its former self. There was a pervasive and yawning loneliness about it now, a vast sense of hollow emptiness, like the very spirit that had driven people to build it had completely vacated, leaving nothing more than a carapace behind.

Joel listened for some sign of life, movement or breathing, or anything really, but heard nothing at all. He approached slowly, letting the semi-automatic rifle slip from his shoulder and into his hand, a slight motion that alarmed Helen, who instinctively reached for the SIG Sauer at her hip. She’d left the AR-31 rifle with the backpack and glanced back for a moment, reconsidering that decision.

The building was ominous, draped in shadow all hard edges and sharp angles, looking as if it hadn’t just fallen down, but as if it had been knocked down, somehow punished for something, broken and battered into a ragged, uneven heap. There had, at one point, been an arched stained glass window, but the glass was long gone, and the building now looked upon them with a single strangely shaped eye, dark and lifeless, yet still somehow alert.

Double doors had fallen into the building, revealing a gaping, open maw, a dark chasm for a mouth, the former holy building now caught in a perpetual, eternal scream of anguish.

“I don’t like this,” Helen said quietly, her already slow pace halting.

“It’s just a broken building,” Joel said. “Nothing more.”

“Why is it out here?” she asked. “In the middle of nowhere?”

“There must have been a town here at some point,” Joel replied. “This is coal-mining territory. They often built towns around the mines to make it easier to draw workers. Free room and board for a good day’s work. Nothing to be afraid of.”

“I’m not afraid,” Helen sneered, “but it’s just...spooky.”

“It may look spooky, but it’s still just broken wood and glass, a bunch of material hammered together into something resembling a familiar shape.” Joel continued onward, reaching the entrance and moving through, into the dark mouth of the church.

His footsteps echoed inside, even though half of the roof was caved in, the acoustics were still present. Along the right side of the nave were rows of basic, wooden pews, many of them broken and misshapen by the elements, water stained or broken or both. At the far end, Joel could see the small stage and a tipped-over pile of broken wood that may have once been where the preacher stood to speak his testament.

Inside, with the acoustic echoes and the broken pews, the building felt especially empty—not just empty, but devoid of spirit, a place that had been filled with light, but was now simply absent of it.

Being inside the building gave Joel a strange sense of foreboding, the same sort of deep unsettling sensation that Helen had described moments before. It was a feeling he could not explain, but that he undoubtedly felt, surrounded by the looming structure cloaked in darkness, each shadow seeming like a living thing, shifting and moving, crawling from one wall to the next.

“We’re, uhh...we’re not going to sleep in here tonight, are we?” asked Helen, coming up behind Joel, stepping cautiously amidst the rubble scattered along the wooden floor.

“Already a roof over our heads,” Joel said. “Better than spending an hour in the rain building a lean-to.”

“I think I’d rather sleep in the rain.”

“Wood, metal, and glass, nothing more,” Joel said. Though he said this with an air of quiet confidence, he wasn’t quite so certain deep down inside. He knew the likelihood of anyone building a church way out in the middle of nowhere was slim, so where there was this building, there were likely others. Combined with the fact that recent campfires had been extinguished, it was becoming clearer and clearer to him that someone else was in these woods, and that this someone else might not be friendly.

–––––––– 



Chapter 9

Washington, DC

Another day, and yet another meeting.  It seemed as if not even the impending end of human civilization could stop the relentless chug of bureaucracy.  If the reports from the president were to be believed, chatter continued to come in from throughout the nation, reporting disorder and aggressive resistance to martial law across the country. A constant influx of frantic communications from places like Seattle, New Orleans, Philadelphia, and elsewhere painted a frightening picture of civil unrest, but what Pike found even more frightening were the sections of the nation that had gone mysteriously dark.

Places that had, at one point, been providing regular updates or reports via emergency broadcast channels had gone silent, nothing coming back over the open channel but the quiet hiss of static.  Were there technical issues, or had the mob mentality throughout much of the United States simply overcome local emergency personnel?  Pike felt as if he were holding a jigsaw puzzle aloft, the whole thing clinging together, but just barely, and that the slightest movement could separate the pieces and send the whole thing scattering apart.

There was something about the candlelight that made the meeting seem even more ominous and sinister than it might have been otherwise. The conference room was dark, barely lit by the handful of candles set around. Scant orange light cast the two men inside in a strange, pale yellow halo, revealing just silhouettes, darkened figures in even darker corners.

Cameron Pike could appreciate the irony of it all. No doubt the souls of the two of them were hardened and calloused by what had happened in the world, blackened by the raging fires of incoming Armageddon, and it seemed only right that conversations such as this one be had where people didn’t have to actually look each other in the eyes.

If they had, they would have seen nothing at all, just the empty voids where their conscience had once been. It wasn’t just them either. It was all of them. Anyone who had an inkling of knowledge about what had happened to the world almost two weeks ago, who had seen it coming and done nothing to stop it.

He was self-aware enough to know that about himself, yet continued in spite of it, pushing aside his own personal opinion of his self-worth in the interest of preserving the security of his nation. The country he swore to protect.

If the closely guarded secrets they spoke about in hushed whispers within the confines of this room were ever made public, it wouldn’t just mean the end of them, but the end of American democracy as a whole. It certainly felt as though humanity itself were teetering on the edge, but if somehow, some way, they found a way to recover from this calamity, the sanctity of their glorious nation must remain intact.

It wasn’t optional. It was the only path towards redemption.

“What’s the latest word from Seattle?” Pike asked, looking over toward the other man, shrouded in blackness.

The other man was known only as Corvan. An acquaintance of Pike’s, he sometimes worked for him and sometimes worked for others, putting their interactions at an intriguing crossroads. From a technical standpoint, Pike was his senior, though in reality the relationship was far more complicated than that. Corvan had been known to do high-profile jobs for the secretary of defense himself, and SecDef was Pike’s boss.

“One of the patrols thought they had eyes on Laura Park in Redmond,” Corvan said, his fingers steepled together over his chest as he sat in a cushioned chair. “But she managed to slip through.”

“Slip through?” Pike demanded. “What do you mean slip through? This woman is a glorified weathergirl, for crying out loud.”

“Maybe you should have thought of that before you involved her in a black-book ultra-top-secret operation?” Corvan asked.

Pike blanched. His work with Laura was sensitive to say the least, and he could never admit that part of the reason he’d included her was because of his feelings for her.

“She brought invaluable insight to Project: Heatshield,” he said in a low, hushed tone. “Without her, I’m not sure the project would have succeeded.”

Corvan laughed a dry, humorless chuckle, then gestured around him, his hands barely visible in the low candlelight.

“You call this success?” he asked. “I hate to think what you consider failure.”

“You know what I mean, Corvan,” Pike replied harshly.

“I’m not sure I do, Director Pike,” Corvan replied, putting extra emphasis on the title, as he usually did when he felt as if Pike might be coming close to overstepping his bounds. Corvan liked to remind Pike that while he had no title, he was truly the man pulling the strings, and if he wanted to, he could pull Pike’s strings as well.

“What about the man we sent to her brownstone? He reports directly to you?” Pike asked and he saw Corvan nod.

“Me and SecDef, yes. He went to her brownstone. She was gone, obviously, but he found an indication of where she might be headed.”

“Oh?”

Corvan didn’t elaborate and Pike wasn’t sure what to make of that. He waited for a few beats, hoping that Corvan would clarify on his own.

He didn’t.

“So, where do you think she’s headed?” Pike finally asked, trying to mask the frustration in his voice. Again, Corvan let the silence linger.

“I understand the two of you were involved, correct?” he finally continued.

“I’m not sure how that’s relevant,” Pike replied, and Corvan coughed a swift bark of laughter.

“Don’t be stupid,” he said. “Did she ever talk about her family? Her extended family, I mean?”

“She had an ex-husband and daughter in Louisiana, I believe,” Pike replied. “Beyond that, she mentioned a sister and her sister’s family. Montana, maybe? Wyoming?”

“Indeed,” Corvan replied, not bothering to clarify which of the two it was.

“Ah,” Pike said. “You found an address.”

“Our man is making his way there. Slow travel with the current world situation, but he should be there soon. Maybe a few days.”

“Then it’s just a matter of waiting for her to arrive,” Pike said, smiling softly, though he knew Corvan couldn’t see the expression in the dim light. He was secretly happy about that. The smile felt fake to him.

In truth, he was still conflicted about the handling of Laura Park. He’d sicced the dogs on her in Aurora, given the security team orders to shoot to kill, but it had felt detached back then. Like a transaction. She was just one life among millions, a worldwide tidal wave killing people indiscriminately.

Since she’d survived the first two weeks and since she was now apart and alone, operating without the surroundings of the Aurora Institute, it started to feel more personal. Like a direct attack on her, rather than just one more life among the herd.

There had been a time in his life when he’d cared for her. He might have even said he loved her.

He wasn’t sure that was true anymore, but it had been once.

Pike shook his head, casting the thought away. Love was unimportant. Relationships didn’t matter in his line of work. Working towards the safety and security of America and the betterment of the American people was the most important thing, and they were at a crossroads. He had a chance to take a wrong turn—and feeling sorry for Laura felt like the wrong turn. The only true option was to look past her, to stare long and hard into the future and keep his priorities straight. There were no other options.

“And you’re still fine with this plan?” Corvan asked, seeming to sense his indecision.

“Totally fine,” Pike replied.

A few feet away, a door opened, swinging softly against the carpeted floor.

“Gentlemen,” a quiet voice said. “The secretary will see you now.”

#
[image: image]


Drydan Willoughby considered himself honest to a fault. While that had caused him some conflict early in his military career, by the time he was a two-star general it had earned him more than it had cost him, and he ended up in line for one of the highest honors that could be bestowed upon a military man.

He sat in the high-backed chair, back facing the door, looking out through the window toward the unlit streets of Washington, D.C.. Somewhere out there, in his District, men and women were rioting. He’d heard the stories. Some of them whispered rumors among his peers, others direct intelligence from boots on the ground. The natives were indeed restless, not just in Washington, but across the entire nation, and it was his job to throw a lasso around them and rein them in.

That was proving to be difficult.

Willoughby wasn’t a family man. He never had been and certainly never would be. Married and divorced three times, he found he much preferred a life of relative solitude. It allowed for introspection, deeper thinking, and a greater appreciation for his role in the future of America.

Not just America, but the entire world.

There was no mistaking his position in life. He’d risen to the top, just about as high up as one could go. He’d set several goals for himself throughout his long and illustrious life, and he’d met them all.

So, why was there still a deep, angry hunger inside of him? Why did he still feel so unsatisfied? He had everything he wanted, yet still he needed more.

And then everything had come crashing down. Project: Heatshield was the catalyst. He knew that. A handful of others knew that.

Now it was his job to ensure that nobody else did. Or if they did, that they continued to believe it was purely a freak accident, a crazy malfunction. If anyone found out the truth, it would mean the end of everything he’d ever worked for. Even worse, it would mean the end of the nation he’d devoted himself to serve.

That was something he would not accept.

“Secretary Willoughby?” a voice came from the door behind him. The secretary didn’t turn, choosing to remain seated where he was, looking out of the window at the street.

“Yes?”

“Mr. Pike and Corvan are here to see you.”

“Send them in and shut the door.”

There was a quiet rustling as the two men entered, then the door clicked shut, leaving them in the same flickering darkness as they’d left. Candles were set around the secretary of defense’s office as well, perched on windowsills and shelves, blanketing the walls with a vague orange hue, shadows playing against the lights.

“Good evening, Mr. Secretary,” Pike said softly, and Willoughby gestured with a casual wave, pointing at a pair of chairs on the other side of his long, wooden desk.

Pike and Corvan pulled the chairs out and slid into them.

“Do you ever wonder what’s going on out there?” Willoughby asked, still not turning around.

“Excuse me, sir?” Pike asked.

“Out in the streets,” Willoughby said. “Outside the safety and security of these four walls. Where there’s no Secret Service. No protection. Just one person against the world.”

“I’m not sure I’ve really thought about it, sir,” Pike said.

“You should,” the secretary of defense replied. “After all, that’s the story of Laura Park, is it not? Just one woman?”

Pike shifted in his seat, suddenly uncomfortable with the course of this conversation. Willoughby turned in his high-backed chair, the swivel taking him around so he could look directly at the two men.

“One woman,” he continued. “A research scientist. She’s been on her own for almost two weeks. Nowhere to turn. Nobody to go to for help.”

Pike sat stock still, hands folded in his lap.

“Yet, still,” Willoughby continued, “still we can’t seem to track her down. And when we do, we can’t take her out. Why do you think that is, Cameron?”

“I’m not sure, Mr. Secretary,” Pike replied.

“You’re not sure?”

“No, sir, I’m not.”

“I don’t suppose it might be because the two of you had a bit of a fling back in the day? Played things a little...close to the vest, shall we say?”

“That has nothing to do with this.”

“So, you’re not feeding your ex-girlfriend intelligence? You’re not giving her clues about our patrol routes or our plans? Keeping her a step ahead?”

“Sir, that would be treason.”

“Yes, it would,” Willoughby said, his voice cool, calm, and even. “And you know the punishment for treason by now, don’t you, Director Pike?”

“I do.”

There was a moment of contemplative silence, and Pike couldn’t help but glance subtly at Corvan sitting next to him, just to make sure both his hands were visible. That he wasn’t making a move to a concealed holster or some other sinister method of execution.

“I’m so glad we’re on the same page,” Willoughby said, his tone softening somewhat, though it retained a faint, hard edge. He reached down into one of the drawers of his desk and pulled it open with a low scrape. There was a quiet tinkle of glass as he removed a decanter from the drawer and set it on the top of the desk with three glasses clutched in one hand. Carefully setting the glasses in front of his guests, he placed his meaty palm on the surface of the desk and pushed himself upright.

Willoughby was a man of over sixty years, formerly a hard-edged sergeant in the United States Army before rising through the ranks, eventually becoming a general. By the time he’d made it to his secretary position, he’d been out of active duty for a decade, and layers of muscle had grown somewhat plumper. He wasn’t a fat man, but he was broad and thick, an imposing figure regardless of his advancing age. His hair remained a stark, deep black, an equally dark beard covering the entirety of the lower half of his face. Tonight, he wore a neatly pressed suit and tie, in spite of the fact that the world was burning down around him.

Habit more than anything else, he supposed. Working in the White House it seemed like a necessity, not a choice, no matter what might be happening outside these four walls.

“Drink?” he asked. “Butchertown brandy. Not the most expensive, but good enough for my discriminating palate.” He smiled and revealed his flat, white teeth in the dim light of the candles. Pike and Corvan both nodded, and he tipped the decanter, filling all three glasses with two fingers of the luscious-smelling amber liquid.

“Who knows if they’ll ever be able to make more of this,” he said. “Enjoy it. A year from now, Kentucky rednecks will be making moonshine in their backyards again.”

“From one Kentucky redneck to another,” Corvan said with a nod, “I greatly look forward to that.”

Willoughby chuckled, holding a glass aloft in mock toast. Both Pike and Corvan echoed the gesture, then sipped from their glasses, holding their words for a few beats, waiting for their signal to continue.

“Corvan,” Willoughby finally said, looking at the man next to Pike.

“Sir?”

“You are the man about town around here,” he said. “What have you heard about a potential resolution to this Heatshield issue?”

“To be truthful,” Corvan replied, “I haven’t heard much. Word on the street remains scattered. Confused. Uncertain about the next steps.”

Willoughby nodded and gently coaxed another long sip down his throat.

“I’m not sure what the likelihood of a solution is,” Pike interjected. “Even if we could launch something into orbit to somehow disable the nanotechnology, I’m not sure any of us are equipped to know how to disable without destroying it.”

“What’s wrong with destroying?” Willoughby asked.

Pike shook his head.

“There are millions of miniaturized robotics floating in orbit. If we destroy them, it’s impossible to tell what sort of chain reaction it could cause. The hope would be that we could disable them and leave them in place, prevent them re-entering the Earth’s atmosphere.”

“You were one of the leads on this project,” Willoughby demanded. “Didn’t anyone think of this?”

“There were many fail-safes put in place, sir,” Pike replied. “You know as well as I do what had to be done to bypass—”

“Enough,” Willoughby interjected. “It does no good to look back. We need to look forward.”

“Agreed,” Pike replied. “I’ve been trying to gather a group of scientists together. Some of the same people who contributed to the project originally. However, I’ve encountered some challenges reaching many of them, which puts us in a very difficult position.”

“Issues related to the catastrophe?” Willoughby asked.

“I have to imagine so,” Pike replied. “Millions died; it only makes sense that some of them were the people who were involved in the project.”

Willoughby nodded, then sighed long and deep, once again looking out the window.

“Something bothering you, sir?” asked Corvan.

“There’s a lot to be bothered by,” Willoughby replied. “This damn oversight committee keeps cutting me off at the knees. We’ve got riots in the streets, not just here in Washington, but across the entire country. What happened in Seattle has made them skittish. Soft. They’re dialing back the response. So, the riots are getting larger, louder, and more aggressive. They know that they’ve got us on our heels. This isn’t going to end well for anyone.”

“What are you proposing?” Pike asked, crossing one leg over the other. Willoughby was silent, still glaring out into the darkness of the District of Columbia, as if the answers were somewhere on the other side of the glass.

After a few moments, he turned slightly, nodding to Pike.

“I’m proposing that you renew your efforts regarding Ms. Park. Figure out what went wrong in Redmond and fix it. I want her either brought in or put down. She’s got too much knowledge to be walking around free.”

“She doesn’t actually know that much,” Pike replied. “Everything was very compartmentalized.”

“I don’t care what she actually knows,” Willoughby replied harshly. “I care what she thinks she knows. Disquiet is the fuel and rumormongering is the match— even if what she says isn’t true, if she strikes that match, before you know it, the world will be on fire.”

“Understood,” Pike replied, leaning forward to put his empty glass on the desk. He pushed himself up from the chair, with Corvan echoing the motions.

“Corvan,” Willoughby said, looking at the second man. “You stay.”

Pike glanced at Corvan for a moment and a look crossed his face that Willoughby couldn’t quite identify, but after a moment of consideration, he nodded and turned away, pushing through the door and out into the hallway.
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Corvan leaned back in the chair, watching Secretary of Defense Willoughby as he tipped the decanter and filled a second glass of Kentucky brandy.

“You are putting me in an awkward position, Mr. Willoughby,” Corvan said in simple, straightforward terms.

“Oh?” Willoughby asked. “I wasn’t aware my first priority was to make sure nobody’s feelings were hurt. I apologize, I’ll raise that above ‘save the human race’ on my priority list.”

He let the decanter fall to the desk with a loud clatter and rammed home the lid, glowering at the man seated in the chair.

“I...apologize,” Corvan said, struggling with the word. He was not a man accustomed to apologies. “I meant no disrespect.”

“And yet here we are.”

Corvan linked his fingers in his lap, drawing a breath and waiting in the chair, letting the seconds tick by, knowing full well it was now time to defer to his boss.

“I sent Pike out for his own good,” Willoughby said, lowering the glass from his lips. He stood, glass in hand, and walked back over to the window, staring out at something Corvan could not see. “He spoke of compartmentalization. That is what this is. With all of the time he spends with the oversight committee, the less he knows about this, the better.”

“Understood.”

Willoughby stood by the window, taking a few long sips of his brandy. Finally, after Corvan started to feel antsy, he looked over his shoulder, their eyes meeting.

“Can I trust you, Corvan? I mean, implicitly.”

“Of course.”

“I don’t offer my trust gently,” Willoughby clarified. “Or easily. It is an item of value, hard fought and well earned. I think you should know that.”

“I think I do know that,” Corvan replied, moving toward the edge of his chair, leaning over slightly, putting his elbows on his thighs. This conversation was quickly becoming far more interesting than he’d initially expected.

“You heard what I said earlier,” Willoughby continued, still standing by the window. His large frame was silhouetted by candlelight against the backdrop of the city outside. “About the oversight committee cutting me off at the knees?”

“I did.”

“It’s becoming a problem too great to ignore.”

“I’m not sure what that means, sir.”

“What it means is I’m taking steps to address it. I need your help.”

“Sounds like a political problem,” Corvan replied. “Not exactly my specialty.”

Willoughby didn’t reply at first, he simply took another small sip from his glass, still watching the non-existent traffic beyond his window. Somewhere in the city a sudden flash of light blossomed, illuminating the darkness, revealing the rectangular shapes of buildings.

“These days,” Willoughby continued, “sometimes political problems require...non-political solutions.”

His tone of voice surprised Corvan and he leaned back in his chair slightly, still interested, but also just a little bit wary of the direction of this conversation. It felt as if he were on a roller coaster ride, and the current track was one of those steep downhills that yanked your stomach up into your throat.

Willoughby turned from the window and stepped to his desk, setting the glass down with a soft clink. He slipped open a narrow drawer in his desk and eased out a folder, opening it and passing his eyes over it, though Corvan wasn’t sure how he could even see what he was reading, even by candlelight. As he opened the folder, Corvan could see large red letters stamped on the manila surface: Top Secret. Eyes Only.

Corvan had to fight the urge to laugh. What good were these ridiculous classifications these days? What committee could enforce them? What judge or jury could bring punishment to those who defied them?

Still, the words intrigued him.

“Included within the pages of this document is a list of twenty-two names,” Willoughby began. “These twenty-two individuals are what I would call sympathizers to my cause. Men who believe in the work we are doing and who are willing to do what’s necessary in the name of liberty.”

Slowly, he slid a piece of paper from the folder, laying the folder itself down on the desk and holding the paper in his fingers, his eyes narrowed at an unseen list of names.

“I cannot emphasize enough the need for secrecy,” Willoughby continued. “We are on the knife’s edge of this nation’s history, and things could tip either way. It is our sworn and sacred duty to protect life and liberty, and to do what’s necessary for the betterment of our nation. Do you agree, Mr. Corvan?”

“Of course,” he replied without hesitation.

“I thought you would.” Leaning over slightly, Secretary of Defense Willoughby held out the paper and Corvan stood, retrieving the paper and turning it over.

“Read the names,” Willoughby said, sweeping the folder from the desk, taking it into his hands. “Commit them to memory. Then destroy the file.” The secretary of defense took the folder and crossed the office to where a large, cylindrical candle sat on a windowsill. He held the folder over the flickering flame until it caught, a small, orange ember swiftly growing to three fingers of fire, clawing at the paper within.

In less than a minute, fire had consumed half of the folder and Willoughby stood there, holding it by one corner, the bright, burning light dancing in his focused eyes. Just when the entire folder was about to be consumed, the fire touching his fingers, he walked to a large fireplace and threw it behind the screen, letting the rectangle of cardboard and paper simmer and crackle as the flames engulfed the confidential file.

Corvan looked at the names and addresses, reading them all off one at a time, seeing none that he recognized and with no indication of what this was about.

“Mr. Willoughby,” Corvan finally said, “I’m not sure what you want me to do with this information.”

“Isn’t it obvious?” the older man asked, looking over from the fireplace. “Find the men on that list. Contact them. Tell them that the time has come. They’ll know what to do.”

Corvan kept his eyes on the list in front of him, nodding softly.

“All right,” he finally said. “When?”

“Immediately. Time is of the essence.”

Corvan didn’t say another word. He pushed up from his chair and folded the paper, sliding it into an inside jacket pocket.

“Memorize it, then destroy it,” Willoughby reminded him. “No trace.”

“Understood.”

Corvan took one last look at the secretary of defense’s office, shrugged his jacket tighter around him, turned and walked back out into the hallway.

–––––––– 



Chapter 10

Redmond, Washington

Laura wasn’t entirely sure how long they’d been moving along the elevated tracks in Redmond, but they seemed to be going on forever, running into the darkness on their supports and surrounded by scaffolding. The skeleton of the track system was a collection of girders and metal platforms, tied together temporarily with cobbled-together metal supports and clamps. The surface was uneven and unpredictable, making it a challenge for Laura and Jack to navigate, especially with Bruiser in tow, but they’d made decent progress, crossing the majority of Redmond without running into much interference.

Laura led the way, crab-walking along the left edge of the rail, guiding Bruiser over the gaps and shifting heights of the metal platforms. Jack lingered behind, also moving in a low crouch, holding his weapon in both hands, just in case.

“You know where you’re going?” Jack asked quietly as they moved along. The already-dark night was made even darker by the encroaching clouds above, though the sporadic pulses of bright lightning shot bolts of strange illumination over the tracks and surrounding buildings, making navigation tricky. It was like walking on a balance beam in the middle of a rave.

“We’re heading east,” she replied. “That’s the best I can say right now. These elevated tracks aren’t even supposed to be finished for another couple of years. I just hope they remain intact through the hairy parts of downtown.”

They’d heard sporadic bursts of weapons fire, the occasional siren, and intermittent shouts as they’d made their trek through the upper levels of Redmond. 

“What’s the big deal about going east?” Jack asked. “Just to get out of town?”

“If we can get out of the downtown area,” Laura replied quietly, gently guiding Bruiser along, “there’s more wilderness to the east. Eventually we should run into the suburbs and then the Watershed Preserve. If we can make it that far, we’ll be way off the beaten track and back in the wilderness for another day or two, take the stress off a bit.”

“I could use a little stress reduction,” Jack admitted. “Turns out my decade and a half of Mountain Dew abuse has frayed some nerves. Did you know you can actually suffer from caffeine withdrawal?”

“I’m living proof,” Laura replied. “If we can get back to a safe space again, I’ll break out the French press.”

Jack’s face twisted into a strange contortion.

“Mountain Dew I can handle. Coffee—ick.”

“You’ve got issues, you know that?”

“So I’ve heard,” Jack replied. 

“We’ll have to stop by a store when we get a moment. I’m pretty sure Mountain Dew is like cockroaches; it’ll be around forever.”

“Yum,” Jack said longingly.

They continued in silence for a few moments, walking low to the tracks, taking it step by cautious step, pushing through the darkness. Silence consumed them, the worst of the sirens and the shouting fading into the distance, but suddenly the stillness was broken by the clawing scrawl and static of a loudspeaker.

“Attention! Curfew is in effect! Clear the streets immediately or you will be detained!”

The wide blast of a spotlight sliced through the air ahead of them, a diagonal column of pale white carving through the night like a broad, dull knife.

“Down!” she hissed, waving backwards at Jack as she dropped even lower to the rail, the spotlight passing across the night sky.

“Did they see us?” Jack asked, the metal rail digging into his knees as he ducked low, trying to become one with the rail system beneath them.

“Let’s hope not,” Laura replied. “We have nowhere to run up here.”

The beam of light played against the narrow contours of the rails, reflecting dully from the surface, casting strange shadows over the buildings on the other side. Laura glared down between metal plates and saw the Humvee crawling along the road, the roof-mounted light directed up at a forty-five degree angle, blanketing the rails.

Laura froze as the spotlight crawled closer, the metal rails brightening to a soft, almost supernatural glow as the Humvee continued moving forward, the spotlight heading straight toward them.

“We can’t just sit here,” Jack whispered, glancing down over the edge, watching the Humvee continue its approach, trying to gauge the height they might have to jump to make a quick exit.

“If we move, they’ll definitely see us,” Laura said. She wrapped an arm around Bruiser and hugged him tight, pinning him to the rails to keep him as out of sight as possible.

Inch by inch the light crawled toward them, moving as if alive, deliberate in its gradual approach. Laura held her breath as she laid on her stomach, embracing the rails, closing her eyes against the bright light. Even with her eyes closed, she could almost feel it gliding closer, an artificial residual heat moving along the skeletal rails, seconds from revealing their position.

Bruiser growled, a low, menacing sound and for a moment, Laura thought she heard quiet voices down on the streets below.

“Shhh,” she coaxed, petting his head as she clutched him tight to the metal.

“We need to retreat,” Jack whispered. “That light’s going to be on us in a second. If we don’t retreat, they’ll see us—”

“If we move, they’ll see us,” Laura said, a bit firmer and angrier than she intended. “Please,” she continued, “please just sit still.”

Murmured voices echoed from the streets below, rising in volume, and doors slammed as Laura adjusted her view a bit, looking deeper into the street. The Humvee’s doors were shutting, and a small clutch of military garbed soldiers had left the vehicle, spreading out along the road, rifles in hand. The spotlight drifted towards them.

“Over there!” a voice shouted, and Laura braced herself, one hand moving to her holster out of instinct.

But instead of whipping towards them, the spotlight yanked suddenly away, sweeping in the opposite direction, then plunging downward, moving along the edges of the building and illuminating the dark alleys between two structures ahead.

A small group of figures were huddled within, crouched and withdrawn, obviously hiding behind the wall of the building, preparing for something.

“They saw us!” one of the figures shouted.

“Team two!” another voice yelled.

More figures spilled from a different alley, one that was closer to the tracks, an emerging horde of at least a dozen shapes charging over the pavement toward the soldiers and the transport.

“Ambush!” one of the soldiers screamed.

“We know you have food!” a voice cried out and as Laura watched, one of the charging figures lifted a weapon and opened fire.

The night exploded with the rattling chatter of automatic weapons.

“We need to move!” shouted Laura, pushing herself to her feet, tugging on Bruiser and getting him up and moving as well.

“On the tracks!” another voice cried out, a soldier near the back of the Humvee who had seen her move. Gunfire roared, a dance of sparks glancing from the metal supports of the elevated rail, splashing light and fire across Jack and Laura as they ran. She lifted a hand to shield her eyes as bullets struck and whined, rebounding off the metal girders, skittering away into the darkness.

Jack planted a foot, swiveled with his rifle shouldered, and let loose a swift burst of return fire toward the Humvee below. A line of ricochet sparks burst from the roof of the transport and the soldier firing at them scrambled for cover.

“Hey! Up there!” another voice cried out, this one from the emerging mob coming from their left. A single crack of a rifle shot snapped out. The soft whine of a bullet screamed just over Laura’s head, sending her stumbling forward and down for cover.

“Oh, great!” Jack shouted. “They’re both shooting at us!”

“They must think we’re military,” Laura replied, then looked at Jack, still dressed in camouflage and clutching the M4 close to his chest.

“What did you want me to do, just sit there and let those jerks shoot at us?”

“No, but now we’re in trouble.”

As if to emphasize this fact, the spotlight that had been pointed in the dark alleys ahead swung up and around, belting them with its column of blinding brightness and revealing their huddled forms to all around them. Staccato weapons fire chattered from near the Humvee, scattering sparking rebounds alongside the rails beneath them, sending Jack scrambling forward on one hand and his knees, desperately holding on to his automatic rifle.

Laura had her pistol out and in hand, moving the same way, ducking low, knees bent, moving along the elevated track, desperately keeping her head down as weapons fire concentrated on their position from two separate directions.

“How did we become public enemy number one?” she asked, jerking Bruiser along on his leash as she moved east along the tracks. The light seemed to follow them as they moved, gunfire coming at them from below, though the gathered mob of civilians was now at least starting to fire back at the soldiers as well.

“Fire support!” one of the men near the Humvee shouted. “Call in some fire support!”

Laura heard the muffled roar of an engine not far away, getting closer by the second and as they moved slowly ahead, she saw the distinctive shape of a second Humvee angle around the corner of a dark building, pulling up next to the first. Instead of a spotlight, this vehicle had a gunner’s seat with a mounted fifty-caliber heavy machine gun. Its brakes squealed, the tires gripping to a halt on the pavement and a shadowed figure emerged in the chair on the roof, the long-barreled weapon gliding up toward them.

“This is about to become a very bad place to be!” Jack shouted. “That fifty cal will tear us up!”

“We’ve got nowhere to go!” Laura screamed; her voice strained with the desperation of her words.

“Screw this,” Jack hissed and stopped moving, pushing himself up into a standing posture, wedging the carbine tight to his shoulder.

“Jack, get down!” she shouted, but not before he punched off a series of swift shots, his weapon barking. Fire burst from down below as he made himself a larger target, sparks glancing from the metal. There was a muffled thud and he grunted, stumbling back and going down, but at the same time a popping shatter came from the ground level and the spotlight suddenly winked out.

“You shot the light!” Laura cheered as Jack slammed to the rail shoulder first, emitting another guttural groan of pain. “Are you hit?” she asked.

“Keep moving,” he groaned, struggling to his feet, and encouraging her to keep moving as well, trying desperately to pick up their speed. From the roof of the second Humvee a thunderstorm of fifty caliber weapons fire roared, muzzle flashes illuminating the entire area of the street surrounding it. Bullets ripped and tore at the elevated tracks, shredding metal and tearing at the platforms, hacking the structure to pieces like so much tin foil.

But it was a few feet behind them. And they were up and moving as quickly as they could, the fifty caliber sweeping gently toward them, walking its line of bright tracer fire in a west-to-east trajectory.

“Run!” Jack hissed, throwing himself to his feet and charging forward, moving as fast as he could on the narrow rails. Laura yanked Bruiser forward as she moved too, being less careful on her side, moving even more quickly than Jack. Ratcheting sparks splintered metal and punched through scaffolding, sending pieces blistering apart and clattering to the pavement in an avalanche of shredded metal. The gathered mob below them shouted and scattered, running in all directions to avoid being struck by falling metal.

Chaos erupted around them, gunfire coming from all directions, but all Laura could do was close her eyes and keep running.
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Time had lost almost all meaning as Laura, Bruiser and Jack plunged forward into the darkness, taking advantage of the sporadic bursts of lightning to navigate the narrow rails of the elevated track. Gunfire still echoed behind them, along with the faint reverberations of metallic chattering, the low screams of the wounded, and desperate cries of the throes of battle.

Her heart hammered as the surrounding buildings grew sparser and more separate as they came closer to the edge of the city, moving toward suburbia.

She slowed, putting a hand to her chest as she tried to catch her breath, the ragged gasps of her desperate lungsful of air overshadowing even the loudest gunfire from behind them.

“Jack?” she asked, turning towards him. He’d been lagging behind as they moved farther east, obviously struggling after the gunfire exchange with the military group.

“Need to keep moving,” he said, his voice low and strained, and he lurched suddenly, forcing Laura to move in and wedge her shoulder beneath his left arm to keep him upright.

“Where are you hit?” she asked, trying to conceal the worry in her voice. She wasn’t clinically trained and already knew that if he had a serious wound there would be little she could do to help. With the world in its current state, even a minor wound could prove life threatening since appropriate medical care was unavailable.

“I’m fine,” he replied. “Minor.” He stumbled and went down to one knee, his weapon clattering to the platform beneath.

“Bull,” she hissed and lowered herself to a crouch next to him, letting her backpack slide from her shoulder. She spent a moment fishing out a small penlight, turning on the narrow beam then clenched it between her teeth, playing it along him.

She saw the wound almost immediately. The bullet had struck him in the arm, right where his shoulder met the bicep, and had torn a deep trench through the flesh and muscle there. The round hadn’t gone straight in, it had torn through, which was good, because at least there was no bullet wedged inside. But it was bad because the flesh was raw and torn, and he was bleeding heavily from the injury. The entire left sleeve of his arm was soaked in a dull, rust color, and it took her a moment of gently prying apart the torn fabric of his uniform to actually locate the wound itself.

“Ouch,” she whispered. “They got you good.”

“Fine,” Jack breathed. “I’m fine.”

“My ass you’re fine,” Laura replied. “You’ve lost a lot of blood. I’m not surprised you’re feeling light-headed.”

“I said I’m fine,” he replied. “We need to get out of here—get out of town.”

“Yes, we do, and I’ll never make it if I have to carry your ass out, so shut the hell up and let me look at your arm.”

Jack opened his mouth to reply, but slowly eased it closed again, gritting his teeth as she dug around in the fabric surrounding the bullet wound.

“This is going to need stitches eventually,” Laura said, shaking her head. Folding down a flap of her backpack, she dug in elbow deep and pulled out the medical kit, the narrow light still clenched in her teeth, shining down over the bandages, wraps, and other items.

The blood continued to flow from the open wound, and she cracked open the medical kit, glancing over her shoulder to verify that they were still isolated near the end of the elevated platform. She could see the pulsing light of muzzle flashes in the distance, but saw no indication of anyone coming closer.

“This is nasty, bud,” she said, taking a pair of tweezers and gingerly adjusting some of the frayed and torn skin. Jack hissed through clenched teeth, trying to muzzle a grunt of pain.

“There’s no time to do this right,” she said. “Not here, anyway.” She used the tweezers to adjust the torn strips of flesh. “The blood isn’t flowing freely anymore,” she said. “I don’t think you need a tourniquet. Probably could have used one ten minutes ago; maybe you wouldn’t be on the verge of passing out now if we had.”

“Didn’t exactly have the opportunity to do a wound assessment,” Jack said, his voice still low and frail. Laura went back into the medical kit and pulled out a tiny, dark-colored bottle, a thick bandage, and a roll of white gauze.

Somewhere in the darkness an explosion boomed, low in volume and far away, but Laura tensed instinctively and glanced back again, wondering just how much time they really had.

Reaching into the backpack, she withdrew a spare pair of socks, peeling them apart and dropping one of them back into the backpack.

“Here,” Laura said, stretching the sock between two hands and holding it out to him at face-level. “Bite down on this because this is going to sting.

“That’s a sock,” Jack said. “You want me to chew a sock?”

“It’s clean. Probably cleaner than half the other things you put in your mouth.”

“Seriously,” Jack said. “I’ll be okay.”

“You won’t. It’s going to hurt.”

Jack rolled his eyes and opened his mouth to respond and she moved forward, wedging the sock between his teeth. He made a choking sound for a moment, but then closed his eyes and nodded softly, easing his jaw further closed, teeth pressing down on the thick, white cloth.

“I need you to stay with me, okay?” she asked, slowly unscrewing the cap of the small bottle.

Jack opened his eyes again, nodding, and she saw just a hint of fear in them. He’d never admit it, but he was afraid, and had been for a while. This was just one more thing to add to the pile.

Jack clenched his eyes closed as she removed the cap and set it aside. She read the label on the bottle, just to make sure, even though she already knew what it was.

Hydrogen peroxide. A topical antiseptic and debriding agent, it would make sure the wound was clean before she wrapped some bandages around it. The bandages were a stopgap, she knew that full well, but with explosions and gunfire not too far behind them, she had to wrap the wound and move on, saving the actual fix for later.

That wasn’t something she was looking forward to.

“You ready?” she asked.

Jack shook his head no.

“Too bad,” she replied. His fists were clenched tight together near his waist as he sat on the skeleton of the elevated rail, his eyes narrowed and mouth a straight line, clamped around the thick cotton of the white athletic sock.

Laura put a hand on his left shoulder and gently squeezed, looking him in the eyes as she slowly moved the bottle toward his other shoulder, angling it slightly. She could feel his muscles tensing beneath her grip.

“It’ll be okay,” she said.

He nodded briskly.

“Are you ready?” she asked again, moving the bottle closer, tipping it just a little bit more. There was a large tear in the cloth of his camouflage uniform, exposing the wound on this shoulder and a narrow border of undamaged flesh around it. She let the tip of the bottle hover above the exposed tissue just above the wound.

This time Jack nodded stiffly.

“On the count of three,” she whispered.

He nodded again.

“One.” Her eyes met his and held his nervous stare. God. He was just a kid. She kept on forgetting that, but it was so clear, looking in his eyes, that in spite of him being out of high school and defending their nation, he was still just a damn kid.

“Two.”

His eyes squeezed tighter together, and she tipped the bottle before getting to three.

Liquid drained out, striking Jack’s shoulder and streaming down through the wound, immediately hissing and bubbling, a layer of white foam forming in the raw, injured flesh.

Jack gritted his teeth and groaned loudly, barely containing a scream of agony as he clamped down on the sock with his teeth, wedging it tight in his clamped jaws.

“I know,” Laura said softly. “You’re doing great.”

Jack’s face twisted into a contorted grimace of pain as the fizzling petered out, leaving a thin layer of bubbling foam in and around the wound on his shoulder. Using her teeth, Laura ripped open a packet of the bandages and removed a square patch, placing it on the shoulder wound, which elicited another gasp of unexpected pain, Jack wincing as she placed it there. Unraveling the wheel of gauze, she wrapped it a few times, then used a small metal clip to hook it together.

They remained there for a few beats, Laura watching and waiting as Jack collected himself, then finally removed the sock from his mouth, a sour look on his face.

“That wasn’t so bad, was it?” Laura asked, easing back on her heels and starting to pack the medical kit back up again.

“Actually, it sucked,” Jack replied, slowly moving his arm, wincing in pain with each slight muscular flex.

“Well, get over it,” Laura said, standing and slinging the backpack over one shoulder. “We need to keep moving. They’re behind us for now, but there’s no telling when they’ll make it over this way. We’ve got about a three-hour hike until we have some trees around us. You up for it?”

Jack nodded, standing as well, slipping his own pack back over his shoulders and picking the rifle up off the elevated track. Bruiser stretched out and gently licked Jack’s hand and Jack ruffled his ears.

The three of them all gathered their things together and moved down the elevated track, heading toward another set of scaffolding. Jack flexed his shoulder.

“How the hell are we going to get Bruiser down there with my bum arm?” he asked.

Laura shot him a look.

“What, you think that because I’m a chick, I can’t manage my seventy-pound dog?”

“That’s not what I said—”

“Just shut up and climb down,” she replied with a slight, crooked smile. “But leave the rope. I’ll handle the dog.”

Jack shook his head, turning upside down and moving down the scaffolding, gingerly climbing hand-over-hand. By the time he’d reached the ground, Laura had tied off one end of the rope through the connecting points of Bruiser’s harness, then looped the rope up over a horizontal metal support. She pulled the rope taut, then tied off another knot on the section of track itself.

Looping the rope around both arms, she bent down to the dog and lowered her mouth, kissing him on the top of his head.

“Love you, buddy,” she said, and Bruiser cocked his head looking at her curiously. She lowered her shoulder and lunged forward, pushing him from the track, sending him scrabbling for purchase as he slipped over the edge. She planted her feet, braced her shoulders and pulled the rope tight, clamping her teeth together.

The dog jerked to a halt, all seventy-five pounds of him, and Laura lurched forward, almost losing her balance, her stomach flipping within her like a drunk gymnast. Her feet slipped and skidded, and for one heart-stopping moment, she thought she might be yanked from the platform and sent spilling out over the edge, falling twenty feet to the ground, neck broken alongside her dead dog.

But she wedged her heels in, her feet slipping through a gap in the platform and holding firm against a girder edge, knees locking. Bruiser huffed as he stopped, about five feet down, then swung gently back and forth, once again looking at her, silently cursing her for her unforeseen betrayal.

“I know, buddy,” she said softly through gritted teeth. “I’m sorry.”

Slowly, hand over hand, she extended the rope, lowering the dog down bit by bit.

“Got him!” Jack said from below and she allowed herself to lean over slightly, looking down toward the ground. Jack was on one knee, Bruiser cradled over a bent thigh, as he unfastened the rope through the links on the harness.

Laura let out the long breath she didn’t realize she’d been holding and let the rest of the rope slip through, finally untying it from the metal platform and letting it drop to the ground below. The German Shepard was furiously licking Jack’s face and hands when she reached the bottom, and stubbornly refused to accept her apology when offered.

“Ah, you’ll get over it,” she said. The three of them gathered their items and continued their trek east, moving out of Redmond and toward the suburbs beyond.

–––––––– 



Chapter 11

Chicago, Illinois

Tristan had waited until nightfall because he knew Shawna wouldn’t have approved of him venturing out before she considered him fully recovered. Slipping out the front door of the main apartment building, he looked into the shadows as two figures strolled from the darkness. Each of them wore somber-colored uniforms with pistols holstered at their hips.

“Can we help you?” one of them asked, their voice firm.

“Just me,” Tristan replied. “Shawna’s friend.”

The figures stepped closer and one of them snapped on a flashlight, the bright beam playing over Tristan’s face. He pinched his eyes closed to shut out the light, turning partially away.

“It’s me, all right?” Tristan said. “Y’all don’t have to blind me to figure it out.”

“Sorry, Tristan,” the man said, dropping his light. “Just had to make sure. You know Shawna, she takes security real seriously.”

Tristan lifted a hand to the man, who had been a former gang member recruited to their local security team in exchange for the room and board offered at the Stronghold.

“It’s okay, brother,” he said kindly. “I understand. Just got some place I need to be, you know?”

“Streets aren’t safe, Big T,” the second figure said. “You sure you should be roaming around out here at this hour?”

“Nope,” Tristan replied, “but I got some friends to see and this is when they usually get together.”

“You want one of us to come with you?” the first guy asked, but Tristan started shaking his head before he even finished the sentence.

“Nah, man, nah. I can defend myself just fine. I’ve got the good book, I’ve got my M9, I don’t need nothin’ else.” He patted his jacket pocket and then his hip holster in succession and flashed a yellow-toothed smile at the man with the flashlight.

“A’ight,” he said, “suit yourself. But if you get your ass shot up, I’m gonna tell Shawna you were sneaking around out here.”

Tristan laughed gently.

“I absolve you of your sins.”

They all laughed as he broke away, walking down the sidewalk, swallowed by the Chicago evening.  The man looked at Tristan as he walked away, uncertain if he was really joking or not.

Sirens still warbled somewhere in the distance, and he could hear the metallic drawl of the loudspeaker, advising residents of the stated curfew and warning them the city was still under martial law. Had it been almost two weeks since Atlas-One crashed deep into downtown? That had been the start of this whole thing and Tristan had been right at ground zero.

It seemed almost unbelievable to him still. Whenever he closed his eyes, he could still see the buildings enveloped in a rolling swarm of orange flame, the corpses strewn over the streets, the frantic faces of the people as they stared up at the buildings getting ready to topple down on top of them. It had been the stuff of nightmares. Tortured souls forever burned, a small slice of what hell itself was like, Tristan suspected.

Whispering a quiet prayer, he put his hand in his pocket, resting it on the smooth cover of the Bible, his palm touching the narrow, puckered slice where the knife had gone through. The book had saved his life not long ago, stopping the knife before it could rip into his insides, a fact that he was thankful for every single day.

Even during those few days when he’d felt like he was at death’s door, his body struggling without the added medications he’d been feeding it for the past few years. Fighting against itself, craving the pain meds, reminding him of how vulnerable he was without them.

Even during those excruciating times, he’d laid his hand on the book and thanked God and the Bible for sparing him. There were bigger things he needed to do, of that he was certain. Why else would he have lived when so many others died? Why else would he be walking the streets of Chicago when a few miles away there was nothing but charred bodies, broken buildings, and death? An angel was watching over him, and he had no plans to disappoint her.

Voices shouted somewhere close by, but not close enough to make him nervous. Still, he picked up the pace as he trotted across the street, moving from one building to the next, clinging to the shadows, keeping one hand lingering near the holster at his hip.

Tristan talked big talk to the guards at the Stronghold, but he wasn’t crazy about being out on the streets so late at night, regardless of whether or not there was a guardian angel watching over him. Chicago was a dangerous place even before the prototype rocket smashed downtown into rubble, and it was even more dangerous now, a fact that he and Shawna had been constantly reminded of nearly every single moment since the impact tore apart the city and the nation.

The blue lights of the siren and the blaring wail that followed took him by surprise and he bolted to the right, dropping low, moving behind the low, concrete staircase leading up to a brick building beside him. Wedging himself tightly in the corner where the stairs met the building, he willed himself to be invisible as the Chevy SUV with Chicago Police stenciled along the side and a broad lightbar crossed the road and turned down where he’d been walking, the sound almost deafening to his sensitive ears.

Moving slowly, the vehicle trundled down the pavement, the lights and siren advertising its presence, and a loudspeaker mounted near the passenger window squawked to life.

“Curfew is in effect. Repeat—curfew is in effect. Citizens must return to your homes. Take shelter. The city of Chicago remains under martial law.”

Tristan lowered himself even further as the reflection of the blue lights splashed along the asphalt sidewalk ahead and twisted up onto the incline of stairs.

“We are authorized to use deadly force. Repeat—curfew is in effect. All citizens must return to your homes.”

As Tristan watched, the vehicle finished its meandering pace down the road, then turned right, the lights swallowed up by the shadowed buildings, the occasional blaring of sirens drowned out by concrete and brick.

Tristan made his way across the street, angled right, then cut down another narrow passage, moving quickly, eyes roaming for any sign of movement. Nobody walked the streets in this part of Chicago at this time of night, but he kept his hand hovering by the weapon on his hip just to be safe.

It took him fifteen minutes to navigate the darkness, but he turned left around one last building, a plate glass window identifying it as an insurance office, then crossed the road, heading for the small community outreach center nestled on the corner between two intersecting streets opposite the office.

There was a small, independently owned coffee shop across the street on the other side, but every window within view was empty and dark, the only hint of light the continuing cascade of webbed lightning overhead.

Tristan made his way to the single door of the community outreach center, pressing his ear close to it, listening for any sign of activity within.

He heard the whispered murmuring of conversation and softly rapped on the paneled wood.

“Hey,” he said in a low voice, trying to speak soft enough to avoid attention, but loud enough that he could be heard. “It’s me. Big T.”

The conversation stopped, though he heard the shuffling steps of people moving around inside, the scrape of chairs on floor. Feet thumped on the floor inside and Tristan kept his hand hovering at his hip.

“Big T?” he heard the voice on the other side of the door. “That really you?”

“Eric?” Tristan replied. He felt a swell of happiness that took him by surprise, a great feeling of hope and relief, the sense that in this world which had changed so much in the past two weeks there was still something constant, something to count on, a friend amidst all of the carnage.

There was a soft click of a deadbolt snapping and the door eased open. Tristan looked at the round face on the other side and smiled broadly.

“Oh, hell yeah, Big T,” the man named Eric said, his own smile forming. Stepping back, he swung open the door and gestured for Tristan to come in.
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There were four people inside the community outreach center, and Tristan knew every one of them by name. Two men and two women sat in chairs formed in a rough, misshapen circle—a smaller number than he typically saw there, but considering everything happening in the world, that didn’t surprise him.

“Big T, man, good to see you,” Eric Wayland said, stepping forward and wrapping Tristan in a brief embrace. He walked somewhat off-balance, the lower half of his leg missing from an IED in Kandahar after three tours with the United States Marine Corps. Just below his knee the pant leg was bound around a titanium lower leg, which ended in a thick, black boot.

Tristan returned the affection, patting Eric lightly on the back before separating.

Three others were seated in chairs around the room, and as Tristan pulled away from Eric, all three of them stood, walking over to welcome Tristan back to the group.

“Just four of you?” he asked, looking around the room, holding his hands out. “That’s all that’s come together after all this?”

Eric glanced around the room himself, shrugging slightly.

“So far, yeah,” he replied. “I mean, most of the other folks, they got family. Friends. Places to be. The four of us? We’re the lone gunmen up in here.” He smiled that crooked, yellow-toothed smile, the familiar smile that Tristan had come to appreciate over the years.

“I hear Bobby Lexmark and his whole family got caught downtown,” Bruce Foster said, his voice a flat, even tone, as if the bad news was just a matter of relaying the weather. “They was going to a Cubs game or something,” he continued. “Don’t think they ever made it.”

“Dang,” Tristan replied, shaking his head. His face sobered somewhat as he looked at the group. “I was down there, too,” he finally said, his eyes seemingly looking at something far off in the distance. “Lucky to be alive.”

“We all lucky,” Eric said. “But, man. Imagine a guy like Bobby. Survived four tours in Afghanistan, just got his DD214, and a couple of years later, walkin’ to a baseball game—wham.”

“When it’s your time, it’s your time,” Tristan replied. “Nothing any of us can do about it.” He looked over at the two women. “Jessie and Linda, how the two of you holding up?”

Linda shrugged. She had dark hair cut short, ending just at her ears. A silver stud was in the left side of her nose. Although she was seated, Tristan knew that she was just as tall and broad-shouldered as any of the men in here, taller and tougher than he was by half.

“Seen worse stuff than what’s out there,” she said, looking out the window.

“I think we all have,” Bruce interjected. “People running around, screaming like it’s the damn end of the world. Stuff I saw in Somalia and Fallujah makes this look like nothin’. Maybe it’s about time America woke up to what the rest of the world is like.”

Eric shook his head.

“Don’t be like that, Bruce. What happened here, ain’t nothing anyone did to deserve it.”

“I didn’t say they deserved it,” Bruce clarified. “But I ain’t necessarily crying about it. We put ourselves in harm’s way, hell you lost half your damn leg, and you think any of these people out here gave a crap?”

“Most did,” Tristan said. “Maybe they don’t express it the right way, but I believe most did.”

Bruce waved a hand at him. 

“I don’t buy it,” he said. As Army infantry, Bruce had certainly seen his fair share of violence, and been involved in frequent skirmishes in various hot spots throughout the world. Tristan had never quite agreed with his viewpoints, but he was a fellow veteran, and to be fair, he’d seen many worse things than Tristan, and he knew they had changed him, whether Bruce wanted to admit it or not.

“So, where you hanging out these days?” Jessie asked. She leaned forward, resting her arms on her legs, covered in drab olive Army pants.

“Funny you should mention that,” Tristan replied. “That’s kind of why I made my way over here.”

“You need a place to stay?” Eric asked. “I know you don’t like to ask for help, Big T, but as I’ve always said, we’ve got a place for you.”

Tristan smiled at him.

“You’re too kind, Eric, but I’ve got a place. I was coming by the center to see if any of you needed a place. Jessie, you and Bruce both live downtown, right?”

The two of them exchanged a glance and Jessie nodded, though Bruce just looked away, his face still darkened with barely suppressed anger.

“Yeah,” Jessie said. “I mean, not in the same place, but—”

“Can you get there?” Tristan asked.

Jessie shook her head.

“We’ve been sleeping in the back. Freaking military’s got our entire block sequestered. Nobody in. Nobody out. I can see the damn apartment building from their blockade, but the rocket crashed in that area and they say there’s evidence they gotta collect.”

“Bunch of crap, you ask me,” Bruce interjected. “They’re covering something up is what they’re doing. They say they’re gathering evidence? Bull. They’re burying it.”

“Now why would they do that?” Tristan asked. “That does nobody any good.”

“Nobody except the government goons who would be exposed if the truth came to light,” Bruce continued.

“Hey, T, you want some coffee?” Eric asked, purposefully interrupting Bruce’s rant. “Linda brought one of those press things, and Bruce, for all of his bluster, brought along a battery-powered hot plate. All things considered, we’ve got a sweet set up in here.”

“That sounds great,” Tristan replied. Eric smiled and turned away, leaving the main room and heading back toward the kitchen.

“Everything’s a conspiracy with you,” Jessie remarked, glaring at Bruce. “Sometimes an accident is just an accident.”

“You seen that lightning in the sky,” Bruce replied. “That look like an accident to you?”

Jessie didn’t reply, she just looked away, her and Linda talking softly amongst themselves. Linda had been a corpsman in the Army, spent much of her time as a front-line medic and wartime triage. When she said she’d seen worse before, she’d meant it.

“So, what do you know about it?” Tristan asked.

“About what?” Bruce replied.

“The lightning. You seem so certain about this.”

“It ain’t natural, man. It hasn’t stopped for almost two weeks. Even when the weather’s calm it’s flashing and strobing up there. You remember that geo-engineering program, right?”

“Geo-what?” Tristan asked. He’d been living on the streets for several years and hadn’t really taken the opportunity to watch the news or keep up on current events.

“Geo-engineering. Come on, man. You gotta know this stuff. All the governments of the world, they were all hyped up about this climate change problem. The Earth was getting too warm, the glaciers were melting, all that stuff.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Tristan replied, nodding. “Sure. I remember.”

“So, they all came together. Did that Project: Heatshield thing. It was in all the newspapers. TV coverage nonstop for months. Shot all these little tiny satellites into the atmosphere, small enough that they didn’t obstruct the view, but powerful enough that they helped reflect some of the sun. Deflect it from heating the Earth, you know?”

“For real?”

“For damn real. The United Nations puffing its chest out, acting like they were saving the planet.”

“Seems like tempting fate, you ask me,” Tristan said. “Messing with nature. Doesn’t feel right.”

“You get it,” Bruce replied, nodding. “Damn right, you get it.”

Tristan furrowed his brow.

“And that...that’s what caused this?”

“That’s the way I figure it,” Bruce replied, looking sideways at him as if he were revealing the world’s most top-secret classified intel. “I mean, think about it. Few years back they shot those tiny satellites into the atmosphere, and now all of a sudden there’s all this weird lightning that no one can explain. You tell me what that sounds like.”

Tristan nodded, though it was mostly just to satisfy Bruce’s wild theories. He had no real idea if that had anything to do with what was going on. He figured if the government was behind it, there must have been plenty of safety precautions in place. They wouldn’t just launch these little machines into the air without thinking of all alternatives.

Would they?

“All right, Bruce, all right,” Eric said, walking along at a stiff limp, his half-leg moving in a rigid, almost robotic fashion. “That’s enough of the wild conspiracy theories.”

“It’s true, Eric, and I think you know it.”

“So what if it is?” Linda asked, turning away from Jessie to look at Bruce. “Say it’s true. Does it change anything? It doesn’t change a damn thing, so why get all worked up over it?”

“Because of karma, lady,” Bruce sneered. “Justice. When this world ends, and trust me, the end is coming, sooner than everyone thinks, people will be held accountable.”

“If that’s true, it’s gonna happen whether we like it or not,” Jessie said with a crooked grin. “No use getting all twisted up about it.”

“Twisted up about it,” Bruce said, raising his eyebrows. “The governments of the world have signed the death warrant of the human race and you think I’m getting ‘twisted up about it’?”

“All right, all right,” Eric said, holding his hands up. Tristan took a sip of the warm coffee, looking at him. “We don’t need to go down this rabbit hole right now. Tristan came here for a reason, let’s hear him out.”

Tristan lowered the coffee cup.

“Yes, indeed,” he said, smiling broadly. He turned and set down his coffee cup on a waist-high table next to him, then turned to look at the gathered people in attendance. “When this all went down,” he started, “I was in downtown like I said. Saw some stuff I ain’t never gonna forget. Stuff that will live in my head forever.”

“Good thing forever isn’t going to last real long—”

“Bruce!” hissed Eric. “Let the man speak.”

“Anyway,” Tristan continued, “I ended up helping someone. A woman. She was—” he hesitated for a moment, seeming to be searching for the right words. “She was trapped, and I helped her get out.”

“Saved her life?” Jessie said. “Go, Big T, go.”

“If this turns into a happy ending romance thing, I’m walking the hell out,” Bruce said. Chuckling rippled throughout the group.

“Nah, nothin’ like that,” Tristan replied. “Girl’s young enough to be my daughter.” Everyone sat still and watched him as he spoke. “Anyway, turns out, her and her man—they were superintendents of an apartment complex. About six blocks southeast of here.”

“Is that right?” Eric asked.

Tristan nodded.

“We’re getting a community together there. Trading room and board for...certain skill sets, you know?”

That seemed to get everyone’s attention.

“It’s just starting out now. But we’re going to need help. You guys are the first ones I thought of. You know, helping out with security. Roof over your heads. They’re already building a community garden and fire pit nearby. Everyone gets along great.”

Bruce narrowed his eyes, looking unconvinced.

“People are just coming together of their own free will? No money involved? No payment or reward?”

“Roof over their heads,” Tristan repeated. “Safety and security in numbers. Times like this, that’s worth more than cash, isn’t it?”

Bruce shrugged.

"If you say so,” Bruce replied. “I was never a big fan of cash, anyway. All those suits in the big cities convincing you some number on paper is worth more than another. Using it to keep the rest of us down, holding it over our heads. Maybe it’s about time the world caught up to reality, you know?”

“Yeah, you know, maybe it is,” Tristan agreed. “You’ve been preaching that word for years, Sarge, and seems like maybe the world finally caught on.”

“Too late to save the thousands of dead,” Bruce replied, his face falling.

“You lose someone?” Eric asked, turning toward him. “You said you got divorced last year, right? Kids followed your wife?”

Bruce nodded. “Yeah, they followed her. From south side over to Philly. Just outside Philly, actually.”

“So, they okay then?” Eric asked, his eyes widening. Even though they’d been gathering together for almost two weeks, they had purposefully not dug too deep into anyone’s family history. Everyone had said they hadn’t lost anyone in the Atlas crash. But what about elsewhere?

“I don’t really know,” Bruce replied. “You’ve been listening to the broadcasts, too, right? Lost count of how many planes went down, but I’ll tell you, they don’t live far from Philadelphia International. Right on the flight line to New York and New Jersey. I haven’t been able to reach them, you know, and I always kinda expect the worst.”

“What the hell, Bruce?” Eric said, shaking his head. “Why wouldn’t you tell us?”

“Didn’t seem important.”

“Family is the most important,” Tristan said. “The most.”

“Just forget it, all right?” Bruce barked. “Forget it. Water under the bridge. Big T’s got a proposition for us, and I’m all ears.”

“You sure?” Tristan asked. “I mean, if you got other things to worry about, I don’t want to take you from—”

“I said I’m fine, all right?” Bruce replied. “Don’t you think I know if I’m fine or not?”

“All right, all right,” Tristan said, raising his hands. His eyes scanned the gathering area until he saw something, and he walked between a few chairs, heading to a table where there was a pad of paper and a pen. He spent a few moments scrawling some notes on a few different pieces of paper, then walked over, handing it off to each of them.

“This is the address, okay? Can you meet me there tomorrow? Around ten? We’ll give you a walk around, let you know the skinny.”

“Tomorrow at ten?” Eric replied. He looked at the others in the group, each of them holding a similar piece of paper. The two women each nodded softly in acceptance, though Bruce seemed considerably less convinced.

Finally, after a few tense, silent moments, he shrugged.

“Tomorrow at ten,” he said. “Fine. I’ll be there.”

“All right,” Tristan replied with a broad smile. “You won’t regret it. We’re doing something good, boys and girls. I’m glad you’re going to be a part of it.”

–––––––– 



Chapter 12

Chicago, Illinois

Every night he lurked in the darkness, using the shadows as a weapon, coating himself in it, waiting and watching. Chad Zabroski crouched low, pressing himself into the sharp corner of the brick building across the street from the Chicago Stronghold. His right hand rested at his hip, feeling the pistol wedged into a leather holster at his hip, one of the SIG Sauers that he stole from the Wisconsin Correctional Officers that he killed to escape the transport bus.

His time in prison seemed like a lifetime ago, the incarceration mostly thanks to his turncoat girlfriend Shawna, who had turned state’s evidence for a reduced sentence. She’d gotten away with a slap on the wrist and he’d been transported to maximum security.

Only he’d never gotten there. Chicago had gone up in flames, the transport bus had crashed, and he’d been given a second chance. A second opportunity to put things right.

He’d gotten into the city a few days ago and immediately made his way to his old apartment, only to find that his rat girlfriend had gotten there first. Not only had she gotten there, but she’d started putting together a security force, reinforcing the perimeter with makeshift barricades and setting up regular patrols of the surrounding streets.

Chad was on his own and wasn’t in a position to make a move.

So, he’d crouched in the shadows and watched, day after day, patiently waiting for his break. A break he wasn’t sure would ever come. 

But he was a patient man. 

Especially when it came to exacting vengeance, he could be as patient as time allowed. As patient as necessary. He was willing to wait in the shadows for weeks or months if need be.

Turned out, he didn’t need to be that patient after all.

As he stood across the street, back pressed against the hard brick wall, he saw the man leave, exit out the front door and take a few minutes to chat with one of the young security guards. Chad recognized him from previous surveillance. He’d seen Shawna talking to him from time to time, some skinny, middle-aged dude who looked like a homeless scrub. Unshaven and malnourished, he wore the same old, baggy Army jacket, always had his hand in that side pocket.

Looked about as threatening as Chad’s dead grandmother.

Chad watched as he conversed with the two youngsters, then started off down the street, walking quietly and carefully, staying to the shadows. He did the same, following along a block or two behind, matching him step for step, dropping into the shadows whenever he slowed. Ducking behind a corner when a slow-moving police vehicle warbled through, siren squawking.

He followed the man all the way to a small building about six blocks away, a neighborhood community center, where he stood outside, knocking on the door.

Chad withdrew into the shadows as the scrub in the Army jacket entered, the door closing behind him. For several moments, he remained crouched in the darkness, moving closer, getting to the sidewalk outside of the building. He’d seen the building before. Many times, in fact.

There was a group of veterans who met here frequently. A few of them were men he knew personally. Being so tight with the local drug and gang community, Chad often ran across veterans who were either interested in working for him or buying from him, and he welcomed them all equally.

Faint conversation leaked from inside the building and Chad followed every word, listening and smiling softly at the tone and nature of the conversation.

Then they were leaving, and Chad pulled back, ducking around the corner of the building as the front door opened, the small group exiting all together. The middle-aged homeless guy was talking to a few others and Chad eased around the corner, narrowing his eyes.

He smiled when he saw him, recognizing him immediately. Chad had lots of friends in the neighborhood, lots of people who owed him favors or needed his help.

Bruce was one of them. Peeling away from the group, Bruce looked over his shoulder and said something that Chad couldn’t hear. The majority of the group broke off and walked away, heading off into the Chicago night, in the direction of where the old man had come from. Bruce was unknowingly walking straight for Chad, his face angry, same as it always was.

“Bruce, that you?” Chad asked as the man walked by, and he jerked, spinning wildly, obviously startled.

“What the hell?” Bruce asked, fists closing, preparing to fight.

“Chill, man, chill,” Chad said, gesturing for him to come over. “It’s me. Chad.”

“Chad? Zabroski?” Bruce asked, leaning closer. “I thought you were locked up!”

“Oh, I was,” Chad replied. “But I’m not anymore. That’s all you need to know.”

Bruce tilted his head and clasped hands with Chad, pumping once and nodding.

“Good to see you back,” Bruce said. “But what are you doing here?”

Chad shook his head and put a palm on Bruce’s back, guiding him to walk down the narrow, murky alley between two buildings.

“Just trying to take back what’s mine, brother,” he said. “You remember Shawna, right? My girl? She was my partner in crime, you might say.”

“Sure, yeah,” Bruce said, nodding. “I think I remember her. Didn’t deal much with her directly, but I remember.”

“I thought you might,” Chad said, his mouth thinning to a narrow, straight line. 

“That doesn’t answer the question,” Bruce continued. “What exactly are you doing around these parts? Especially after what happened downtown.”

“You think I’d let a little thing like that get in the way of personal business?” Chad asked. “I’m like a dog with a bone, Brucey. You know that.”

“So, where’s your girl?” Bruce asked. “You said this had to do with her, right?”

Chad nodded.

“Oh, yeah. My girl. Little Shawna.” Whatever pleasant expression he had folded in upon itself, a downturned grimace in its place. “That little bitch turned on me,” he said.

“Say what?”

“The reason I was in prison. She turned on me. Ratted me out to the feds. Took her slap on the wrist and expected me to rot in that jail cell for life.”

“She did that to you?” Bruce asked incredulously.

“She did.”

Bruce looked somewhat uncomfortable at the sudden direction of this conversation.

“So...what’s your play?” he asked.

“My play is payback,” Chad replied. “Not only did she rat me out and send me to prison, but at the first sign of trouble, she went back to my apartment complex and took it over for herself.”

Realization started to dawn on Bruce’s face.

“Wait,” he said, glancing back toward the door he’d just exited, staring vaguely in the direction of where the group had wandered off into the night. “That dude? He was with her?”

Chad nodded.

“Who is that?” he asked.

Bruce shrugged.

“I don’t know. I mean, not really. His name’s Tristan, but everyone calls him Big T. He’s been a part of the veterans support group for a while. US Marine. I got no clue how he’s connected to your girl, though.”

“What was he asking you in there?” Chad asked. 

“Basically, he was offering us a place to stay in exchange for some—what did he call ’em? Some services or something.”

“What kinds of services?”

“Security, mostly, I think,” Bruce said. “Free room and board and we get to be a part of their little community. Provide protection. Help with food. Gathering stuff. Supply runs. Stronger together than alone, that sort of shit.”

Chad nodded softly, crossing his arms over his broad chest.

“I basically told him to go screw,” Bruce said. “I wasn’t interested.”

Chad turned and looked at him, his eyes narrowing.

“I’m going to need you to rethink that, Bruce,” he said. “I’m going to need you to accept their offer.”

“Why?” Bruce asked. “I don’t need them. I’ve got weapons and supplies. I don’t know how my kids, or the ex are, but I can handle myself just fine without their help.”

“Oh, I’m sure you can,” Chad replied. “But I’m going to need your help on this one. And the kind of help you could offer could be very valuable to me, if you know what I mean.”

Bruce held his gaze, an unwavering stare.

“I’m not really interested—” Bruce started to say. Chad held up a hand.

“Trust me,” he said. “You’ll be interested. I’ve got boys in Philly. I can get you info about your family. And, you know, if you’re not going to help me, well, I don’t have much use for you, and you know what happens when I lose interest in something, right? You remember, don’t you?”

“Yeah,” Bruce replied, his voice quiet. “I remember.”

Chad smiled and patted his shoulder.

“I thought you might,” he said.

Bruce stood and looked away, once again glancing in the direction of the Stronghold, looking toward where the group had walked, now swallowed by the night.

“So, we have a deal?” Chad asked.

Bruce turned toward him, his closed eyes drifting open as if in deep thought. They both stood there for a few moments, no words exchanged, just some silent back and forth communication, wordless expectations set and inaudible acknowledgements in return.

“Yeah,” Bruce said finally, though his voice made the agreement sound forced at best. “We have a deal.”

Chad smiled and nodded.

“I thought you’d see it my way,” he said.

“So, what do you need me to do?” Bruce asked, secretly hoping Chad’s answer would not be what he expected.

“Nothing at first,” Chad replied. “Whatever they want you to do. Nothing more, nothing less. I’ll let you know when that changes.”

Bruce nodded stiffly.

“That’s my boy,” Chad said, slapping him on the shoulder again. “Now go. If you run, you can catch up to them, I’m sure. One of ’em looked like a cripple. They gotta be moving slow dragging his fake leg around.”

Bruce tensed for a moment, as if he might resist, but eventually his clenched muscles relaxed, his firm shoulders giving way to resignation. He nodded to Chad, made his way around the corner of the building, and continued onward into the darkness.
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Redmond, Washington

Already they seemed to be in a different world, even only a few hours after leaving the elevated tracks above Redmond, Washington. Swallowed by the trees, Laura, Jack and Bruiser ventured deep into the surrounding forests of the Redmond Watershed Preserve, trading the concrete and steel for wood, dirt, and leaves.

Laura and Bruiser moved swiftly, threading through trees, ducking under branches, carrying themselves deeper into the trees and as far away from the city as possible. Sirens had faded into the distance, the barks of gunfire now just a memory.

Pressing a branch up and to the left, Laura ducked as she moved forward, struggling a bit with her heavy backpack, but making relatively good time.

At least she and the dog were. Taking a moment to catch her breath, she looked back at Jack, who was struggling as he made his way through the trees, using the narrow branches of the young saplings as a crutch of sorts. He pulled himself along a narrow path, visibly pained as he navigated the slight incline.

“Can I help you yet?” she asked.

“I’m fine,” he replied through a strained voice.

“You’ve been saying that for an hour; meanwhile, I have to keep stopping and waiting for your slow ass to catch up.”

“Sorry for cramping your style,” Jack said.

“It’s all right,” Laura replied. “I think we’re far enough from the city, anyway. There’s a clearing up here a short distance, we need to set up and bed down for the night.”

Jack nodded.

“And I need to get you patched up,” she finished, watching him as he caught up to her. His uniform was shredded and splayed open at the shoulder; the bandage wrapped tightly over exposed flesh. A slowly spreading red stain was seeping through the gauze, the wound bleeding more aggressively than it had been an hour previously.

“I thought I was patched up,” Jack replied.

“Not nearly,” Laura said. She tugged Bruiser’s leash gently, coaxing him back to slow his pace and they all walked together through the trees, stepping over rocks and roots, ducking around a few of the trees as they made their way into the preserve.

“You think we’ve left the bad guys behind?” Jack asked, momentarily taken aback that he was calling his fellow soldiers “bad guys”.

“Let’s hope,” Laura replied. “We need to catch our breath sometime. I think they’ve got their hands full in Redmond, especially if that group who ambushed them is fighting back so fiercely.”

“What’s going on there, do you think?” Jack asked as they walked.

“What do you mean?”

“I was raised to believe that soldiers were there to help. What would drive civilians to turn against them so quickly and so thoroughly?”

“You saw what they did outside Aurora,” Laura said. “You really think that’s the only time they lost control? I’m betting there was plenty of violence elsewhere, and word spreads fast, even in times of crisis. It’s clear the Army isn’t here to protect the people, they’re here to try and contain and control. There’s a world of difference there.”

Jack was quiet as they moved through the trees.

“I mean, you must have heard the orders, right?” Laura asked. “What did it sound like to you? To the boots on the ground?”

Jack shrugged, wincing slightly as they pushed through a clutch of three trees, emerging out into a wide clearing, the forest running along a circular perimeter, leaving an open gap of long grass in the somewhat open pasture.

“It was all about enforcing a curfew,” Jack acknowledged. “Keeping the population— like you said—contained.” Jack groaned softly as he let his pack slide off his shoulder and set it on the ground. “It was supposed to be FEMA’s job to bring the aid. It was our job to maintain security to allow them entrance.”

“Only FEMA never came,” Laura said.

“Only FEMA never came,” Jack agreed.

Laura unhooked Bruiser from his leash and the dog trotted off into the trees, Laura figured to do his business, and she just let him go. Placing her pack on the ground, she unzipped it and slid out the medical kit she’d accessed before. Placing it on the ground behind her, she reached back in and removed a flattened metal structure, an assembly of small tin pieces that Jack glared at uncertainly.

She smiled and slipped out two locking rods, peeled away a small piece of metal, then unfolded the flattened contraption, forming a hollow looking rectangle with several circular holes cut out of the sides for ventilation.

Taking the locking rods, she moved them to the top of the rectangle and slid a thin tray near the bottom, allowing the small item to stand freely on the grass. Turning around on her knees, she scanned the grass and plucked up several dried twigs and a few leaves, setting them within the metal tray at the bottom of the free-standing rectangular shape.

Going back into her pack, she removed a fire-starter kit and brought both pieces over toward the portable stove where she flicked the flint against the metal several times, shooting sparks down into the stove. After a few moments, a small, flickering fire was crackling quietly within the metal rectangle, smoke rising, a low, soothing heat rippling from it.

Along with the pieces of the stove were two small pots and pans, and she removed the pot, placing it on the ground, then retrieved a bottle from the pack and pushed herself to her feet.

“Make sure that fire doesn’t go out,” she said, jerking her head toward the small stove and Jack nodded, looking more than a little impressed at just how quickly she’d put it all together and gotten the fire started.

Strapping a battery-powered headlamp around her head, Laura made her way through the trees, heading north for several paces until she heard the gentle lapping of a stream. Looking through a gap between trees, she saw the motion of water reflected in the light of her bulb. Moving to the edge, she collected some of the water in the bottle, which contained a filtration system within the neck so as the stream went into the mouth of the bottle, it was filtered before it reached the body. The bottle was collapsible so as the water filled it, it slowly swelled, growing in size and holding an impressive amount of freshly filtered water.

Laura screwed the cap on and stood, turning to walk back toward the campsite. Bruiser emerged from the trees on her right, panting happily and licking her hand as they made their way through the trees and came back out into the clearing.

Without a word, she emptied some of the filtered water into the pot and placed the pot between the support rods on top of the stove, where it rested perfectly over the crackling fire.

“Seems like maybe you’ve done this before,” Jack said.

“More or less,” Laura replied. “Like I said, I did a lot of camping. And before that, as a storm chaser, there were no promises that you’d have electricity, or even a roof over your head. In spite of all of our science, storms are unpredictable. So, yeah, I’ve had some practice.”

Moving over to the backpack, she kneeled beside it again and fished through it, looking for something else.

“What are you looking for?” he asked. “The med kit’s right there. That’s what you need, right?”

“Mostly,” Laura replied, not looking back. “But there is one other thing.” She nodded in the night, her headlamp sending searing brightness into the pack. Finding what she was looking for, she removed her hands and looked at the item, flipping it over to read some of the text on the back.

“What is that?” Jack asked, curious and concerned.

“Sewing kit,” Laura replied. “Patches, thread, needles, that sort of stuff.”

“Wait,” Jack replied. “That’s not for—for me is it?”

“No, of course not, I just wanted to darn that sock you had in your teeth,” Laura replied. “Of course, it’s for you. Using a standard needle and thread isn’t optimal, not by a long shot, but my med kit doesn’t come with sutures, so— well, we’ve gotta improvise.”

“Get the hell away from me with that,” Jack said, pushing back on his rear end, in the opposite direction of where Laura was crouched.

“Don’t be a baby,” she said. “Like I said, it’s not optimal, but it’s better than bleeding to death or getting a nasty infection.”

Jack didn’t reply, he just shook his head slowly, looking as if he were in some sort of trance. Laura looked over at the pan of water, watching as steam started drifting into the air, the water bubbling softly as it came to a gentle boil. She threaded the needle and dipped it into the water, letting it sit there for a moment as she moved over and started unwrapping the bandages on Jack’s arm, slowly peeling away the gauze. It clung to the wound for a moment and she gritted her teeth as she peeled it away, Jack wincing visibly as it pulled away from the bloodied flesh beneath.

“Sorry,” she said softly, before setting the bloodied bandage aside. Retrieving the bottle of hydrogen peroxide again from the medical kit, she slowly loosened the cap. 

“Almost forgot,” she said with a slight smile and reached back into the bag, pulling out the same sock they’d used before, holding it out so Jack could take it and squeeze it between his teeth.

Laura tipped the bottle up, pouring some of the liquid over the exposed skin, and the wound bubbled and sizzled as the liquid passed through it, Jack grinding his jaw tight and firm, eyes pinching closed.  He relaxed almost immediately, his eyes opening again.

“I thought that was going to hurt a lot more.”

Going back into the med kit, Laura pulled out a pair of tweezers and surgical scissors, leaning in close to look at the ragged hole in his skin. The foam slowly soaked into the ripe, pink flesh, revealing the uneven edges of Jack’s wound. Using the tweezers, she pried the shorn scraps of skin away from the wound, leaning in close, letting her headlamp shine down on the injury.

Using the scissors, she carefully scraped away some of the darkened, rough edges of the skin, frayed edges that looked as if they were already dying, slowly working through the edges of the wound. 

“I know,” Laura said quietly, continuing to work at the flesh with her tweezers. Jack reared his head back, his jaw clamping so tight Laura could see the contours of bone beneath the skin. Reaching over, she used the tweezers to pull the needle and thread from the boiling water before moving back to his shoulder, trying to work quickly. She sprinkled a bit more hydrogen peroxide on the needle, just to ensure its sterility, then moved the needle point to the edge of his broken skin, holding it there for a moment.

“This is going to sting,” she said. “A lot more than the peroxide.”

He nodded firmly, his eyes totally closed, almost as if shutting his eyes would shut out the pain.

“On three, okay?” she asked. “One.” She pressed the sharp point of the needle against his skin and felt the gentle resistance, like poking a fork into a freshly cooked hot dog. “Two,” she followed. He just started to nod, and she ground her own teeth, poking forward. The needle dug slightly, then popped, pushing through the thickened, wounded flesh and Jack screamed again, muffled, but just as pained.

The needle pushed through, and her stomach lurched a bit at the sensation of the sewing instrument digging through flesh, guiding the tied thread through the narrow hole in the skin. She looked at Jack, who had tears streaming from his closed eyes, his teeth grinding hard into the sock as he swayed gently. He appeared, just for a moment, as if he might pass out, and honestly, Laura thought that might be preferable, but he held tight and remained seated even as she used the tweezers to pull another flap of skin closer so she could punch the needle through and draw the thread tight. The skin slowly closed together, and he groaned as she pulled the thread through until it caught on a tiny knot she’d put in the end.

For fifteen excruciating minutes she repeated the process, jabbing the needle through thick, moist skin, blood seeping from the wounds. She was no nurse, and in fact had very little clinical background, but she did the best she could, knowing that she’d leave a scar he would likely have for the rest of his life.

She only hoped she’d sterilized the needle and thread enough and that they’d get to a point where she might be able to remove the stitches. Foreign objects inside the human body were not a good thing, even if they were left there under the guise of healing.

Finally finished, she used the surgical scissors to snip the thread and tie it off, then retrieved fresh bandages and gauze, and re-wrapped the injury, being as gentle and cautious as possible.

When it was all done, Jack leaned back against the trunk of a tree, his breath coming in uneven, desperate heaves, his face streaked with sweat and grime, tears still winding down his face from his narrowed eyes.

“Sorry,” he said softly, struggling with the words.

“Sorry?” Laura replied. “What do you have to be sorry for?”

“I’m such a baby,” he replied. “I’m this tough Army soldier, putting my life on the line defending my country. And I’m sitting here crying like a baby.”

Laura shook her head.

“Cut the macho nonsense, okay? I’m sure that hurt like hell. I’d be crying my eyes out, too. I don’t think less of you, we just need to get something to eat and get to sleep, be ready to start all over tomorrow morning.”

Jack sighed, shaking his head.

“Tomorrow morning,” he said. “I don’t even want to think about it.”

“Can’t be much worse than today, right?”

“Let’s hope,” Jack replied. 

“Let’s hope,” Laura echoed. She didn’t have much faith in that, however. After the events of the past two weeks, the chances of an uneventful day were rare, and she wasn’t about to get her hopes up.

Laura extinguished the flame and left the portable stove standing, cooling in the night air. She cracked open two more MREs, activated the heaters, and let them cook, just hoping that Jack would stay awake long enough to eat one.

He did, and they ate in silence. To his credit, he stayed awake long enough for her to retrieve their makeshift bedding. It didn’t look like rain, so she wasn’t worried about building a lean-to, and it was so late as it was that she didn’t want to take the time.

Jack fell asleep within moments, lying on his left side, keeping his right shoulder upright and off the ground. Laura called Bruiser close to her and the German Shepard walked in two slow circles before lowering himself to the ground, snuggling up tight to her and putting them both to sleep.

–––––––– 



Chapter 13

Somewhere in Oklahoma

It had been against her better judgment, but Helen had laid down on the hard wooden floor in the broken down church, and in spite of her protests, she’d been asleep within minutes.

She wasn’t sure how long she’d been out for, but when she awoke, the sun was up, a pale light burning through the vacant, hollow eye where a circular stained glass window used to be. Thick beams of off-yellow light came in solid streaks, casting the ruined pews in a strange pallor, shifting the ragged, splintered wood into an odd lemon meringue. She could hear the light patter of raindrops on what was left of the roof and as she crawled to her feet and made her way out from under the overhang, she looked up into the sky, a mixture of those same clouds, a faint gray backdrop and the constant web of strange, luminescent lightning crisscrossing the atmosphere.

For a few moments she just stood there and watched it, the artificial electricity crackling like a spider’s web caught in the glint of sunlight, glistening for a moment, then dulling, streaking from one invisible point in the sky to the next.

It felt ironic to her as the human population struggled down on the surface without access to electricity that it was overly abundant in the sky above, just out of reach, and ultimately useless. As she stepped forward for a better look, the floor creaked underneath her and she started, stumbling slightly, catching herself on one of the few pews that was mostly intact. In morning, the gutted building appeared a little less ominous, with the shadows a bit less thick, the shifts in light and perspective clearer, the reality of its structure more easily identified.

But still the reason for it being out here in the wilderness was unknown and that set a rock of worry in her belly.

“Joel?” she asked quietly and looked back to where she’d slept. Her backpack had been laid on the ground and she’d used it as a pillow, but his backpack was gone, as was he. She felt anxious at this revelation, worried for a single, short moment that he might have left without her, left her stranded in the Oklahoma wilderness while he went off on his own.

He didn’t really want her around, that much was clear even to her, even to the dumb teenager, and she was almost certain that he would dump her off at the first chance he got, no matter who the unwitting victim might be. Maybe he’d decided that time had already come?

“Joel?” she repeated again, crossing through the open front door of the church and wandering down the front steps, a long length of wooden planks leading to the damp grass. Rain fell down around her, though it was a light, peppering fall, not a storm or even a shower.

She was convinced of it now. She’d walk out into the clearing and would just find her horse, Joel and his own steed long gone as he left her to fend for herself, finally deciding she was more trouble than she was worth. She’d be stranded out here with this burned-out church, little to no food, just barely enough supplies, and it would be up to her to figure it all out. She could see him doing it.

“Joel!” she shouted, coming around the edge of the church and into the clearing, her head snapping left and right, scanning the surrounding grass, her panicked voice straining.

Just as she thought. Her horse was in the clearing, its reins tied to a tree, and it looked at her curiously, chewing softly, tufts of grass sticking out of its mouth. Joel and his horse were nowhere to be seen, and her heart stuttered.

She spun in an awkward circle, her eyes desperately hunting the trees for any sign of movement, any indication that he was there somewhere, that he truly hadn’t left her alone to fend for herself in the trees and grass in the middle of nowhere. Did she even have a compass? Did he leave her any food?

What was she going to do—

Her foot struck something with a soft clank, and she wheeled around, pulling it back, watching as the small portable stove tipped over, dumping a pan onto the grass and dirt. There had been a small fire burning within it and it landed in the grass, crackling softly.

“No!” she hissed and lurched forward, stomping on it furiously with her right foot, pounding hard over and over again until she’d finally tromped it into ash and smoke and nothing else.

“Damn, Helen, that was for my morning coffee.”

She whirled the other way just in time to see Joel wandering into the clearing, pulling his horse’s reins, leading it over the grass. His face was dark—he looked legitimately angry—a half-smoked cigarette pinched between his lips, stuck into the corner of his mouth.

“I—” she stammered, looking down at the capsized stove. “I don’t—I’m sorry.”

Joel didn’t reply, just sighed and shook his head, leading his horse over to the other, tying its reins to the trunk of the tree, allowing it enough slack to lower its head and eat the grass at its feet.

“Sorry,” Helen repeated, getting down to her knees and setting the stove back upright. She shook out the pan, making sure it was empty.

“Go back to where we crossed the bridge,” Joel said. “There was a stream there. Use your filtration bladder to get some more water. You won’t like me without my morning coffee.” He pinched the cigarette with two fingers and drew in a long, deep breath, the tip of the Marlboro glowing a soft crimson, like a tiny rock of fresh lava.

Helen nodded, her face flushed, averting her eyes so she wouldn’t look at him.

“What’s wrong with you?” Joel asked.

“Nothing,” she replied.

“Get enough sleep?”

“I’m fine.”

She wasn’t fine, not really, but she ignored her racing heart and tried to steady her breathing, walking back toward the church. She reached her bag and removed the filtration bladder. Tucking it under her arm, she trotted down the church stairs and stood in the grass, looking at the trees, trying to remember which way the bridge was. She didn’t want to ask him; she wanted to prove she could do it on her own, but as she tried to blink away unshed tears, it seemed like each tree blurred into the next, the light mist of rain clouding everything, even more than her tears.

“Through there,” Joel said, walking up behind her and pointing to a section of forest. “Go through there, follow the path we walked coming out.”

Helen nodded and took a step toward the trees.

“You sure you’re all right?” Joel asked, his concern sounding a bit forced over the hard edge to his words.

“I said I’m fine,” she replied, barely even looking back at him.

She saw him shrug and gently roll his eyes, turning away to walk back toward the clearing. As she watched, he lowered himself again, plucking a small device from one pocket, then striking it together to get a fire started back up in the portable stove.

She sighed softly and continued forward, walking into the trees.

As she entered the woods, she walked for a short while, waiting until she was out of his view, then reached into her pocket and removed the photograph she’d retrieved from her father’s apartment. Unfolding it, she looked at it, a soft smile on her face, tracing the image with her fingertips. She remembered how angry her father made her on a regular basis, how weak and foolish he’d seemed to her, a man unable or unwilling to get over the wife who had unceremoniously left him. His wife had been everything and then when she left, his attention became focused on the restaurant, and Helen had just been a little moon orbiting the restaurant’s planet, consistently in view, but clearly not as important.

At least that’s how she’d seen it. Looking at his image in the photograph, she saw his eyes looking at her with a certain wide-eyed amazement, an unabashed realization of the depth of love he had for her. He hadn’t poured his heart and soul into the restaurant because he loved it more than her, he’d done it because that was the only way to keep her in the clothes she liked, to buy her her own phone on her thirteenth birthday, to try, desperately to keep her happy.

She’d hated him for it.

Well, not really hated him. She knew that now, but it had felt very close to hate at the time. Very close to how she felt right now for Joel.

Her mood soured, turning acrid like spoiled milk and she folded the photograph, sliding it back into her pocket as she walked through the trees. She could hear the low burble of the stream ahead and didn’t want to linger deep in the woods if she could help it.
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It had taken Helen less time than he thought it would, and about twenty minutes later she emerged from the trees, a swollen water bladder in hand, a few streaks of wet dirt across her forehead. She had damp, mud-covered knees, her jeans were caked with dirt and water, and wore a sour look on her face, but he’d been impressed.

“Nice job,” he said softly, by way of compliment, but she didn’t seem to be too receptive. Joel had already set the stove back up again, gotten the small fire started, and had inserted one of the portable coffee filters on top of the insulated thermos he’d stowed away in his Bug Out Bag. The filter was filled with coffee grounds, and he eagerly accepted the bladder from Helen, unscrewing the top and filling the pot with freshly filtered water. Steam immediately began rolling from the pot and he handed the bladder back.

“You’ve got limited real estate for items critical to everyday survival and you bring a thermos, coffee filter, and coffee grounds?” Helen asked.

“Coffee is critical to everyday survival,” Joel replied. “Not mine, but anyone else who has to deal with me.” He meant it as a joke, but his voice was thin and flat, and Helen didn’t look amused.

It took less than five minutes for the water in the small pot to come to a rolling boil and Joel took it from its place atop the stove and slowly poured it into the thermos-mounted coffee filter, steam cascading from the flow of water as it moved.

Water covered the grounds, filling up the filter until it finally settled, more steam expanding from the black grounds as the water slowly seeped through them and through the filter, trickling down into the thermos underneath. Letting it settle, he filled the pot with more water and repeated the motion three more times until the water ran through the grounds that final time and filled the thermos almost to the top.

Joel shook the grounds out onto the dirt, the scant nub of his cigarette still clamped in the corner of his mouth.

“Take that back to the stream, would you?” he asked, handing the filter to Helen, which was still caked with moist grounds. “Rinse it out?”

Helen glared at him.

“What?”

“Is that all I am?” she asked. “Your glorified gofer? A slave-wage grunt who fills your water bottle and rinses your filter?”

Joel narrowed his eyes.

“Small price to pay for keeping you alive, wouldn’t you say?”

“Keeping me alive? Is that what you’re doing?”

“You’re breathing, aren’t you?”

“Pretty sure I do that all on my own,” Helen replied, swiping the filter from his extended fingers. She skulked away as Joel watched her leave, slowly shaking his head.

“Teenagers,” he muttered. He was definitely not cut out for this. He was better off alone. Perhaps it had been a mistake to take her in at all.

But where else would she have gone?

Suddenly, he was hopeful that they’d run into her family in Wyoming instead of having to travel all the way to Seattle. Maybe if her aunt and uncle were there, in Wyoming, he could convince them to take her. Drop her off with them and head back into the wilderness. Find his own place to stay. Somewhere deep in the woods, far away from civilization, the kind of place he’d always wanted his grandfather’s cabin to be. The kind of place he thought it was.

Before the hurricane. Before the lightning.

Before her.

The rain picked up in intensity, pelting down around him in rapid-fire water bullets, spattering over his hair and shoulders, sizzling as it struck the hot stove and underlying fire. As Helen walked back into the trees, Joel stomped out the remains of the flame, crushing the wood into broken splinters, snuffing the fire out against the damp grass. He folded up the portable stove, letting it cool for a few moments as he took a long, wonderful sip of hot, black coffee from the thermos.

It took him a few moments to clean up, moving along the makeshift campsite and picking up any trash or leavings, gathering it all together into the backpack and yanking it up onto his shoulders, shifting slightly to let the heavy pack settle.

They took a few moments to remove the ponchos from the worn and beaten up pews where they’d left them to dry and once again slung them over their shoulders, letting them settle down over their bodies.

Moving into the church, he started rolling up the blanket and gathering items into Helen’s bag as well, and by the time she returned from the woods, he had her pack all loaded and resting on the wall of the broken down church, ready to continue north.

Helen tossed the filter at him and he caught it, kneeling down to open her bag and slide it gently inside.

“Want some coffee?” he asked, holding out the thermos.

She looked at it dubiously, unsure of the offer.

“Any cream or sugar?” she asked.

“Nope,” Joel replied. “Hot and black, like nature intended.”

Tentatively Helen reached out her hand, closing her fingers around the warm thermos and unscrewing the cap. She tipped it gently to her lips, a finger of steam crawling from the open mouth and took a cautious sip.

Her face seemed to collapse in on itself with the horrid scowl of disgust and revulsion. She yanked the thermos away as if it might grow teeth and bite her.

“Disgusting!” she hissed, handing it back over. “I’m all set with that, thank you very much.”

“It’s an acquired taste,” Joel replied. “You’ll get used to it.” He took another swig and walked back toward the horses as Helen struggled to get the second backpack over her shoulders. She fell in behind him as the rain once again picked up. He was glad they’d decided to put on the ponchos.
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Old Mining Town

Somewhere in Oklahoma

Hugh Vasquez stood on the eastern edge of the small mining town, flanked by Arthur and Maya, all three of them looking out into the trees and the gathered clouds above.

“Storm’s coming,” Maya said softly, as a jagged network of forked lightning shot across the sky, briefly coating the world in uneven brightness.

“Storms are always coming,” Hugh replied. He glanced over at Maya, who stood, a flannel shirt wrapped around her waist, a tank top covering her broad shoulders. Rain fell, pattering dark droplets across the gray fabric of her shirt, and her biceps bulged beneath the layer of tanned and tattooed skin.

“This must feel like a foreign country,” Hugh said. “How long did you work for the mines?”

“Little less than a year,” Maya replied, turning back toward him, the long, single braid of hair shifting between her prominent shoulder blades. “Definitely not Tulsa, that’s for sure,” she finished, arching her eyebrows. “I grew up on the streets, spent more time in juvie than anywhere else. Been a long time since I wasn’t surrounded by concrete, but both me and my parole officer thought getting out of the city was a good idea.”

“Well, I know we’re certainly happy for it,” Hugh replied. “Getting someone with your distinct skill set has been an asset, for sure.”

Maya smiled crookedly.

“And what skill set would that be? Putting caps in asses?”

Hugh returned the cockeyed smile.

“That’s one way to put it.”

Hugh turned as Arthur walked slowly across the grass, coming toward them from the gathered collection of structures and houses in the background.

Several folks milled around in and among the town, strolling from building to building, each one of them with a specific purpose and goal. They were working at a swifter pace, trying to get the odds and ends done before the inevitable rain hit, the clouds continuing to gather and thicken in the sky above.

Rain came down in scattered pellets, somewhere between a sprinkle and a shower, but the darkness of the clouds told them all that it would pick up in intensity shortly.

“Normal patrol routes?” Arthur asked. He extended his arm, holding a carbon-fiber compound bow with aluminum limbs, sloping back toward him, the gathering of taut bow strings resting across the inside of his forearm. A quiver was built within the bow itself, loaded with a half-dozen arrows, and he held a secondary quiver on his back with even more. Maya carried more traditional weaponry slung over her shoulder, a Savage Arms 93R17 bolt-action rifle, the elongated scope attached to the top of the contoured weapon.

“We have a group out there already,” Hugh started. Suddenly, a figure burst from the trees, half sprinting, half stumbling, sprawling toward him, nearly losing her balance. Maya lurched forward, uncrossing her arms and catching the young woman as she almost fell to the grass.

“Joanie?” Hugh asked, stepping forward as Maya helped the woman to her feet, slinging her arm over her shoulders. The woman nodded, trying to catch her breath. She ran fingers through her tangle of blonde hair, pulling a few leaves out of the dampness.

“People,” she gasped, “on horseback. I saw them out by the church.”

Hugh’s eyes widened and his jaw firmed, lips peeling back and revealing white teeth.

“How many?” Hugh asked, his fists closing.

“Two,” Joanie replied, finally getting her rapid breathing under control. “A man and a young girl. A child.”

“A—child?” Hugh asked, his jaw relaxing slightly, eyes narrowing. Instinctively he glanced over his shoulder, looking back toward the house where he knew his wife was. Holding his eyes there for a moment, he turned and looked back at Joanie. “Were they armed? Could you tell what their purpose was?”

"They were armed, yes,” Joanie replied. “At least he had a rifle, I saw that much. I did not see a weapon on her. There was no way to tell their purpose, though they looked well-equipped. He was using a portable stove to warm some water.”

“Did they see you?” Hugh asked, his voice clipped.

Joanie shook her head eagerly.

“No, I’m sure they didn’t,” she replied. “I almost ran into them; I was just heading to the church like I normally do in the morning and it looked like the girl was just waking up. I ran back here as quickly as I could.”

Hugh stood in the clearing the rain falling down around them, slowly increasing in its volume. Arthur and Maya stood on each side of him, turned slightly to look at him, Joanie’s eyes scanning back and forth between the three of them.

“Take a team,” he said. “Arthur, Maya, grab two others. Into the trees, quickly, but quietly. Get to them before they get to us.”

“What’s the problem?” Arthur asked. “What are you worried about?”

“The way I hear it,” Hugh replied, “the Army and National Guard are doubling down on their curfew nonsense. Supposedly a surveillance team went through the eastern pass yesterday. I don’t want anyone sneaking up on us through those trees.”

“You think they’re with the military?” Maya asked.

“They weren’t dressed that way,” said Joanie.

“You don’t have to look like a soldier to be a soldier,” Hugh pointed out. “Not these days.”

“Don’t you think they have bigger problems?” Arthur asked.

“Bigger problems than a bunch of revolutionaries with ideals and the weapons to carry them out? What bigger problem is there than that?” Hugh put his hands on his hips, pushing back his jacket, which revealed the contours of a pistol at his hip. “Trust me,” he continued, “they know about us and they’ll move on us. We just need to be ready when they do.”

“Fair enough,” Arthur replied.

Hugh looked at Maya, whose braid dangled down between her muscular shoulders. She unslung the bolt action from her shoulder, the muscles in her forearms bulging slightly as she closed her fists around the rifle.

“Head out.” He looked to the left and pointed toward a row of taller trees in the distance. “Up to that ridge. Go quick, go quiet, and go careful. Don’t get caught out in the open.” 

Maya, Arthur, and Joanie looked in the direction he was pointing.

“Cutting through those trees will put you on an intercept course to the firebreak. If they’re on horseback, that’s where they’ll be.”

Maya nodded, cinched up a backpack on her shoulder, then walked forward, crossing past the two men and venturing toward the trees.

“Arthur, you go with her. Joanie, grab a few men from the town and take up the rear.”

“On it,” Arthur replied. He slung the bow over one shoulder and walked forward, his tall, lanky frame moving smoothly as the rain picked up, pelting down over his salt-and-pepper hair and broad shoulders.

"Listen,” Hugh said, reaching out and touching Arthur’s shoulder. The big man turned toward him. “If you do see them,” he said, “use the bow and arrow. Maya thinks she’s Miss Rambo with that rifle, but I’ve seen her shoot. She misses with that cannon and your position will be blown. Use the bow, quick and quiet.”

Arthur nodded.

“Oh,” Hugh continued, “and if there is a child? I want her alive.”
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The rain was falling even harder now, a full-blown curtain of hard missiles spilling down over the trees above. They guided the horses through the Oklahoma forest, much of the rain deflected by the leaves above, but still some of the storm sliced through the trees, striking the horse hides, hitting the ponchos, and flattening the grass at their feet. They’d been moving up a gradual slope for a few hours now and the slope was growing steeper, the horse hooves digging gouges into the packed dirt and increasingly wet mud. Ahead of Joel and Helen, they could see the trees opening up into a clearing, the rain falling harder, in thicker curtains, nearly blocking out the horizon.

They moved slowly together, Joel leading the pair, but Helen close behind, the solid static of the rain their only backdrop.

“So,” Helen asked, her voice quiet, barely audible above the rain, “do you ever think about what we did?”

Joel let the horse trot a few steps before looking back at her.

“What we did?”

“Yeah,” Helen replied sheepishly. “You know, with the police deputy. Those guys. What we did.” Her face had a strange expression, maybe even a hint of guilt.

“Sure,” Joel replied, “I think of what we did. I think of a group of Neanderthals who trespassed on my property with assault rifles. I think of an evil bastard who would have been more than happy to put a bullet in my brain while I slept.” The horse picked up its pace a bit and Joel remained looking forward. “I think of that same evil bastard shooting the sheriff dead—shooting Almira dead. I think of them all the time.”

Helen remained quiet.

“You know what I think?” Joel asked, this time looking back over his shoulder, his face an expressionless mask. “I think that I wish I could look that asshole in the eyes and kill him all over again.”

Helen’s eyes widened at his venomous reply, her mouth narrowing to a thin line.

“Excuse me,” Helen replied. “We can’t all be tough Army Ranger guys. You probably killed more people in Iraq than I’ve ever met.”

Joel was deeply silent after this comment, looking forward again, horse hooves clopping quietly on the broken down path.

“I wasn’t an Army Ranger,” he replied, more subdued than he had been. “And for what it’s worth, I wasn’t some tough soldier guy. Yeah, I saw some combat, but I don’t even know if I killed anyone over there. Only reason I even joined up was to try and fight my way to college or something better. It was the only way I knew. The only way I was going to dig my way out of the hell of South Brisbane.”

“What do you mean?” Helen asked. “You can do whatever you want. Get good enough grades, work hard. It’s America, right?”

Joel laughed, shaking his head.

“Your dad tell you that? Family came over from China, now living the American dream?”

Helen didn’t reply. Rain spilled over her hood, water collecting at the lip of the poncho and dangling gently in front of her eyes.

“Sorry, but you’re a kid. That’s what parents are supposed to tell their kids. The reality is, you grow up in a poor, rural southern town, there’s certain things you’re expected to do to survive. I wanted to go to college, not just college, but a good college. Only way I was going to do that was on the GI Bill. So, I joined up. I was going to be damned if I was stuck in the same rut as Malcolm Conway.” His voice faded slightly. “Same rut as Armand Beuchene.”

“So, what happened?” Helen asked.

“What do you mean what happened?”

“You joined up, went on active duty just so you could get out of town, yet there you were, still in town. Drinking beer, smoking cigarettes, living in the woods on your grandfather’s property.”

Joel laughed softly, but it was a laugh without humor.

“Did you ever go to school?”

Tugging on the reins gently, Joel urged the horse forward, angling up through tall grass and narrow clutches of young trees. There was a brief separation in the canopy of the leaves and rain pounded down around them.

“No, I never did,” Joel replied, almost sounding ashamed. “Life happened, then life kept on happening. Joined up, went overseas, and it didn’t mean shit.”

The word dropped like an anchor, its first mention creating a ripple of guilt in Helen’s eyes, which quickly dissipated to a disquieting calm, the water’s surface flat and easy, hiding the tumultuous depths.

“Sorry,” Joel grumbled. 

“It’s okay,” Helen replied. There was an invisible heat emanating from Joel, a frustration so bright and intense it seemed to evaporate the rain as it fell. It came from nowhere, striking like a hammer, leaving her stunned.

“It’s a sore subject. Sore for me, and it was sure as hell sore for my grandfather.”

“Was it your wife and daughter?” Helen asked. “Did they keep you—”

“We don’t talk about them,” Joel interjected. “Unless I say so.”

The young girl nodded, understanding, though not really understanding. It was supposed to help to talk these things out, but the more painful things got, the tighter Joel closed off.

Up ahead the path dipped down somewhat, then began traversing upward at a steep slope, the gap between the trees angling up through rocky outcroppings and some visible hard ground beneath the beaten path. They were reaching some kind of peak. Neither of them was sure what mountains they were on, but whatever slope they climbed, they seemed to be reaching the top. Helen opened her mouth to say something, left it open for a few moments, then decided discretion was the better part of valor, and let her lips ease back closed.

He’d talk when he was ready. If he was ready.

The upward slope was even steeper than it appeared originally, and the horses struggled somewhat, their long legs and hooves gingerly navigating the rough path. These were stallions, not mules, and weren’t accustomed to the steep, rocky climbs, but they coached them gently upward, and to the horses’ credit they complied, coming up near the top of the hill, where the path opened up into a wider space, the slope becoming more gradual.

In this open space the grass was longer but wetter, damp and flattened, and Joel could see the remains of more campfires scattered about, blackened wood and charred ground in two separate places. Oak and sugar maple wrapped around the oval-shaped meadow, trees thick with branches and leaves, one of the larger trees fallen by the far edge, thick trunk resting on the dirt and grass.

Two large rocks thrust up through the greenery, the mountain’s ledge poking through like goose eggs on the rounded skull of a concussion victim.

More water could be heard to the west and as he eased the horse to a stop, Joel looked that way, glaring through the trees, trying to see how the rocks were formed, trying to make sure they still had a clear path north.

For the briefest moment, he thought he saw movement in the trees, the vague shift of shadow against the interlaced branches, there one minute, and then gone.

“Let’s ease up,” Joel said, looking at Helen. “Take a little rest. The horses need it.”
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Maya was the first to see them, gesturing wildly to Arthur from the shelter of the wall of trees. They went to silent signals, well-practiced and choreographed, falling back on the training they’d gone through in anticipation of military opposition to their armed protest of the mine’s closure.

Arthur nodded and obeyed, moving closer as the two men from the town peeled back and to the right, going into a flanking motion along the western ridge of the clearing. Out in the open meadow, Arthur saw them both, sitting on horses, coming up over the steep slope of the mountainside. He’d been surprised and impressed that the stallions had made the incline, but both mounts looked tired and ready for rest.

Maya had moved toward the edge of the trees, un-slinging her Savage Arms, shoving the stock into the crook of her shoulder, letting her opposite hand gently cradle the forestock. Arthur made his way toward her as she peered through the long cylindrical scope, her hand moving to the bolt handle and gently sliding it back and down, loading a round in the chamber.

“No,” Arthur hissed quietly, and he could see her eyes dart in his direction, her mouth narrow. 

“Silent weapons only,” he said in a low whisper, carefully removing the compound bow from his shoulder and starting to slide free one of the slender, carbon fiber arrows. “Hugh’s orders.”

“Like hell,” Maya replied, lowering the barrel of her rifle slightly.

“You shoot and miss, then what happens?” Arthur asked. He looked back out through the trees, watching as the two horses came fully over the crest and onto the flattened grass. “They hear where the shot came from and they run the other direction. At least give me one shot.”

Maya glared at him, her finger hovering on the trigger, though clearly not aiming at the pair of intruders. They held their gaze for a long moment, her steely eyes glaring, the tightly twisted braid curled over her right shoulder.

Finally, her clenched jaw relaxed slightly.

“One shot,” she hissed, pulling the Savage Arms back toward her and lowering it. “But if you miss, I’m opening up with this son of a bitch.”

Arthur nodded, twisting around and moving close, lifting the compound bow and loading an arrow into the string. Curling three fingers around the drawstring he pulled, the initial tug tight, but as it started to bend, it loosened, pulling back close to his ear.

His opposite hand held the handle of the bow firm, contoured to fit his grip, the shaft of the arrow resting on the narrow ledge above his closed fist. He ran an index finger over the shaft, making sure it was tight to the bow and level.

Arthur watched the two horses come into the open pasture, hooves thudding, the older man talking to the younger girl. He sounded irate at first. Angry.

But then there was a note of caution. Alarm.

They were out of time.

Arthur drew in a deep breath, held it, and carefully aimed the wedge-tipped arrow, letting it fall on the older man’s center mass. Holding air in his lungs, he stood stock still, letting his heart fall into an even rhythm.

He aimed.

His fingers opened, the bowstring snapping taut, and the arrow hissed through the trees and out into open air, searing toward its target.

–––––––– 



Chapter 14

Somewhere in Oklahoma

“Watch out!” Joel shouted, hearing the clear snapping sound, the slicing hiss, the flash of a projectile. Jerking on the horse’s reins he twisted to the left, in the direction of the sound. The beast’s front hooves came off of the grass as it reared up.

Sharp knives of angry, hot pain drove into his chest, high and to the right, almost where his shoulder met the collar bone, a sudden, jarring impact, flat and powerful like a mule’s kick at first, then followed by the raging, burning pain, hot knives pressed into muscle and skin.

Surprise and jolting impact threw him backwards, his rear end lifting from the saddle, feet flying, the weight of his backpack carrying him over backwards. Trees and grass swirled into a sort of kaleidoscope of smeared colors, the entire world swirling into one strange pattern of mottled brown and green as he went back and over.

The momentum carried him, and his shoulders struck with a jarring force, pounding into a jutting rock, his legs going up and over, carrying him into an awkward backwards somersault at the crest of the upward slope.

He didn’t stop there. The impact of the arrow and the bucking horse sent him tumbling farther and faster, end over end, legs sprawling up and around, carrying him into a wild, uncontrolled tumble, a half cartwheel, a shoulder roll, a somersault, another oblong, awkward cartwheel, then rapid-fire somersault sprawls, going over and over, down the grass and over rocks, jabbing pain stabbing at his arms, his ribs, his chest and back as everything converged into a mass of darkness and pain.

He saw the crest of the hill moving farther away as he tumbled down, the steep slope carrying him into trees and grass, over the ledge, and plunging down into a scrabble of crabgrass, thorns, and weed.

There was another swift starburst of white pain, a sudden explosion of color, and then nothing but the swallowing darkness, rain pelting down around him as he went under.
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Everything seemed to happen all at once. Joel told her to stop, he jerked his head to the left, the horse reared, then there was this quiet hissing noise and Joel went over backwards, falling from the horse and spilling out over the ledge, tumbling down through the grass and trees.

“Joel!” Helen shouted, leaping from the back of her horse, landing in a clumsy crouch and stumbling forward, trying to make her way to the edge of the clearing. The AR-31 bolt-action rifle fell from her shoulder, landing with a soft thump in the grass.

“Stop where you are!” a voice shouted from nowhere and everywhere all at once, a loud and echoing boom and she whirled, her eyes scanning the trees, trying to figure out exactly where the shout came from. Her heart hammered in her chest and her hand went instinctively to the holster at her hip where the SIG Sauer P226 was stored. The weapon that she’d used to kill Deputy Conway, the weapon that she would use to kill again if she had to.

That fact became immediately and abundantly clear as she remained behind the agitated horse, using it for a sort of cover, tugging its reins while Joel’s mount huffed and pawed at the grass, unsure of what was happening.

She’d killed once to save Joel’s life. It had been the hardest thing she’d ever done, and the fact haunted her dreams every single night, but in that one moment of crystal, bright clarity, she was all too aware that she’d do it again, and it would get easier every time.

Helen wasn’t sure if that was good or bad.

With her hand at her hip, she looked over at the rifle, but it lay on the grass several feet away, and she’d have to leave cover to get it.

“We said don’t move!” the voice said again, and Helen couldn’t help but notice the emphasis on the word “we”.

“Who are you?” she shouted, crouching low behind the horse, sliding the pistol from its holster, feeling its smooth, cool metal pressed into the palm of her small hand.

“That doesn’t matter!” the voice called back. “We don’t want to hurt you.”

“You already hurt my friend,” she said back. “What makes you think I believe you?”

“We don’t kill children!” the voice came back. “At least we prefer not to. But if you force our hand—”

She angled herself around the front of the horse, looking out into the clearing, seeing two men emerging from the trees. They both carried bolt-action hunting rifles, and she saw grass and leaves moving toward the western edge of the meadow as well. No telling how many others were in the trees.

“Come on out, kid,” another voice said, and she turned, watching as a tall man with graying hair moved through the trees, a large, multi-string bow in his hand. Flanking his left was a woman with tightly braided hair, muscular arms extending from a sleeveless shirt, a flannel overshirt wrapped tight around her narrow waist. She had an elaborate hunting rifle held across her torso in both hands. The rain continued falling, shrouding the scene in a fine, gray mist, pattering over Helen’s poncho.

She felt trapped. Penned in. She wasn’t entirely sure there were enemies converging on all sides, but certainly they were coming from the west and the south, and the steep slope to the east would be treacherous for her to navigate, especially if armed men and women were in close pursuit.

“I’ve got a gun!” she shouted back. “I’ve—I’ve killed people before!” The words sounded pathetic even to her own ears.

“Nobody has to get killed,” the gray-haired man said, striding out into the middle of the open meadow. “Look!” He spread his arms, exposing his broad chest, showing that he had no pistol on him. Lowering himself slowly, he placed the bow in the long, wet grass, then stood slowly, holding his hands out. “I’m unarmed!”

Helen glanced out from behind the horse.

“We don’t want to hurt you; we just want you to come with us!” The man took another step forward.

“Why?” she asked.

“Our boss. The guy in charge of our village. He wants to speak with you.”

“Joel would have been better to talk to!” she shouted back. “You know—the guy you just shot and are leaving for dead?”

“We’re not in the habit of taking chances,” the man replied. “He was heavily armed, and we’re protective of our privacy. I apologize that we had to go that route, but trust me, your safety is assured.”

“You’ll have to excuse me if I’m not convinced,” Helen replied, looking down at her hand where the SIG Sauer semi-automatic looked large and clumsy against her young palm. She’d used it in violence before, shot someone dead, but his back had been facing her, he’d been standing still, and didn’t have her in his sights. How would she fare against four opponents—at least four. Who knew who else was in the trees? Four opponents with long-range rifles and a bow and arrow?

She knew her chances weren’t good. Looking out from around the horse again, she could see the figures from the south slowly approaching, getting closer, both of them with their rifles elevated, stocks wedged into their armpits, staring down the length of their barrels.

“We could have killed you by now,” the man said.

Suddenly there was a sound behind her, grass and leaves rustling loud and obvious. Helen shot to her feet and whirled around in time to see another figure, someone she hadn’t seen before, lunging at her, arms outstretched, reaching for her. Instinct kicked in. Helen shuffled left, turning and lifting the pistol, the man’s face twisting into an angry snarl, teeth showing, lips curled, nostrils flaring into dark round ovals.

Before she consciously thought it, her arm swung up, both hands clamped around the contoured handle of the SIG Sauer, the barrel pointing up. He was on top of her, arms and hands grasping, touching her shoulders and she squeezed the trigger, the flat clap loud against the static of rain, the muzzle flash slicing her vision as the weapon kicked viciously in her flimsy grasp.

The man’s face folded inward, shifting from scorn to pain as a bullet horse-kicked him in the chest, shoving him backwards, a guttural grunt bursting through pursed lips. Red flecks scattered across Helen’s face, blood spattering into her open eyes, coating her vision in a vague haze of crimson. Clutching at his chest, the previously lunging man went over backwards, toppling clumsily into the tall grass where he’d emerged, legs coming out from under him as he disappeared into the brush and trees, Helen’s wide eyes watching him all the way down.

She froze, stunned and still, watching as the man fell, smelling the rank stink of smoke, tasting the stale copper of spent blood on her tongue.

Not her blood.

Hands grasped her shoulders from behind and she tried to turn, but she couldn’t. They squeezed hard, pushing her arms tight to her side, more hands shooting in, knocking the weapon aside, binding her in place, wrapping her up. Soon there was a second person on top of her, further restraining her, and then she was pulled backwards, heels dragging at grass and dirt, writhing and squirming, but caught in the vise grip of these strangers.

She struggled again, pulling against the clutching fingers, the thick, muscular arms, but her breath stuttered, and she was feeling winded after just a few moments of battling against the larger captors. She looked longingly at the edge of the clearing where Joel had gone over, wondering for a moment whether he was dead or alive, a barrage of thoughts rampaging through the inside of her skull.

Finally, she gave in, relaxing her muscles as she was dragged into the grasp of the others, arms strung between two figures, while others moved to the horses, grabbing their reins and pulling them along.

As she allowed herself to be dragged across the grass, the weather worsened, coming down in broad sheets, the world drowned in a torrent of rain and wind.

“Shouldn’t we make sure her friend is dead?” one of the men asked, his voice low among the static of falling rain.

“After the weather breaks.  It’s too dangerous to go crawling down those slopes in this rain and wind.  Let’s get her back to the village and we’ll send a group back out!”

Helen closed her eyes, the words fading into the falling water.

–––––––– 



Chapter 15

Redmond, Washington

The pain had lessened to more of a dull, prodding ache rather than the white-hot stabbing agony that it had been as Jack had plunged backwards into darkened slumber. Adjusting his position, he gritted his teeth, rolling along on his left shoulder, trying to slowly push his way up into a seated posture as rays of pale sun burned down through the canopy of leaves over their head.

Laura was already awake, finishing the packing, pulling a zipper closed along the curved flap of her large backpack.

“Good morning, sunshine,” she said, lowering into a crouch. She picked something off the ground and threw it toward him. Reflexively, Jack moved his right arm to catch it, then winced at the pain and tried to adjust, but too slowly, the protein bar thumping into his chest and falling into his lap.

“Impressive,” Laura quipped, picking up the backpack and sliding it over one extended arm, getting it balanced on her shoulders. Her posture sagged gently under the weight of the bag.

“Your lack of sympathy is duly noted,” Jack replied, fishing the protein bar from his lap as he stood, peeling away the wrapper and stuffing it in his pants pocket. He took an eager bite and chewed, his eyes closing softly as the quick burst of sugar and carbs broke down between his teeth and settled on his tongue.

“Enjoy it,” Laura said. “We’ll have to try and make it last all day. We’re down to just a few protein bars and a few MREs. If we restrict our diet, we may be able to make them last a few days, but we need to start thinking about alternatives.”

“Alternatives?” Jack asked. “Like what? Raiding stores?”

“Spoken like a true city boy video game junkie,” Laura replied. “Like hunting. Gathering. Now that we’re out of the city, we can start combing bushes and trees for nuts, berries, and plants. I’ll be doing that more today as we continue east.”

“Isn’t that dangerous?” Jack asked. “There’s poison and stuff, right?”

“Sure is,” Laura agreed. She reached into one of the oversized, baggy pockets on her cargo pants and slipped out a thin book that she must have retrieved from the backpack before putting it on. “Which is why I brought my handy guide that I use on every camping trip. It’s a good way to identify edible plants, nuts, and fruits, and helps avoid the stuff that’ll make us puke our guts out.”

“Puke is no good,” Jack acknowledged. “Though, to be fair, I don’t have a whole lot to puke up at this point, anyway.” He looked longingly down at the half a protein bar left. Reaching into the pocket where he’d put the wrapper, he retrieved it and wrapped it around the remains of the bar and regretfully slipped it back into his pocket.

“Doesn’t make the puking any less dangerous,” Laura said. “At this point, I’d be more worried about dehydration.”

“How much bottled water do we have left?” Jack asked. He walked over to the tree where his M4 had been resting and retrieved it, slinging it over his shoulder before retrieving his own backpack and doing the same. After some clumsy adjusting he had the backpack on both shoulders and the rifle dangled next to it, nested neatly against the right strap of his backpack.

“A couple of bottles,” Laura replied, walking toward him, holding up a hand to ensure that he stayed where he was. Jack looked at her strangely, but quickly understood as she moved to his shoulder and bent forward, examining the bandage wrapped around his freshly stitched wound. Gently she peeled back the gauze pad, and he winced as it tugged at some of the dried blood and fluid around the sewn wound. Laura fished through her backpack and retrieved the medical kit again, opening it up and removing a moisture pad, some more gauze, and the hydrogen peroxide.

“Do we really have to do this again?” Jack asked and Laura nodded, removing the pad, which was colored in a dull, faded rust hue. She dabbed the peroxide on another pad and gently dabbed it on the wound, picking up some discoloration and debris, carefully cleansing the flesh around it, then pushed it down, holding it in place for a few moments.

Removing it, she unwrapped a moisture pad and ran it over the injury as well, doing some more rudimentary cleaning before she found another gauze pad and stuffed it in where the first one had been, tightening the wrap around his arm and fastening everything back in place.

In short order the med kit was folded back up and slipped into her backpack with the exception of a small brown tablet, which she held out to Jack who eyed it suspiciously.

“Ibuprofen,” Laura said.

“We have ibuprofen?” Jack asked. “Where was it yesterday?”

“We have some,” Laura replied, “not much. You get 200 milligrams a day. Can you dry swallow it?”

Jack nodded and plucked the pill from her fingers, placing it on his tongue and quickly swallowing it.

Laura picked the backpack up off the ground again, slung it over her shoulders, then walked past him, over toward the trees that lined the eastern ridge of the small clearing.

“Our lack of water strikes me as...not good,” Jack said, falling in behind.

“Not so worried,” Laura replied. “I packed filter bottles and a filter straw, and we’re walking around in the Redmond Watershed for crying out loud. Plenty of groundwater to choose from and plenty of filters to make it drinkable. Another advantage of being out of the city and into some semblance of wilderness.”

Jack nodded.

“We’re still near Redmond, though,” he said, “and still in a relatively urban area. How long until we’re in some protracted area of trees and nature? I figure we walk another hour, we’re going to be back in suburbia, right?”

“To a degree,” Laura replied. “The watershed preserve nests against some housing developments, but there are plenty of trees we can use for cover as we cut through. We keep heading east, then find a way to cross the Snoqualmie River and we’ll be back into a more rural area again. My hope is that by this time tomorrow maybe we’ll make it to Cherry Creek Falls, which we can follow along to the Snoqualmie National Forest. Then we start getting into Native American reservations and follow those along into Montana. It’ll be a long haul, but if we do it right, we should stay nice and off the beaten path.”

“Music to my ears,” Jack said, slowly rotating his shoulder and wincing again at the jab of pain.

“You say that now,” Laura said, “let’s just hope we can find something to hunt. Once these MREs and protein bars are gone, we’ll struggle, and you can only get so far on berries and nuts.”

“Pretty sure the ‘so far’ for me is about two hours. I’ve never been much of a berry guy unless it was a bottle of Cherry Coke.”

Laura chuckled and shook her head.

“You’re hopeless,” she said.

“Hey, I’m walking around out here with a piece of sewing thread holding my arm together, so don’t tell me I’m hopeless.”

“It was a glorified paper cut, you big sissy,” Laura retorted, though there was a sense of humor tinging her voice. “Come on. Let’s keep moving, we’ve got a lot of ground to cover. Maybe if you can keep up, we’ll see about stealing a car.”

Jack’s eyes widened, and he smiled softly, picking up his pace as he followed along behind.
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They’d been walking for a few hours, the sunlight peering through narrow gaps in the trees, and had made it through the eastern edge of the watershed, through some suburbs and around the south side of a particularly posh-looking golf course.

Slowing, Laura halted by the eastern edge of the trees, looking out over a roundabout that directed traffic through a series of north-to-south and east-to-west roadways, the multi-lane asphalt conduits intersecting this part of Redmond. Normally, she imagined they would have been clogged with traffic, traveling among the congested housing developments, heading to mindless jobs at local office parks.

That day, however, the roads were abandoned, no cars moving back and forth, just empty pavement, a strange, pervasive blanket of stillness and silence cast over what Laura knew was normally a bustling suburban metropolis.

“This feels so strange,” she whispered as she looked out over the street, dropping to one knee and gently rubbing the back of Bruiser’s head. “Just—nothing. No activity at all.”

“I’m sure there’s plenty of activity somewhere,” Jack replied. “Just not here.”

A soft wind blew through the gap in the trees, wafting over the roads, carrying with it the stale stink of smoke, the lingering effects of Seattle’s inferno carried on the breeze. Somewhere far in the distance a siren wailed, but it was a quiet, faint, non-threatening sound.

“I don’t like this,” Laura said. “It looks quiet, to be sure, but it’s a long walk from here to the next batch of trees, and those trees are sandwiched between two clustered housing developments. We’ve got another hour’s walk to the river, and probably ninety minutes until we get to where 124 crosses it so we can get back into the trees.”

“Should we think about getting a car?” Jack asked. He looked to his left where they could see a large, curved parking lot wrapping around a fancy-looking country club. A few cars were scattered along the pavement, slotted neatly into painted lines.

Laura looked up and down the northbound lanes, empty and quiet, but looking no less apprehensive.

“I’m still nervous about taking the main roads,” she said in a low voice. “I want to stay off the beaten path. At least until we’re closer to Montana.”

“Why?” Jack asked, looking closely at her. “What has you so spooked? You’ve been dancing around the issue the entire time we’ve been crossing the state.”

Laura lowered her head, gently rubbing Bruiser’s head, moving her hand in even stroking motions, almost compulsively. As she kneeled there, a sudden network of lightning ripped across the sky, a series of forking streaks so bright it temporarily lit the grass at their feet.

“You said you were part of the team at Aurora, right?” she asked, pushing herself to her feet. She stepped forward, toward the pavement, still looking back and forth, and Jack followed along behind her, Bruiser at her right hip.

“Yeah,” he replied. “I—I was there. I didn’t shoot anyone, but I was there.”

Laura nodded.

“I’m pretty sure it was me they were looking for. It was me they were hoping to kill.”

“What?”

Stopping by the sidewalk, she cast one more long look down the southbound lane of the road, then stepped out onto the pavement, picking up her pace so they wouldn’t linger out in the open.

“Why?” Jack continued. “I mean, I know you worked for Aurora, and that the Army was squirrelly about something to do with the institute, but why you?”

“It’s a long story,” she said. “Long and ugly, and stuff I’m not especially proud of.”

“Lady,” Jack replied, “my life is full of things I’m not especially proud of.”

Laura chuckled, glancing back at him.

“This goes a little beyond wasting your teenage years playing video games in the basement.”

“So, tell me.”

She blew out a long, exasperated sigh and skipped over the second lane of the northbound lane, picking up even more speed as she crossed onto the grass toward the trees.

“I mean,” she started, trying to maintain some semblance of patience. “You know what it is, right? The lightning?”

“Everyone in my squad sorta assumed it was a part of Heatshield. That global geo-engineering project from a year or two back.”

“Everyone sorta assumes correctly.”

The two of them made their way through a thin scraggle of trees just south of a collection of residential housing, took a moment to cross through, then emerged onto a flattened meadow.

“You were involved?” Jack asked.

Laura nodded.

“While I was a storm chaser, I made a name for myself in some circles. Not necessarily the circles I wanted, but you know. During one of my chases, the government sent some representatives to the town that was under threat of tornado warnings, looking to gather some data on how climate change and the Earth’s temperature impacted the frequency of these early and late-season storms.”

“The government?” he asked, emphasizing the word with little air quotes with his fingers. “That’s a pretty nebulous description.”

“It was a pretty nebulous organization,” Laura replied. 

Crossing the meadow, they stepped over a narrow, well-traveled trail and ventured back into some trees, once again shrouded from the residential homes outside. She wondered for a moment if there had been people in those homes, looking out of the windows, sitting in the darkness with no power and little food, waiting for the end to come. Had they watched them walk through their backyard with backpacks and weapons? Had some enterprising survivalist been tracking their movements with a long-range rifle?

It seemed like each step and each slow march towards progress came under the threat of danger.

“But yes, they were representatives from various agencies. A government task force, so to speak, but one member of that task force was actually from an intelligence organization.”

“CIA?” Jack asked.

Laura shrugged.

“To this day I’m not really sure, and he didn’t clarify. Honestly, I think he had some ties to the National Security Agency.”

“Why would the NSA care about weather patterns and climate change?”

“That’s where the story gets interesting,” Laura continued. The trail they had crossed over looped back around and cut through the trees and Laura found it, stepping onto it and following it eastward as it wound along the perimeter of another housing development. It was far enough into the woods to keep them mostly out of view, so they continued following its meandering path east, north, then east again.

“Apparently the governments of the world had already begun development on Project: Heatshield, which, as you might know, was a nanotechnology platform designed to be fired into orbit. It would spawn thousands, if not millions of tiny, invisible mirrored satellites that, by themselves were almost nothing, but together could actually reflect a small percentage of the sun’s rays, effectively cooling the temperature of the Earth, or at least slowing its warmth.”

“Yeah, I saw the TV reports and read a bunch of stuff on the Internet about it,” Jack said. “Seemed straight out of a sci-fi novel, to be honest.”

“Oh, it was all too real. And it just so happened that a lot of the data they were looking for was data I’d been collecting as a storm chaser.”

Jack didn’t reply, he just smiled a crooked little smile and if Laura hadn’t known better, she would have thought he looked at least a little bit in awe of her.

“Trust me,” Laura continued, “it’s not as cool as it sounds.”

“I doubt that,” Jack replied. “Gotta be cooler than two-liter bottles of Mountain Dew and LAN parties until four in the morning.”

Laura shrugged.

“Actually, that sounds pretty damn cool.”

The trail continued to drift north, but seeing a gap in the housing developments, Laura turned right, stepping off the trail and moving through the thick trees. Jack followed her lead as Bruiser walked alongside as well, his nose rammed down into the dirt. They found a second trail drifting south, outside the cover of trees, but continuing east, heading toward the wide expanse of the Snoqualmie River.

“Anyway,” she continued, “I got to know the intelligence guy. Uhh...quite well, actually.”

“Ah,” Jack replied, understanding the context of her remarks. “In the biblical sense.”

Laura’s cheeks flushed red and she snapped her head around, eyes narrow, though the corner of her mouth was gently hitched into a smirk.

“That’s none of your business, young man.”

“Just saying.”

They walked for a few moments in awkward silence, ducking back into the trees before coming back out onto a wide, green pasture. She stopped for a moment, looking south, seeing the first sign of Northeast 124th Street heading east. Like the other street they had just crossed, there were no cars moving, though a few sat still and abandoned, giving off a strange, ghost town feel to the area, which from their angle looked very rural. They’d officially crossed out of the depths of Washington suburbia and were venturing into more wilderness, coming close to some more of the deep, green national forests.

Clinging close to the tree line, they moved south, walking quickly, heading toward the road, Laura’s eyes open and alert, scanning north and south, ensuring they wouldn’t have any unexpected company.

“So, after getting to know this guy, did you become more involved in Heatshield?” Jack finally asked, apparently hoping to crack a bit of the ice he’d inadvertently created with his earlier remarks.

“Yes,” Laura replied. “I did a fair amount of the analytical work, obviously alongside a huge team of other, much smarter people.”

Another web of lightning covered the horizon in jagged fractures of pale blue and stark white.

“Okay. But that doesn’t explain why they might want you dead.”

“I haven’t really gotten to that yet,” Laura replied. “It’s a difficult subject. Technically the work I did there was classified Top Secret—I could be breaking all sorts of laws if I reveal what I did.”

Jack laughed, adjusting the strap of his M4 slightly, wincing as he moved his bandaged shoulder.

“You think those laws mean anything anymore?” 

“No, I don’t,” she replied. “That’s the only reason I’m even talking about this. Whatever laws there were, those dirtbags outside Aurora shot them to pieces when they killed twenty of my friends and co-workers.”

Jack was silent in response to this, a long, empty stretch of noiseless walking as the two of them continued south toward 124th.

“Laura, I’m sorry—”

“It wasn’t your fault,” Laura replied, quickly and tersely. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have—”

“You absolutely should have,” Jack said. “That’s a big reason why I’m here with you instead of patrolling the streets of Seattle with my squad. There’s nothing they can say or do to rationalize what happened there. I can’t think of any national security implications important enough to warrant the wholesale slaughter of civilians.”

“I’m glad we’re on the same page, there,” Laura said. They came upon the roadway stretching east, running just north of sprawling farmlands and clinging to the southern edge of the downward curl of the snaking Snoqualmie, which then curled back around and ducked under a two-lane bridge covered in metal gridwork.

“So, why were they after you?” Jack continued as they approached the road and started walking along the grassy shoulder just north of the pavement.

“Well, it was like I said,” Laura said. “I got close with the intelligence guy. As you might expect, they had some ulterior motives when it came to the end result of Project: Heatshield. Ulterior motives they didn’t want the global population to know about.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, at the time, I was told they were doing some field testing. Trying to identify counter-measures for illicit surveillance tactics.”

“Field testing.”

Laura nodded. 

“Integrated tracking software and surveillance gear built within the proprietary network running Project: Heatshield. It would potentially allow wide-scale undetectable eavesdropping across the globe.”

“Good Lord,” Jack replied. 

“Exactly,” Laura said. “There was even more to it than that. Early prototypes of weaponized nanotech. Satellites that could operate within the Heatshield network that could actually launch targeted pulses of electricity. Alone, they were tiny and impossible to detect, but once integrated with Heatshield’s architecture, they could siphon power from the surrounding satellites and focus the attack.”

“No freaking way,” Jack said. “That’s some real futuristic shit, Laura.”

“Exactly,” she replied. “It was all phrased as field testing. They took some of my analytics for lightning storms surrounding tornado touch downs and asked me to use that data to create algorithms. Air displacement, residual discharge. All sorts of weird stuff. But it was all hypothetical.”

“Until it wasn’t.”

Laura shrugged.

“I still don’t know,” she said, glancing up toward the sky. “But when they were doing the prototyping, they had computer models demonstrating what this sort of thing might look like.”

“Let me guess,” Jack said, his eyes following hers up toward the horizon. “It looked something like that?”

“It looked a lot like that.”

The bridge over the river rose above them and Laura slowed for a moment, looking left and right again, ensuring that nobody was on the bridge or one the streets surrounding it. Satisfied that they remained alone, she ventured up onto the pavement and moved left, walking onto the bridge itself, Jack close behind.

“That doesn’t really explain what happened, though,” Jack continued. “Did they actually use the weapon? Was there some sort of accident?”

“I reached out to my—to the guy I knew shortly after this all began,” Laura said. “He wasn’t talking.”

“I can’t imagine why.”

“I asked some tough questions, and then all of a sudden our building was being sequestered, and then soldiers were opening fire on us. That said more to me than his words ever could.”

“Damn,” Jack said in a low voice, shaking his head.

“Twenty people dead. More. All because of me.” Laura’s voice faded and broke near the end, something in her throat catching as she said the words.

“No,” Jack said firmly. “Not because of you. This is not your fault.”

“I should have just turned myself in or something,” she said.

“They would have killed you.”

She shrugged.

“Maybe, but the rest of them would still be alive. What makes my life more important than theirs?”

“Are you kidding?” Jack asked. “What you know? The knowledge in your head? You might be one of only a few people who actually know what the hell is going on.”

“So what?” Laura asked. “Just because I know what’s going on doesn’t mean I have any power to stop it.”

“Knowledge is power, Laura. You of all people should know that.”

“Not if there isn’t any way to use that knowledge. Who am I going to tell? You and Bruiser? My sister in Wyoming? I’m not sure if you noticed, but we’ve lost the ability to communicate long range. Maybe I’ll send up some smoke signals once we get settled.”

“Joke all you want,” Jack said, “but you know things. Things that people in Washington were willing to kill you for. In a world where most modern things have lost value, you have perhaps the most valuable thing out there. You have their secrets. More importantly, you might have the key to putting things right.”

The two of them continued moving forward, carefully crossing the bridge, Jack’s words ringing true, more meaningful than she cared to admit.
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They’d crossed the bridge and ventured out into more wide-open grass pasture when a sound caught Laura’s ear. She pressed a finger to her lips and held up a hand, gesturing for Jack to stop.

There was a soft sound carried on the breeze, a strange, almost foreign noise that was almost familiar. A sound Laura had heard before, but not in quite some time. It was an organic sound, a soft—

Clucking?

She strode along the grass, toward the farm in the distance, and as they drew near, the clucking sounds grew louder, and through the rungs of a perimeter fence she could see a wooden structure along the back side of the barn.

It was a chicken coop.

“Chickens?” Jack asked, looking at Laura as they walked ahead. “Are those really chickens?”

“There’s a farmhouse there,” Laura said. “Good chance they have chickens.”

Jack moved a little quicker, pulling out ahead of her as they approached the fence. His rifle was clamped between his hands as he stepped through the rungs of the fence, moving into the long grass as Laura drifted along the outside edge of the fence, her eyes scanning the area around the house.

“Be quiet, Jack,” she said. “Someone lives here. We don’t want to startle them.”

“I see four of them,” Jack said, lowering to a half crouch as he stepped forward, looking into the wire mesh of the coop. Laura moved between the barn and the farmhouse, making her way quietly to the main house itself. It was a two-floor structure with a peaked roof, classic farmhouse design with several rectangular windows looking out onto the well-manicured property of the homestead. Two pickup trucks sat in a dirt driveway, and she could see a John Deere tractor out near a field of tall, green shoots—she couldn’t tell if it was corn or something else.

A gorgeous porch was on the near side of the house, with four sculpted wooden supports, a sloped and contoured roof, and waist-high railing. A love seat dangled on two metal chains alongside a pair of rocking chairs which looked hand-made.

It was an eerie sensation, walking along the grounds of this beautiful, old-school farm, seemingly dead and empty without the sound of farm equipment, larger animals, or children playing in the yard.

Stepping up onto the porch, she walked to the front door and leaned in, pressing her ear to the glass surface, listening for any sign of life.

She heard nothing. Pressing down on the lever of the storm door, her hand moved as it gave, pressing down and opening it. A much older wooden door stood between the storm and whatever lay inside and she tested the doorknob, finding that it, too, was unlocked.

Shaking her head, she pushed it slowly open and stepped inside. They were in rural Washington and probably a very low-crime area, so leaving their door unlocked didn’t surprise her necessarily, but she also didn’t want to surprise anyone with a shotgun who might be hunkered down inside.

“Hello?” she called into the still house. She stood in a narrow entryway, the main hallway leading deeper into the structure, and the only sound was the faint echo of her voice coming back to her. There was a faint, almost rancid smell in the air, the lingering stink of old garbage and spoiled food, wetness accentuated by the stale odor of old eggs. 

“Hello?” she called again, a little louder. Again, there was no response. The house felt almost supernaturally still, not just empty, but frozen in time, without spirit as well as without bodies. As if it had once been alive and was now a corpse. An empty, soulless shell.

Laura rested her hand at her hip, groping for the pistol that she’d stolen from the drug addict in the woods. It took her a moment to find it, slipped between her belt and the small of her back, and she touched it, though she hesitated to remove it, reluctant to start a fight where one didn’t need to start.

Walking from the hallway into a small kitchen, her eyes roamed the narrow, tile-floored room with long, laminate counters and a double sink with a gooseneck faucet. There was an old refrigerator with several photographs stuck to the surface with magnets, photographs of smiling faces, old and young, an audience of spectators from the past.

How many of them were still alive? Laura’s eyes focused on a pair of young toddlers, blonde curls cascading from small, smooth scalps. They were standing in the wake of a sprinkler dousing the immediate area in water, broad smiles on each face as people milled about in the background, living their lives. Lives that were no longer possible.

Moving from the kitchen to what seemed to be a dining room, Laura craned her neck left and right, seeing that this room was also empty.

“Hello?” she said again, not expecting a response, but wanting to say the words anyway, just in case.

Still nothing but silence.

The dining room had a large, circular wooden table and two corner shelves with various accoutrements, including a few more family pictures, some hand-carved angels, and a little wooden sign that said Happy Wife, Happy Life.

Laura moved from the dining room into the next, making her way through the narrow doorway leading to what seemed to be a larger room, a living room perhaps. She stepped in and made her way around an oversized couch.

She saw them there. Two of them. The man was in an easy chair, a white tank top pulled too-tight over his broad stomach, faded blue jeans on his legs. He had pale, gray hair, pulled back in a half-halo over his otherwise smooth skull, though it was somewhat difficult to tell where the hair ended and the skull began, as the man’s skin was almost the same color.

Her stomach twisted as she looked from him to the woman on the couch, only a few feet away, dressed in a floral dressing gown, her own gray hair spilling out over narrow shoulders. Neither of them moved, they sat there, eyes cast downward, chins touching their chests, as if they had found something particularly interesting in their own laps and couldn’t pull their eyes away.

They were dead, Laura was sure of it, though there was no sign of violence or disturbance of their home’s decor. The lingering smell of rot and staleness was stronger in this room and against her better judgement, she walked around an oval coffee table. There was a large radio on the floor, not the kind for communication, but a regular boom-box style stereo, which seemed very out of place.

She took another step forward and saw it, her heart sinking.

A gas-powered generator was on the floor next to the radio, the radio plugged into an outlet run through the generator. It was still and quiet now, but as she moved closer, she could smell the lingering stink of gasoline.

Laura knew from her days as a storm chaser and her time camping that running a gas-powered generator indoors was a good way to get carbon monoxide poisoning, and suddenly she knew what had happened here. This nice, old couple had wanted to listen to the radio, or maybe their favorite CD, so they’d plugged the stereo into the generator and fired it up, just wanting to hear their favorite song one more time.

It had been the last mistake they’d ever made.

It took Laura a short while to make her way through the rest of the silent house, which shifted from exploration to scavenging. She began looking for items that might be useful, grabbing batteries, a few tools, some other odds and ends. The man had a gun cabinet with a few hunting rifles and a pistol, so she grabbed the extra ammunition, not even knowing if it would work in her pistol but taking it anyway. She pulled one of the rifles free and slung it over her shoulder, just in case she ever needed anything with a bit more range than the junkie’s pistol. Grabbing some spare ammunition for that as well, she stuffed all of the boxes of bullets into the backpack along with the other items she was grabbing throughout the house. 

She made her way back to the kitchen and opened the pantry door, knowing that anything that had been in the refrigerator was likely spoiled. She found several cans of soup, canned vegetables and fruits, several containers of nuts, including an almost five-pound tin of almonds which brought a wide grin to her face. The tin wouldn’t fit in her backpack, so she slid out drawers until she found some plastic bags and moved the almonds from the tin to the bags, giving them flex and letting them slide into the narrow crevices of her pack more easily.

She spent several minutes in the kitchen, clearing out every bit of non-perishable food she could find, getting creative to fit it all into her pack, and then headed back toward the door. A figure appeared at the other side of the storm door and she gasped, almost stumbling backwards, instinctively reaching for the pistol at her back.

“Easy,” Jack said, holding up a hand. “Just me. I was worried. You’ve been in here forever.”

“Sorry,” she replied, blowing out a long breath. “Just gathering some supplies.”

“You’re stealing stuff?” he asked, slowly opening the door, his face twisting a bit at the smell. Laura nodded.

“People in here won’t be needing it anymore,” she said, nodding her head back in the direction of the living room.

“Why not?” Jack asked.

Laura looked at him, and after a moment he caught on.

“Oh,” he said. “Someone killed them?”

“No. Most likely carbon monoxide poisoning. They were running a gas generator in their living room.”

“That’s a bad thing?”

“Yes, that’s a bad thing.”

The two of them moved back out of the house and into the front yard, making their way toward the barn.

“Any other animals?” she asked, looking at him.

Jack shook his head.

“Just the chickens.”

“Well, I won’t argue with that,” Laura said, turning and looking at the wide expanse of farm behind her. She took it all in. Acres of corn and wheat and hay. Two trucks in the driveway. The owners were dead, and nobody even knew it. This would be a good place to hunker down for a few days, a place to gather their thoughts, get their bearings. With a roof over their heads.

The chickens would give them several days, if not weeks’ worth of protein, and even if the well was dry, they had the ability to filter whatever water they needed.

“What are you thinking?” Jack asked.

“I’m thinking that this might not be a bad place to set up shop, if only for a little while.”

“Seriously?” Jack asked. “What about Wyoming?”

“I want to go there,” Laura replied. “But what’s the rush? I wanted a place to lay low, where the government goons won’t find me. Any reason to think this might not give us a week of shelter ahead of moving on? Heck, we’ve got trucks right outside. We can survive here for the short term, then maybe in a week or two when the dust has settled, take the trucks and drive.”

Two weeks’ worth of walking could be driven in a day.

“You’re sure about this?” he asked. “What about your ex-husband and your daughter? Aren’t you at all concerned about them?”

“Of course, I’m concerned about them,” Laura replied, her voice becoming angry. “What kind of person do you think I am?”

“I didn’t mean anything by it,” Jack replied quickly. “I just didn’t know. I don’t know how you plan to find them. Or if you plan to.”

“They’re probably happier if I don’t. But Wayne knows about my family in Wyoming. If he’s interested in connecting with me, he’ll start there. In the meantime, we need to catch our breath. We’ve been under the gun since this started, and you’re still recovering, whether or not you want to admit it.

Jack’s eyes drifted to the bandage on his shoulder, which had started to turn a faded rust color again.

“Makes sense,” Jack replied.

“First things first, though.” Laura said, her voice going low. “We need to take care of the old folks in the living room.”

–––––––– 



Chapter 16

Atlas Orbital Technologies Regional Headquarters

Chicago, Illinois

Selanda Lopez’s ex-husband had always accused her of being at her office more often than she was at home, and that was never truer than it was right then. In fact, after the disaster of her prototype Atlas-One orbital craft, her office had essentially become her home.

She’d spent more hours than she cared to admit over the last several days standing in the penthouse suite of her personal CEO office, staring out the wide expanse of glass windows, looking out over the smoldering wreckage of the city that had been her home for as long as she could remember. In fact, part of the reason why she’d arranged the Atlas-One fly-by was her deep love of the city, her appreciation for the Chicago Cubs, and a hope to shine a brighter light on the city that was more or less a part of her.

Now, instead of Chicago being illuminated by the press of the orbital fly-by, it was decimated and cast aflame, the entire downtown awash in slate-gray smoke and blackened skies, the only illumination provided by the rippling fingers of flame clawing hungrily from shattered buildings and the skeletons of a once-vibrant skyline.

Her city—her home was now a broken relic of what it once was, the scorched bones of a once-robust and lively city, its body consumed by explosions and the ensuing chaos of martial law and violence. This wasn’t Chicago, not anymore. It was some sort of apocalyptic urban nightmare, reduced to lawlessness and violence in less than two weeks.

In reality, Selanda had the majority of the offices to herself. Atlas Orbital Technologies rented the top six floors of that particular high rise, and she could have easily withdrawn deeper into the building, sheltering herself from what was happening outside. But she didn’t want to. She wanted the constant reminder of what the failings of Atlas-One had wrought on the world, her sentence for being such an advocate for technology that clearly had not been ready for prime time.

Somewhere, deep inside, she didn’t believe that. They’d tested and planned and designed and tested again, then tested again, and there had been nothing to indicate something like the crash might happen. In the days since the disaster, she’d pored over the paper copies of the blueprints dozens of times, looking for any sign of potential mechanical defect, any reason why the spacecraft would have suddenly plunged from the sky.

There was nothing there to indicate it. Obviously without having access to the craft itself for a thorough postmortem there would be no way to discern if a mechanical component had failed in execution that shouldn’t have. But she doubted there was enough of the craft left to determine that one way or the other.

Still, something nagged at her. Something told her that this wasn’t an accident. That this might have been something else—something more sinister. Did she really believe that, or was it just her conscience trying to alleviate her guilt, trying to redeem her personal sins? Her mind struggling mightily with the impact of her failings on the world and on her city?

No, something else had happened over the skies of Chicago. She would have given anything to be able to fire up the recordings of the fly-by on a video screen, to rewind frame by frame and analyze the events before, after, and during. But she couldn’t. Power had been out for over a week, generators had exhausted their fuel, and they were destined to live in a world of darkness, at least for the time being.

Crossing her arms, she turned away just as a wicked, jagged split of lightning cut through the sky, a strike so sudden and bright, it reduced the surrounding webs of it into faded white and flooded her entire penthouse in a stark, blue shine.

Looking over her shoulder back out the window, she narrowed her eyes. The crash of the Atlas-One had not caused that lightning, that much was for sure. More and more she was certain that the lightning had actually caused the crash. But what had spawned the lightning to begin with? And why had her spacecraft been the first casualty?

Her stomach growled, a low and twisting gnarled fist deep in her guts. Selanda had sent every employee home shortly after the disaster. Research and development wasn’t based in Chicago, it was in Houston, and the mostly administrative staff in the Chicago office had little to do with the post-impact analysis. She’d kept communications and marketing, as well as a few staff from human resources, on site for a few days, dealing with the personnel and spin, but it had become increasingly clear that their presence was no longer required.

She’d even sent her personal assistant home who had stuck with her for forty-eight hours straight after the incident, and while he had left, he had done so very unwillingly. In retrospect, she couldn’t help but wonder if that had been a mistake. Not just her assistant, but everyone. The city had devolved into a violent, tumultuous wasteland, and she heard gunfire and small explosions even more often than emergency sirens as local military and police struggled to enforce martial law. How many of the employees she sent home were still alive? Had she cast them out to their doom? Added their own lives to her already massive body count from the Atlas-One disaster?

Closing her eyes, she crossed the floor of her expansive office and pushed through the clear, glass door, out into the hallway outside. For nearly two weeks she’d been living off of whatever foods remained in the Atlas cafeteria, which dwindled day by day. There had been plenty of canned foods, bottled waters, overall enough sustenance for her to last so far, but in the past twenty-four hours, she’d taken stock and realized just how low her provisions were getting. At this rate, she’d be out of edible food within the next few days, and even if she dared dip into the potentially spoiled foods, something she didn’t want to do, especially without access to medical care, she only had a week at most.

Whether she liked it or not, she’d have to hit the streets, and probably sooner rather than later. The mere thought of it petrified her. She was a corporate executive, someone who was accustomed to having even the simplest things done for her, and venturing out into the violent streets of the outskirts of Chicago on her own, with no real idea of where to go or what to look for was an idea that seemed spectacularly bad to her.

What alternatives were there? Starving slowly inside the Atlas offices? Should she try to make her way home to the suburbs and see if she had any canned food left in the pantry? Would she even make it that far?

There were hundreds of questions she didn’t know the answers to, and Selanda hated living like that. She’d prided herself on her diligent research, her determined quest for all the facts before deciding. That simply was not an option. Not anymore. Not in the world that this had become. Instinct was more and more important, as were reaction time, adaptability.

This was no longer a world that she felt comfortable in.

Making her way down the hallway, she kept her eyes focused on the door halfway down the hall and she opened the door, making her way into the penthouse cafeteria. It was smaller than the main eating area, which was two floors down, but she’d moved some of the canned goods and breads upstairs for easy access.

Opening the drawer, she eased out the can opener and used it to open the top of a can of chicken soup. She had no way to warm it up, but she slipped a spoon from the silverware drawer and started stirring the broth and meat together. Cold soup wasn’t the best delicacy in the world, but it had the protein and carbohydrates she needed. It would do for the short term, though she knew she had to find something longer term soon.

Longer term. What did that even mean? Was there any such thing as long term now, or could she only think in daily increments?

Looking over at the small table set up within the confines of the small cafeteria, Selanda saw newspapers scattered about, newspapers that had been there since before the disaster started but had never really captured her attention. She didn’t even read newspapers anymore, and had no idea why the employees were so adamant that Atlas have subscriptions to the local presses, but it had rated high on an employee satisfaction survey, so she’d kept them going. Shoveling the last few spoonsful of tepid broth and chicken into her mouth, she placed the can on the counter and walked forward, her stomach still gurgling aggressively with hunger.

She stood at the table, running her finger down the front page of one of the papers, her eyes drifting over the words, which all blended together into a gray haze. A language from a forgotten era, a time when things mattered. When people cared about the economy, foreign relations, the latest episode of a particularly horrible reality television show, or the latest season of the comic book hero series on Netflix.

Slowly she flipped the front page, her eyes focusing on a section of text on page two. It was from the days leading up to the launch of Atlas-One. It was a short blurb, but the headline immediately caught her eye.

The new arms race is a race to the stars

She smiled softly, remembering speaking to a reporter about the story, though she hadn’t read it—she’d been too busy preparing for the test flight. She scanned through the rest of the article.

The eyes of the world are on Chicago tomorrow as the prototype spacecraft Atlas-One plans a dramatic fly-by of the Chicago Cubs game at Wrigley Field tomorrow afternoon. It’s been a long, hard road for the Chicago-based corporation Atlas Orbital Technologies, but tomorrow’s test flight is the first step toward a massive leap in forward progress for independently owned and operated orbital spacecraft.

Indeed, that had been the hope.

The test flight comes on the heels of Eagle Atmospheric’s pledge to have their own prototype ready by the new year, and Atlas’s head start supposedly came as a surprise to Edmond Gossett, the CEO and President of Eagle.

Just reading the name Edmond Gossett turned Selanda’s stomach. She’d had plenty of opportunities to cross paths with Gossett over the years, and especially recently as they both charged toward the finish line, desperate to get their prototype in the air before the other. Gossett was notorious in corporate circles for making friends in high places, attempting to circumvent some of the regulatory nonsense in order to cut in line and get his product to market first. As one of the leading manufacturers of satellites currently orbiting Earth, he’d had some experience with people in Washington, and had thought his connections would give him a direct line to the first ever orbital transport contracts.

But Selanda’s research and development team had worked overtime and had made some startling discoveries with low-yield fusion engines that allowed for greater speeds at a reduced energy expenditure, and she’d ridden that patent all the way to the launch pad where Atlas-One made history.

First for all the right reasons, then for all the wrong.

Her finger pressed down on the paper below Gossett’s name and she stared at it, picturing the man’s face in her head, trying to remember the last time they’d seen each other. It was at some function in Washington, hobnobbing with the political elite, trying to get investors on board, sweet-talking some of the senators. Encouraging lobbyists to sign off on bills that might shorten their time to market. It was ridiculous game and one that made Selanda’s skin crawl, but Gossett appeared to be right at home in that environment. For Gossett, it was always more about who you knew than what you did, and the fact that he’d been able to leverage that skill to get so far in the industry was repulsive and frightening to the CEO of Atlas.

She saw the necessity, but she just wasn’t wired that way. It was something ingrained into you, not taught, and she was brought up to not trust the government, to anticipate oppression. She’d seen people she knew and family members imprisoned for no reason, she’d seen violence against her people, not just endorsed by, but partaken in by her government. It hadn’t been the United States, but that didn’t matter.

She stared at the newspaper for a moment, her eyes narrow and focused on Gossett’s name. Selanda had never trusted him, and had always purposefully steered clear of him, but now that she thought back to Eagle Atmospheric and to Gossett himself, she had to wonder—had there been a mechanical issue with Atlas-One, or had something more nefarious happened?

“You’re being paranoid,” she whispered to herself, speaking the quiet words against the silent air of the small cafeteria, speaking aloud every once in a while, just to keep herself grounded and sane. She’d been alone in the office for nearly a week and wasn’t someone who was accustomed to that.

She tossed the empty soup can in a trash can next to the counter. It was a large receptacle and it was about three-quarters full, mostly from the refuse she’d generated since sheltering here when this disaster began. How was she supposed to deal with the garbage when it got full? Bag it up and let it sit there? There were no city services anymore, not for the foreseeable future. Suddenly every small thing that was no longer true about her life came crashing down around her and the stoic, determined CEO felt an immense weight on her shoulders. For a desperate moment she thought she might fall to her knees in surrender. Plumbing. Garbage. Water. Every small thing she’d taken for granted for pretty much all of her life- none of it was there anymore. She’d cobbled things together over the past several days, but it couldn’t last. In fact, she suspected she only had two more days at the most.

Selanda had to do something. She had to think back to her childhood, to the days with her mother in rural Guatemala, days she had spent most of her life trying to forget. They’d been without power, without water, without almost everything for her entire childhood and survival had been their only goal.

Somehow, she’d gone from those beginnings to being one of the most powerful female CEOs in corporate America. Forty years clawing and crawling her way up various ladders, smashing her way through glass ceilings, bulldozing her way to the top.

She’d finally gotten there, only to see it all ripped away again, ruling over a corporation that was more or less decimated by tragedy. Looking upon her peers sitting within their ivory towers, with the kingdoms burning to the ground beneath them.

It had all been for nothing.

She walked out of the cafeteria and out into the hallway, making her way back to her spacious penthouse office, feeling suddenly claustrophobic, needing the wide expanse of windows to give her some perspective on the world.

By the time she reached them, another explosion was ripping open the ragged gash of Chicago, a bright, white light blooming somewhere in the concrete jungle. The muffled, bone-jarring slam reverberated the glass pane of the windows, and she felt it inside of her.

As if the city wasn’t wrecked enough, the ensuing violence continued to pick at the scabs, peeling away whatever sparse healing had taken place, opening the wound anew.

At this rate, the city would never heal. Forget the city. At this rate, the country would never heal. The world.

She looked down over the smoldering wreckage of her home and wondered what she would have to do to survive. Soon enough, she’d find out.

–––––––– 



Chapter 17

Somewhere in Oklahoma

Helen still didn’t know the gray-haired man’s name, but he was pressed hard against her back, both of them sitting on the horse, her hands bound together at the wrists and held in front of her. She blinked hard, her eyes stinging with tears, tears of fear and sadness.

She still wasn’t sure why she felt so sad. She’d seen Joel get shot by an arrow, sent crashing from his horse and tumbling down into the tangles of thorns and weeds, disappearing down the steep slope. For all she knew, he was dead, but she wasn’t entirely sure why that mattered.

He’d been miserable, more or less. But she’d felt a deep stab of emotion as she saw him disappear into the trees and grass, the arrow throwing him beyond view, most likely dead. Even if he’d survived the initial shot, he was stranded out there. The strangers had stolen both of their horses, and the man had her on one of them, while the woman with the hunting rifle rode the second. They’d left the rest of the group there, combing the trees, waiting and watching to make sure Joel didn’t survive the fall.

She’d been taken through the woods and now they emerged from the trees, out into an open grassy area, peppered with small, ramshackle buildings. Everything looked old and run-down, the houses at least a hundred years old and likely not lived in for half that long. But there were people everywhere. Dressed in all manner of clothes, mostly modern blue jeans, flannel shirts, sweatshirts, and hunting jackets, they looked like time travelers sent from the twenty-first century to a 1920s coal mining town.

Her eyes landed on a building near the far edge of the town, a small wooden shack, but an elaborate metal antenna rose from the roof, the construct looking wholly alien and foreign against the backdrop of the old-school village around it.

In the middle of the clearing a man strode forward, looking a bit younger than the gray-haired man who’d grabbed her, but older than a lot of the other people milling around. He had his hands on his hips, a soft smile on his face as he watched the two horses approach.

The woman with the twisting braid and muscular arms rode the second horse, her rifle bobbing gently on her back as they trotted over the grass, approaching the man in the middle.

“Nicely done,” he said with a nod, looking at the gray-haired man who tugged gently on the horse’s reins, urging him to stop. Helen glowered at him from where she sat, looking at him with unfiltered rage and hatred. “Afternoon, young lady,” he said, looking at her. “What’s your name?”

“Go to hell,” Helen replied angrily.

The man’s faux-kindness immediately melted away into his own anger, his face darkening as if a shade was pulled down over it.

“Didn’t anyone teach you to respect your elders?” he asked firmly. “Get off the horse.”

The man with the gray hair grabbed her shoulders and half dragged, half eased her from the back of the creature, letting her fall to the grass, where she barely landed on her feet, almost toppling over without having her arms free to balance her. The woman with the braid took Helen’s backpack from her back and dropped it in the grass at her own horse’s hooves.

“She was carrying this,” she said, then swung her leg over the saddle and eased her way down.

“My name is Hugh,” the man said, ducking slightly to get down to her level. “That’s Arthur and Maya. What are you doing way out here?”

“Heading north,” Helen replied flatly, knowing that Joel wouldn’t want her to reveal too much.

“North? That’s a very vague term,” Hugh replied. “Where north?”

“Just—north.”

Hugh’s eyes shifted, meeting Arthur’s, who shrugged noncommittally.

“Where did you come from?” Hugh asked. “Maybe you can answer that more specifically.”

“Louisiana,” Helen replied, truthfully enough. “Hurricane washed out our town.”

Hugh chuckled.

“Hell of a lot more than just a hurricane, girl,” he said. “Or it’s the biggest, nastiest hurricane I ever saw.”

As if to emphasize his comment, a gridwork of bright lightning scorched the air above and behind him, the bright flashes reflecting in her eyes, forcing them to close slightly.

“What about your friend?” Hugh asked. “You were riding with a man. Who was that? Your father?”

Helen shook his head.

“Just someone. Someone helping me.”

“Just some random someone? Seems awful nice of him, huh?”

“He wasn’t nice,” Helen replied. “But he saved my life. And your jerk friends killed him for it.”

Hugh nodded, his eyes drifting away and looking off into the trees somewhere, as if he expected to see someone walk from them.

“That was...unfortunate,” he said. “Trust is a valuable commodity these days. A little too valuable to be given carelessly.”

“So, you just kill whoever you don’t know?”

“We don’t know you,” Hugh replied. “And you’re still alive.”

“For how long?” Helen asked her eyes narrowing.

“Well, my dear,” Hugh said, showing his teeth, “that is completely up to you.”

A cold chill ran through Helen’s body, thin prickles of gooseflesh racing up and down her arms, walking along the curved length of her spine, a brittle, painful chill digging through her muscle and settling deep within her bones. It was the kind of chill that a thick jacket didn’t protect against, a kind of deep, black frigidity that wasn’t just bone-deep, it was soul-deep. She knew right then and there that whoever Hugh was, he wasn’t to be trusted, and that if she said or did something wrong, he’d kill her as quick and guilt-free as he’d killed Joel.

Had he killed Joel? It had all happened so fast, Helen hadn’t really followed the action. She just knew Joel had been shot, apparently with an arrow, and had gone down back over the slope they’d just climbed. She had a bad feeling that he was dead, but didn’t really know for sure.

For the sake of Hugh, though, she’d just assume he was. She’d take that hot coal of rage and hold it in her hands, just in case she had to use it later.

“So, what do you think?” Hugh continued. “Do you think we can get along? Is that possible, young lady?”

Helen held his gaze for a long, hard moment, testing her will against his, and seeing a blank, cold, flatness to his stare. There wasn’t a single flicker of emotion or feeling, no hint of guilt or shame.

“It’s possible,” she finally replied.

“So, let’s try this again,” Hugh said. “What’s your name?”

“Helen,” she replied softly. “My name is Helen.”

“Well, it’s very nice to meet you, Helen,” Hugh replied, pushing himself into a standing posture and extending his hand. Helen grasped it in her own, and it was a solid, rock-hard grip. Over his left shoulder, she saw a woman walking, looking at her with questioning eyes as she drew closer.

“Hugh?” she said softly, coming up behind him and Hugh turned, seemingly surprised by her approach.

“Sadie, I didn’t hear you coming.”

“Who is this?” the woman named Sadie asked, moving past Joel and looking at Helen. She had a warmth to her, an almost kind and gentle face, her smile honest and open, her eyes bright. In spite of the brightness in them, though, Helen thought she saw the soft clouds of sadness clinging to the edges, as if her eyes were the faint rays of sun trying desperately to shine through the darkest storm clouds.

Helen suspected that the storm clouds were usually prevalent, but today, for some reason, there was that hint of sun. It only seemed to get brighter as she approached.

“This is Helen,” Hugh said, putting a hand to her back, pressing it gently between the girl’s shoulders.

Sadie’s head snapped toward him.

“Why are her hands tied?” she asked. “Untie this girl, right now,” she barked, turning back to Arthur, who nodded briskly and stepped forward, lowering to a knee and starting to work the ropes twisted tightly around Helen’s wrists.

Sadie bent down herself, putting gentle hands on both of Helen’s shoulders, looking at her with wide, warm eyes.

“My dear, where did you come from and what are you doing out here? These woods are dangerous by yourself.”

“I wasn’t by myself,” Helen replied. “Joel was with me. He killed him.” She stabbed an angry finger at Arthur, her eyes two narrow lines. Sadie followed the direction of her finger and glared at the gray-haired man with unbridled anger.

“Why would you do that?” she asked.

“Sadie, my dear,” Hugh said, bringing himself down to the woman’s level, putting an arm around her shoulders and hugging gently. “You know how things are. How they have to be. Her friend had weapons. He had the look and feel of a soldier. We can’t afford to take any chances.”

“He wasn’t a soldier,” Helen interjected. “Not anymore.”

“I understand,” Hugh replied, “but please understand our point of view.” He gestured behind him to the old mining town. A small group of people had stopped what they were doing and stood there, looking at them all, but others still strode about, some of them carrying wood, another carrying two dead rabbits by their ears. Three more were gathered together near a section of grass, setting up what seemed to be a large campfire.

“This is our home. We must protect it with our lives. It’s all we have. If you’ve been on the road since these plane crashes began, you know what’s going on out there. We cannot afford to take any chances, and when we see someone riding on horseback with a rifle slung over his shoulder, we must act first for our own protection.”

Helen glowered at him.

“Joel’s not that kind of person,” she said, “He would have helped you.”

“Then it was a tactical error,” Hugh replied, “and I’m sorry. But we cannot change it now, we can only look forward.”

“You’re sorry,” Helen spat. “You shot the only friend I have in the chest with an arrow and you’re sorry?”

Hugh’s mouth was a straight line, and she could see his jaw clenching. Sadie turned and looked at him, pure venom in her eyes, then moved forward, wrapping her arms around Helen’s shoulders.

“I’m sorry, little one,” she said. “Let’s go. Come with me, okay? You can stay in our house while we figure this all out.”

Rising to her feet, Sadie twisted her fingers with Helen’s and pulled her along, the young girl reluctantly stepping forward and following the older woman. She looked over her shoulder and met eyes with Hugh, who still glared at her with mistrust and anger, the woman’s affection doing little to soften the hard edge of hate.
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The entire world was a twisting tunnel of pain, nausea, and confusion. Joel tried to move, but he felt the jagged tangle of thorns and briars digging into his legs and arms, their sharpened barbs poking through the cloth of his pants and shirt. Every move he tried to make, they dug in harder and sharper, holding him in place, wound up around him in a painful, pointed embrace.

He groaned and grunted, his left shoulder digging hard into the rocks and dirt, and he tried rolling over to get a better angle. Something hit the ground and jolted a lightning bolt of pain through his chest, shoulder and entire right arm, a pain so swift, sudden, and violent, that Joel turned his head and vomited into the thorns, his stomach clenching as his head raged in a torrent of agony.

Slowly, he let his eyes wander down and saw the narrow carbon fiber shaft of the arrow jutting from the muscle where his shoulder met his pectoral, wedged tight and unmoving. Any time he tried to roll, the shaft and its flocking would catch on the dirt and twist inside of him, sending more tearing pain through the upper-right part of his entire body, threatening to force him into pain-induced unconsciousness.

He rolled the other way, pushing himself to the right, so he rested on his back, the shaft of the arrow pointing up toward the sky. Joel laid crooked and awkward in the thorns, the rain pelting his face, his shoulder lifted up by his backpack, leaving him resting at an awkward angle. The memories were slowly starting to come back, creeping in through the confusion: the swift kick of the arrow, tumbling from the horse, spilling and tumbling down through the trees, thorns, and grass.

And Helen.

Where was Helen?

He opened his mouth for a moment, prepared to scream her name, but clamped it shut again. Someone had shot him. Tried to kill him. And they might still be out there. That wasn’t a chance he could take.

Reaching over with his left hand, he touched his shirt by where the arrow had punched through, his fingers coming away wet and crimson. His shirt was soaked with coagulating blood, though not as much as he’d feared initially. The arrow was still inside, and appeared to be staunching the flow, at least a little, though blood had still collected in a small pool by the entry wound. Every single movement was agony.

Slowly, he wiggled each of the fingers on his left hand, then his right, verifying that he had feeling in his extremities. He moved both feet and shifted his weight slightly, pushing back the pain, satisfied in knowing that he still had use of his limbs and feeling everywhere.

Soreness dug at his back as well, the angle of his body twisted up and away, laying on top of the backpack, which was wedged between him and the ground. It was a miracle that it had stayed strapped to his shoulders at all, instead of flying off, lost amid the grass and forestry on his way down into this hellish pit.

Gritting his teeth, Joel straightened his right arm and slid to the left, pulling his arm free of the backpack strap, so he could at least move a little bit more freely. He mimicked that motion with the left arm as well, struggling to ignore the jabbing barbs of thorns in his flesh, focused purely on freeing himself from the pack that was holding him down.

After a few moments, he managed to free his arms and pull himself from on top of the pack, looking over at it, straining to turn in its direction, maneuvering the shaft of the arrow so it wouldn’t hit the ground or get caught by a tangle of briars.

Rain continued to hammer down around him, soaking through his clothes, into his skin, muscle and bone deep. An aggressive shiver ran up and down his body, a coldness he hadn’t felt in a very long time, and one that he wasn’t sure was due to rain or blood loss, or perhaps a little of both.

It took almost ten minutes for him to turn on his left shoulder again, wincing as the arrow shaft bumped his backpack and tore at his muscle slightly, sending another trickle of blood running down his chest.

He moved, inch by inch, using his hands to work the zippered flap of the Bug Out Bag, slowly sliding it open, then lifting the canvas and pulling the pack toward him so he could look inside.

The sun was setting above him, casting a sort of gray gloom around, and the encroaching storm clouds did little to help visibility, rain slamming the pack and him, shooting through the trees in hard diagonals.

A wave of dizziness swarmed him, his light-headedness threatening to plunge him into a deep, perhaps fatal sleep.

But Joel fought through it. He purposefully rolled, bumping the shaft, pierced with another bolt of sudden pain which hurt but also cleared his mind and chased away the sense of impending unconsciousness.

Stopping for a moment, he drew in a few deep, haggard breaths, staving off the clouds of confusion, trying to steady his heart.

He reached into the bag, feeling around inside, unable to get a good angle to look. Fingers touched familiar things—flashlights, the portable stove, the waterproof bag with the books inside. Finally, he felt it. The cool, smooth metal of the utilitool, the convertible Leatherman sort of device with a number of different instruments and tools included.

Slowly pulling it out, he held it in two hands, looking at it through a haze of semi-consciousness. Using skilled fingers and muscle memory, he unfolded it, revealing a pair of wire-cutting pliers, which he freed up, then folded other parts of the tool back into a spring-loaded grip, allowing him some extra leverage.

This was going to hurt.

Once again taking a few shallow, rapid breaths, he worked to steady himself, moving the wire-cutting pliers toward his chest. He peeled away part of his jacket and the button-up shirt beneath, trying to ignore the pain of pelting rainwater pounding down on his exposed flesh and striking the arrow wound.

He pressed the cool metal to his flesh and moved the pliers toward the shaft of the arrow, pinning it between the hard-edged tongs of the tool.

His hands felt tired and weak, but he grasped the handle of the pliers with both of them, pressing down as he worked the sharpened edges to the rounded cylinder of the arrow’s shaft.

He squeezed as hard as he could, and the pressure on the arrow moved the shaft, digging fresh furrows of pain into his chest, blasting white-hot flowers into the murky corners of his vision.

Still he squeezed.

There was a slight give, and a punch of nausea in his guts threatening to take whatever remained of the venison he’d eaten and forcing it up and out.

He bit back the feeling and choked down the bile, using both palms, pressing them together, grunting through gritted teeth as the pliers squeezed and pressed.

There was a final give, a muffled snap, and the shaft of the arrow twisted, then ripped away, breaking off close to the entry wound, the remainder of the projectile dumping out onto the grass next to him.

Joel gasped in relief and pain, feeling another swirling thread of darkness crawl into the edges of his sight. He drew in a few more sharp breaths, closing his eyes, and then, amidst the pouring rain, oblivion took him.
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Joel had no idea how long he’d been out, but he awoke to more rain, harder rain, a veritable torrential downpour cascading upon him, drenching his clothes and soaking him to his very core.

Residual pain still rippled throughout his entire body, but he could at least roll over and move without the arrow shaft catching on things and digging into the wound at his chest. Reaching into the Bug Out Bag, he located the metal handle of his medical kit and pulled it out, leaning up on his left shoulder to try and block out the rain as much as possible.

Opening the kit, he located a square of gauze and some medical tape, along with a pair of scissors. Pushing through the pain of the tangled thorns and briars, he moved himself to a seated position and went to work, cutting free some of the tape, pressing the gauze to the wound, hissing in pain as he inadvertently pushed on the remaining shaft of the arrow, digging it deeper into the muscle fibers. He could feel the metal moving around in there and the feeling made him sick to his stomach, and part of him realized the head of the arrow was actually closer to his back than his chest. It had gone in deep and he had no idea how he could even hope to get it out.

Pain ravaging his entire body, he sat there, breathing in and out, pushing through the agony, and closed his eyes. Rain beat down around him and for a long moment, he wondered what it would feel like to lie down and go to sleep and never wake up again.

Would he see his wife and daughter? Sheriff Masterson? The friends in his squad that he’d lost along the way while he skated through his four years without a scratch?

Maybe Helen’s father would even be there. Maybe—

Helen.

Just the mention of her name brought him out of his momentary daze. Was she dead? Or had she been taken?

Regardless, he couldn’t just leave her. He couldn’t just lie back and let darkness take him, not when Helen might be out there somewhere, either imprisoned or in pain. That wasn’t the kind of guy he was.

Joel finished putting the gauze on and taping it down, then wrapped some more around his shoulder, securing it in place. There was a short nub of arrow shaft still sticking out of his wound, the blood congealing around it, and he knew he had to get it taken out soon. In a world where antibiotics would be scarce and trained surgeons even scarcer, even a relatively minor arrow wound could prove fatal.

This one wasn’t minor. At least it didn’t feel that way.

Tugging his shirt and coat back around his makeshift field dressing, Joel struggled, pushing through the thorns and weeds again, somehow tugging against their barbs, withstanding the ragged claws and gouges dug into his flesh. Maneuvering the backpack over his shoulders, he crawled forward, going inch by inch, grinding his teeth to fine powder as he made his way hand over hand through the low thorns.

“I’m coming,” he whispered in a ragged voice, a voice torn apart by pain and violence, a voice barely audible among the falling rain.




Chapter 18

Somewhere in Oklahoma

Jack groaned lightly as he rotated his shoulder, trying to coerce some feeling back into the numb and gently aching joint. Laura wiped a sheen of sweat from her forehead, ramming the bladed edge of the shovel into the ground, looking back over her shoulder at the two somewhat hastily, but effectively dug graves.

“If you told me two weeks ago that I’d be digging graves for a couple of dead old folks, I—well, I wouldn’t have believed it,” Jack said, shaking his head. “What the hell is even happening?”

Laura kept looking at the two graves. She and Jack stood in the back yard of the small farmhouse, looking out over the wide expanse of grass, wheat, and corn. Two low mounds of dug-up dirt lined the ground several feet away which they’d piled on top of the two bodies wrapped in bedsheets, placed deep in the ground. She knew their names, she’d read it on their mail and their mailbox next to the driveway, but beyond that, she knew little about them. By all accounts, they were doting grandparents, with pictures scattered all about the house featuring the same tow-headed twins and similar-looking parents, fresh-faced and smiling, the wonderful days of pure joy and play long since passed.

Laura wondered where their grandchildren were now. Did they even know their grandparents were dead? Did anyone?

Laura had a hard time thinking that they did. She would have hoped any decent children would have come by now, if they were local. The house was isolated, to say the least, sitting on many acres of farmland without a neighbor for miles and miles. Jack had protested slightly at them setting up shop here, not knowing who might stop by unannounced. They’d compromised and agreed that they’d stick around for a week or so, eat the chickens, maybe some eggs if they were laid, enjoy a roof over their heads for a time, then collect some supplies and move out. They’d found a stash of fuel in a maintenance shed, and the two trucks were out in the driveway, so they figured they’d stay, get rested up, have some good food, then pack whatever they could carry, throw it in the back of one of the trucks, and head to Wyoming.

But first things first. They wanted to be respectful to the inhabitants of the house and give them proper burials.

It hadn’t been a fun job. Digging the graves had taken several hours of back-breaking work, the idea of digging six feet deep in reality a far different and more exhausting concept than they thought originally. Even just trying to handle the bodies had been a challenge.

But after several hours, buckets of sweat, and some colorful language, they’d completed the work. Laura had stopped to whisper a quiet prayer over the two graves, sensing that’s what the elderly couple would have wanted, and now they walked back to the farmhouse. Laura’s shovel remained stuck into the dirt, though Jack carried his by its old wooden handle, resting it against the back door of the house before they ventured back inside.

“So, with all this wilderness living you do,” Jack said, “you know how to...uh...prepare chickens?”

Laura’s eyes darted.

“Yeah, not so much,” she admitted. “I mean, we have to pluck them, right? Take the feathers off?”

“Pretty sure we cut their heads off, too,” Jack said, his face turning a little green at the prospect. “This survivalist stuff isn’t much fun,” he admitted. “Not nearly as cool as the video games make it look.”

“Would you feel better if there was a zombie horde somewhere coming after us?” she asked. “Or maybe some rampaging water buffalo or something?”

“Zombies would be kind of kick-ass, actually,” Jack admitted, nodding. “At least I wouldn’t feel guilty about shooting them in the—” His voice trailed off a bit as he pictured the scene in his mind. He still remembered it, far more clearly than he cared to admit. The old church, the man in the priest’s uniform. Him firing the bullet that literally ripped his head apart, showering Laura in blood and brains.

Looking at Laura’s face, he knew she was remembering too, and with even less fondness than he was. It was a grisly, guttural reminder of the kind of world they now inhabited, and in that moment, Jack felt certain that it wouldn’t be the last time he killed someone. Not even close.

“Sorry,” he whispered. “Didn’t mean to bring that up again.”

Laura shrugged.

“You saved my life,” she said. “Nothing to be ashamed of.”

Jack closed his eyes, desperate to shut the movie off in his head that was now showing that scene on repeat.

“Let’s think about dinner,” Laura said.

“Sure. Nothing takes your mind off a grisly event in your past like chopping the head off an innocent chicken.”

Laura couldn’t help but laugh, though she didn’t think the sentiment was particularly funny. He was right.

But she knew with animals it was different. At this point it was them or the chickens, and it was survival of the fittest.

“Maybe we don’t have to,” she said. “At least not yet. I’ll go out into the coop and see if any of them are laying eggs. Maybe if they’re laying enough eggs, we can focus on that instead of killing them for meat. Sound good?”

Jack nodded vaguely. Bruiser’s nails clicked along the tile floor as the German Shepard trotted out from deeper in the house, greeting them as they removed their dirt-covered shoes and came toward the living room. There was still the stale stink of old death in the air, and Laura reminded herself to see if she could find some air freshener before the day went on too long.

Both of them ventured into the kitchen, and this time she stopped at the refrigerator for a little longer, looking at all of the photographs there. She saw the two blonde curly-haired twins, a gruff-looking father, several days unshaven, but smiling, his wife looking skinny and timid sitting next to him. There was another picture of the same man, standing on one side of a deer, hung up by its hooves, with a second man standing on the opposite side, a man who looked like a younger version of the man they’d just buried.

Bruiser whined softly and Laura turned to him, lowering down to kneel and giving him a hard rub between his ears.

“I know, buddy. Life is a little different these days, huh?”

“Man,” Jack said, rubbing his shoulder again.

“You didn’t yank out the stitches, did you?”

He shook his head.

“I don’t think so, but it hurts like hell. I’m thinking digging those graves probably wasn’t the right idea.”

“It was the right idea,” Laura replied. “Those people deserved at least a little respect at the end. They deserve better than to be lost and forgotten amid the millions of others.”

The kitchen was quiet for a few moments, both of them drifting deep into thought.

“Do you think this is really it?” Jack asked tentatively, as if he didn’t really want to know the answer.

“This is what?” Laura replied.

“The end. The end of human civilization. The end of the world.”

Laura seemed to consider the question.

“I don’t really know,” she finally answered. “But we’re still here. Lots of people still are. Whatever happened, whatever is still happening, we’re a strong species. We won’t give in without a fight.”

Jack nodded.

“Still,” he continued, “at what point is survival not good enough?”

“What do you mean?”

He shrugged, his face holding a strange, far-off expression.

“Just...living. What’s the point of living if there’s nothing to look forward to? Nothing outside of our day-to-day lives?”

“What else do you need?” Laura asked. “Human contact. Human emotion. Love. None of that is gone, it’s all still there. Just because your favorite Hollywood blockbuster might never come out doesn’t mean that life’s not worth living. You just need to re-evaluate your priorities. I think we all do. Remember what’s really important.”

Jack nodded again, though he didn’t seem all that convinced.

“Look,” Laura said, touching his shoulder. “You’ve lived your whole life in the bubble of the Internet. Social media, video games, the events in your life measured by release dates, downloadable content, the latest movie trailer. All of that stuff, it’s just commercialized bullshit. It’s not life. What we’re doing here? Breathing, giving people a respectful burial? Fighting so we can survive? That’s real. What you’re experiencing right now, the thrill of living to see another day, the joy of watching the sunrise, knowing you’re above ground and not beneath it? That’s enough. At least, it should be.”

Jack actually smiled at this, though he didn’t reply verbally, and he placed a gentle hand on her shoulder as well. His cheeks flushed red and he felt suddenly warm, drawing in a deep breath to steady his emotions.

“Now, why don’t you sit down for a bit,” she said, lowering her hand. “Bruiser and I will go out to the coop and see what the egg situation is.  Then we'll plan out the next few days, and make sure we save some time to watch the sunset.”
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Laura couldn’t help but smile softly as she left the house, Bruiser trotting along next to her, walking across the dirt driveway and heading for the fenced-in pasture where the chicken coop stood flush against the back side of the barn.

Jack had a crush on her, that much was for certain. If it hadn’t been evident before, it clearly was now, watching the look in his eyes and the warm blush on his cheeks as she touched his shoulder. The kid was barely twenty-one, if that, almost fifteen years younger than she was, and in any other reality they likely never would have even known each other.

He’d saved her life more than once, a fact that certainly warmed her up to him, but she tried to suppress those emotions as much as possible. Fifteen years was a hill too steep to climb, especially at this point in their lives. Besides, they had a good arrangement. Why muddy the waters with something as stupid as puppy love? If things went sideways, what were they supposed to do? They had no homes to go back to, no previous lives or loves to retreat to. They were stuck with each other for the foreseeable future, and it would do no good to introduce romance into what was already an overly complicated situation.

Besides, she’d had enough bad relationships in her life, she didn’t need to risk another one. Bruiser was good enough for her. The dog panted wildly, bounding over to the fence and going up on his hind legs, resting his front paws on the top rung. He turned and looked at her, his tongue hanging long and loose from the corner of his mouth, a broad smile on his black lips.

He huffed as she lowered herself, stepping between two the sideways rungs, into the pasture beyond. Bruiser whined as she walked away from him, making her way to the large wooden coop. It was rectangular, perched on a series of wooden supports, wire mesh covering the majority of the surface. A small wire door was on the near side with a wooden, slatted ramp leading down to the lawn. Several perches were inside the coop with rounded holes where laid eggs would rest.

Laura smiled as she looked through the wire mesh. Four white spheres sat in the holes, resting on one of their oblong ends, just waiting to be collected. Four hens and one rooster were inside the coop and they marched back and forth, clucking and making strange, clawing noises, heads jerking as they regarded her with strange suspicion. She explored the long edge of the coop and found a pair of metal latches, which she unhooked, lowering a section of the wall so she could get access to the interior of the coop. She was wearing a jacket with large pockets, so she collected all four eggs and deposited them in her pockets, trying to ignore the accusatory clucks of her feathered friends.

“You’re fine,” she said softly. “Just be glad we’re eating the eggs instead of you, you angry little feathered rodents.”

The rooster looked at her, tilting its head sideways as if it understood her insult, but she lifted the wall and latched it back into place, closing him into the coop. She thought for a moment about the dead couple on the couch. How long they’d been there and how the house had smelled of decay. They’d been dead for a little while, that much was clear.

Yet, there had only been four eggs.

That seemed odd to her for reasons she couldn’t quite quantify. She knew nothing about chickens or how often they’d lay their eggs, so she couldn’t tell if this was a strange occurrence, or totally normal. Heck, maybe the chickens ate the eggs themselves.

Shrugging, she slunk back down, threading between two rungs of the fence again as Bruiser dropped, barking happily, prancing at her heels, ears perked. He jumped and ran in the dirt, skidded, turned and charged back, running circles around her, happily wagging his tail and his tongue as if this were just another playful day and not a day two weeks into Armageddon.

“Good boy,” Laura said happily, and he lunged forward, thumping her leg with the top of his head. He growled playfully and barked again, and she stroked him behind his ears, walking back toward the house, the dog merrily and eagerly in tow.

–––––––– 



Chapter 19

Washington, DC

“Are you sure this is a good idea?” Cameron Pike stood on the side lawn, looking out over the unlit streets. Ahead of him several vehicles were parked alongside the grass, three sport utility vehicles and a sedan. Men and women were interspersed along the makeshift convoy, most of them dressed in tactical gear and carrying submachine guns on taut straps slung over broad shoulders.

“What do you mean?” Corvan asked, standing to his right. “Orders are orders.”

“So, we’re being called offsite to an oversight committee meeting?” Pike clarified.

“That’s the word from the top,” Corvan replied. Not far away, a door opened, and several shadowed forms were escorted from it, men and women, some of them dressed in expensive suits, others in more casual attire. In the low light of dusk, Pike couldn’t make out their faces, but he knew, if what Corvan said was true, the entire oversight committee was being called to a remote location south of Washington, D.C. for a very important clandestine meeting to discuss the future of American government.

The past two weeks had been an exercise in barely controlled chaos, the president directing things from one of his shelters while orders were filtered through several chains of command. Meanwhile, the oversight committee met regularly to speak about and discuss the failings of various personnel and what remediations would have to occur after all was said and done.

Pike himself had been on the wrong side of many of those accusations, mostly coming from the director of Homeland Security. It had been a couple of days since they’d had a committee meeting, and Pike feared that they were meeting without him; if that was the case, punishment was likely being decided.

The whole thing seemed ridiculous. Humanity itself was disintegrating day by day while an oversight committee was lording over them deciding what punishment to mete out. As if living every day in this apocalyptic reality wasn’t punishment enough.

Everything had to be someone’s fault. And right now, he was in the crosshairs, valid or not.

So, what was this meeting about? According to Corvan, the word had come “from the top” though that was such an innocuous term, it could have meant anything. The entire committee, him included, was being funneled into armored vehicles, protected by secret service, so they could be escorted to an unknown location outside of Washington. The whole thing smelled like so much covert bullshit, the sort of Hollywood movie bunk that no longer meant anything in this new world.

But Pike went along, mostly because he didn’t want to think about what might happen if he didn’t. While he didn’t agree with this constant back-biting and finger-pointing, he still had an appreciation for national security and for trying to preserve the American democracy, and as such, he still felt as if he had a role to play. Nothing about these oversight committee meetings felt like American democracy, it just felt like the blame game.

Sometimes, shit happened. It wasn’t always someone’s fault.

Lightning seared across the horizon, casting a pale light down upon them, a stark reminder that while it wasn’t always someone’s fault, this time it was.

At least he believed it was. Whose fault it was specifically remained to be seen, and for that reason alone he continued with the charade. Because someone was hiding something. And it was about damn time the crosshairs moved from him to where they really belonged.

It had taken long enough for him to realize what might have happened, and in truth he still didn’t know. But he had his suspicions, and he’d need to see this through in order to have those suspicions confirmed. The oversight committee could go to hell.

“We leave in fifteen!” a voice barked from somewhere in the shadows, a tactically equipped figure stepping forward and lifting his hand, pointing a single finger upward before twirling it in a circle. “Mount up and get ready!”

Mount up, indeed.

Pike remained where he was for a moment, looking up and down the line of vehicles.

“What’s bothering you, Pike?” Corvan asked pointedly.

“This just strikes me as...unsafe,” Pike replied. “There are rioters in the city. People protesting, pushing back against martial law. Just seems to me rolling an armored convoy down past them is inviting trouble. What’s wrong with continuing to hold the meetings here on site?”

“You’ll have to ask who gave the order,” Corvan said with a shrug.

“Who did give the order?”

“If I knew, I’d tell you.”

Pike looked at the man, holding his gaze long and hard. His relationship with Corvan was a complicated one, to be sure. Corvan did take orders from him, but also took orders from others higher up the food chain, and if he got an order from a superior that counteracted an order from Pike, well, Pike wouldn’t win that battle. As such, Corvan held a certain power over him, a power that made Pike uneasy, and gave Corvan a disturbing sense of superiority that drove Pike to the brink of madness.

All around him government officials filed into the cars, the quiet grumbling voices almost inaudible against the persistent noise of the surrounding population. Sirens wailed almost constantly somewhere, deeper within D.C., and the voices of protesters, rioters, and those battling against them continued as an almost constant backdrop.

Washington, D.C. had been spared a direct impact from plummeting aircraft, but only just. Virginia itself had been peppered with crashes, much of the state aflame, and if reports were true, Richmond and Norfolk were almost complete losses. This surrounding chaos had put an added pressure on the population of D.C., spawning more unrest and more push back. Everything had converged on a singular point in D.C., a point of boiling-over anger and tumultuous rage. Whether it was the fires in Virginia, or the fact that the center of government resided here, Pike wasn’t sure, but whatever the reason, the District of Columbia felt like a powder keg, and to him, the caravan represented a lit fuse.

But orders were orders.

“Jump in,” Corvan said, nodding to one of the SUVs. “We need to get moving.”

Pike looked at him for a moment then nodded, falling in with a pair of Secret Service who walked along the grass, leading him to the front black SUV with tinted windows. Somewhere in the distance he thought he heard the staccato pop pop pop of gunfire.

One of the Secret Service agents slid into the rear seat while the other assisted Pike into the seat, then slipped into the front. The SUV had an extended cab and several more people slipped into the rear.

“Does that make you nervous?” Pike asked, turning to the agent sitting next to him. The man had close-cropped sandy brown hair and one of those distinct white earpieces with a coil of cable running from behind his ear down into his jacket. He wore a form-fitting black suit with a tactical vest strapped over his broad chest. Slung over one shoulder was a tactical rifle, the Coharie Arms CA-415 with a contoured foregrip and iron sight bolted to the top of the body of the rifle. It was a mean-looking weapon with a thick, ventilated forestock and extended magazine.

For a brief moment, Pike thought back to his days with the military as one of the intelligence operatives who had some field experience with boots on the ground in actual combat situations. He found it helped give him a unique perspective when it came to planning operations and executing plans.

“What’s that?” the agent asked. “The gunfire?”

Pike nodded.

“There are a lot of angry people out there,” the agent replied. “I suppose I can’t argue with them. Some bad stuff has gone down in the past two weeks and people want someone to blame.”

“Yeah, and don’t you think we make a pretty appetizing target?”

The agent chuckled.

“There’s a world of difference between shouting at the sky and firing your weapon in anger, and coordinating an ambush on an armored convoy with Secret Service on board. There’s a lot of noise, but that’s it.”

Pike nodded as the door slammed shut and the agent brought his wrist to his mouth.

“Car One secure,” he said. Slowly the SUV eased away from the curb, drifting out into the lane and Pike twisted around, looking past the third row, which was crammed with four people. He could see the faint shadows of the other four vehicles following along behind them.

Within moments the multi-vehicle convoy was moving along at a decent pace, the buildings alongside blurring into concrete and stone-colored smears against the dull light of approaching dusk.

“What’s your name, agent?” Pike asked, looking at the man sitting next to him.

“Scott Brackett,” the agent replied with a curt nod.

“How long you been in the Service?”

“Six years,” Brackett replied. “Six crazy years.”

“Not what you figured you’d be doing when you grew up?” Pike asked.

Brackett shrugged.

“Definitely not what my wife and kids thought I’d be doing.”

“How many kids?”

“Four,” Brackett said with a voice that indicated he didn’t even believe it himself.

“Wow,” Pike replied. “How often do you see them? Considering your...current obligations.”

“Not as often as I’d like,” Brackett replied. He looped his fingers around the handle of the door as the SUV curved left, rounding a sharp corner before continuing on down the road. Pike glanced through the window across the vehicle, trying not to feel claustrophobic. “We’re on twenty-four hours on, twenty-four hours off right now, so I can at least head home in between shifts. Still, it’s a dangerous world and my wife isn’t crazy about this whole thing.”

Pike nodded his acknowledgement. He’d had plenty of co-workers and fellow government agents who were married and to this day, he didn’t understand how any of them made it work. His life was often too chaotic for him, much less for a partner.

And kids? No. No kids. That wasn’t even an option.

Leaning left, Pike glanced out the front windshield of the SUV as it continued its rapid pace down the street, heading to an unknown location. He knew they were going south, but the actual destination had been compartmentalized to ensure secrecy.

Pike thought that should make him feel better, but for some reason it didn’t. There was still a very pervasive, deep feeling of queasy unease, as if they were driving through downtown Baghdad, not Washington, D.C., and danger could be lurking around any corner. The fact that they’d shoved them all into armored transports and had Secret Service thick and heavy should have been warning enough, he supposed.

“This is Car One,” Agent Brackett reported, once again lifting the inside of his wrist to his mouth. “Just crossed mile one, path is still clear.”

Somewhere in the convoy, other agents were reporting in, Brackett nodding softly as he listened to the voices in his ear that Pike couldn’t hear. Pike leaned back slightly in his seat, wondering just how far south they were going. 

A flash of motion caught the corner of his eye, coming from the right and he turned, glancing out of the passenger-side rear window. His mouth dropped open.

“Incom—!” he started to shout, but never finished the word as a vehicle screamed from an alley to the right, bounded over the right lane and plowed headlong into the front quarter panel of the SUV, throwing it sharply left, whirling the top-heavy vehicle up and around into a tight, dizzying spin. Tires screeched and bit at the pavement, trying to stop the uncontrolled movement as the back end slipped around, twisting into a vicious, nauseating three-sixty.

Words died on his lips as the large vehicle lurched again, completing a half spin and ramming hard into the wall of a building on the opposite side of the road, hitting with a grinding, metallic crunch. Glass exploded, his entire universe consumed by twisting metal, buckled plastic, and a swarm of shattered windows.
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Pike couldn’t hear. There was a piercing, consistent buzz, a sharpened hum, drowning out everything else around him, his head consumed by the din of the screeching sound. Glass was scattered across his lap, jagged flakes tangled in his hair, which he brushed free absently as he tried to crawl back into full consciousness. He coughed, the stale smell and taste of fuel and blood filling his nostrils and watering his eyes.

The inside of the SUV was a swirling fog of chaos, screams echoing from all around him, frantic and spastic, the buzzing in his ears occasionally interrupted by rapid popping and chattering. His eyes roamed right to left, trying to get his bearings, trying to adjust to this strange new reality, a reality where he was caught in the mangled wreck of an armored vehicle, deafened and blinded by the sudden impact. The front windshield was awash in a spray of crimson, the driver’s head buried in the steering wheel, the passenger’s head lolling awkwardly on what appeared to be a snapped neck.

“Agent Brackett,” Pike struggled to say, his voice choking on the thick smoke and stench of spilled gasoline. “Agent Brackett. I think...I think people are outside.”

He looked over and realized that Agent Brackett wouldn’t be answering his questions any time soon. The loving husband and father of four was bent over to the left, his head punched through the broken window, blood streaked over his face, and coating his neck, so much blood spilled that it had stained the already darkly colored tactical vest an even deeper color.

So much blood loss. There was no way the man was still alive.

More shouts carried from outside, followed by what sounded like gunfire, and Pike lunged to the left, clawing at Agent Brackett’s assault rifle. He snatched up the CA-415, pulling it over the man’s shoulder, then reached into the pouches on his vest and retrieved a few magazines, stuffing them into his pants pockets.

He plucked out the white earbud and peeled the mic from the wrist cuff, feeding the cord through the sleeve of the dead man’s jacket, then hooked it through his own, attaching the microphone and the earpiece. He quickly spot-checked the rifle, making sure there was ammunition in the magazine and rounds in the chamber.

Shouting came closer from outside and he saw the shadowed form of someone lunge from one of the cars behind them, charging out into the road, shouldering a weapon. More rapid-fire pops chattered shortly after, and the shadowed form thrashed, stumbling back, his spine smashing into the side of the SUV as a casual spray of red slashed across the tinted window.

Pike bit back a curse and pulled his knee to his chest, then thrust it out, his shoe colliding with the inside of the door and throwing it open. He carried himself out into the street, hitting pavement with bent knees, lifting the 415 to a ready-fire state, clutching it in two hands.

The streets of Washington, D.C. were a literal war zone. The black sedan that had been pulling up the rear was flipped over on its roof, two bodies in the street beneath and around it, faces down and arms splayed. Tongues of flame licked out from the undercarriage, reaching up toward the darkened sky, and a thick, billowing plume of dark smoke twisted among them.

Bullet holes ran along the side of one of the other SUVs, the hood buckled, and windows smashed, a burning car embedded in the front of that vehicle as well, crunching the impact zones and forcing the doors opened. Four bodies were on the pavement next to that vehicle and Pike could see a healthy gathering of blood beneath and around the fallen forms.

Weapons fire barked from one of the buildings across the street and Pike ducked down, jerking left as sparking ricochets bit along the hide of the vehicle just to his right. He almost tripped over a fallen Secret Service agent, the man who had been shot right outside the SUV, but he regained his balance and continued forward, watching as two figures with automatic weapons emerged from the shadows of the office buildings across the way.

Twisting around, Pike drew on the first man and opened up with the 415, punching a quick three-round burst at the first gunman, throwing him to the ground with such force that one of his shoes flew up into the air and landed a few feet away. Gunfire ripped back at him from the second man, but he kept moving left, thick chunks of shattered pavement launched into the air just behind him as he moved. Adjusting his aim, Pike fired again, the rifle jerking in his grasp, but wherever he shot went wide of the target and the other man fired back again.

More rounds chewed at the ground at his feet as a sudden blur of motion caught his eye again. Another car roared from an alleyway between two buildings, charging at what seemed to be full speed toward the remains of the convoy and Pike’s eyes widened at the apparent suicidal nature of the driver. Two Secret Service agents converged, firing a constant stream of bullets into the windshield of the approaching car, throwing shards of webbed safety glass, punching through and most assuredly killing whoever was driving.

But the car continued forward at full speed, barreling through the two agents, throwing them into the air like boneless dolls, legs twisting into the air as the blur plowed forward, colliding with the already-broken remains of the SUVs behind Pike.

There was a twisting crunch, the shatter of breaking plastic and glass, then the sudden concussive impact of an explosion, the car detonating almost immediately, a roiling ball of fire and smoke swallowing the car, the sedan, and both rear cover SUVs in a scalding boil of flame.

Pike felt the heat of the impact at his back, the force sending him sprawling forward, almost letting go of the rifle, but he desperately kept clinging to it, holding it as if his life depended on it.

He went down hard, turning to absorb the impact with his shoulder, launching himself into an awkward sideways roll, trying to ignore the digging scrape of hard road on his skin and muscle.

Gunfire continued tearing around him, coming from across the street as well as behind the crushed and mangled vehicles. Pike couldn’t fathom how anyone was still alive back there, but someone was, and they were firing back at the approaching gunmen, who had grown in number. At least six of them were visible to Pike as he crawled to his hands and knees, his palms scraping broken glass and pavement, the flesh of his hands bleeding freely as he grabbed the strap of the rifle and slung it over one shoulder.

One of the approaching gunmen turned toward him, lifting his weapon and opening fire and Pike scrambled left, desperately crawling away as pavement broke apart and scattered over his face, shoulder and arm. Rolling to the side, he swung his rifle around, spraying a wide arc of return fire, sending the man lunging to his left to avoid the blind burst.

Two others gathered behind the first, the three of them coming toward him and Pike knew he wouldn’t have enough ammunition or time to stand against them, realizing that this was it. After a long and storied career serving his government, he was about to be executed by a crazed mob of the citizens he had sworn to protect.

They came toward him, weapons raised, and he pulled the trigger of his rifle again, but it clicked home on empty.

Scrambling backwards, he desperately tried to push away, to put some space between him and his enemies, just try to get some distance so he could maneuver, reload, do anything possible to draw one more breath and stand his ground. Hands clutched at him from behind and at first, he yanked away, trying to pull free, but they held firm, lifting, dragging, pulling him away.

They were saving him. Drawing him farther from the gunmen. Pulling him to safety?

The three men fired a few sporadic rounds at them, but the shots went wide and high and he could feel himself being dragged backwards into a darkened alley, lifted to his feet, pushed along into a clumsy, pained jog.

“Run, Pike, just run!” a voice hissed in his ear, a hand pressing into his back and forcing him into a swifter gallop.

“Corvan?” Pike breathed, his lungs on fire, pain lancing at his palms, his shoulder, his back, his entire body. “Corvan, is that you?”

“Just move, dammit!”

It was Corvan. Clearly, he wasn’t in an explaining mood. For a few minutes they jogged through the alley until finally they came upon a vehicle, its engine idling, a dark-colored sedan, one of many others traveling the capital. The rear door opened, and Pike found himself shoved down and forward, nearly thrown into the back seat where another man was sitting. Corvan heaved himself into the passenger seat then furiously pounded the dashboard with his palm.

“Go, go, go!” he screamed. The driver curled fingers tight around the wheel, then pounded on the accelerator, shooting the sedan forward into a speeding charge, carving its way through alleys and out onto another throughway, several blocks northwest of the ambush site. Pike could still hear the faint chatter of automatic weapons somewhere in the distance as unconsciousness clawed its sharpened talons and began to tear him down.
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The sedan screeched to a halt, the loud bark of rubber on pavement waking Pike in the back seat. He jolted into awareness, his arms shooting out, fingers clawing at the seats as his head turned left and right, eyes wide and mouth open.

“Easy, killer,” Corvan said from the passenger seat, turning around to look at him. “You’re safe here.”

“I’ve heard that before,” Pike replied through gritted teeth. “What the hell happened? What was that?”

Corvan’s chin dipped.

“That was what you’d call an ambush.”

“Were those civilians?” Pike asked, his voice strained. “They were using combat tactics. They had automatic weapons. That was not an angry mob, that was— something else.”

“We’re here,” Corvan said, gesturing to a darkened building just outside the parked car. “Let’s go inside. Get secure.”

“You didn’t answer my question,” Pike said.

“Let’s go inside. Get secure,” Corvan repeated, his narrowed eyes meeting Pike’s and conveying the sense of urgency. Pike took the hint, nodded and followed Corvan out of the vehicle and onto the sidewalk. A gathering of Secret Service agents converged on them, escorting them over the sidewalk and toward the unremarkable building, a flat stone construct without much in the way of decor or identification.

Two of the agents moved to the door, pushing it open then swinging inside, lifting their weapons, swiveling them left and right into the empty darkness. A third pushed through, lifting a flashlight and cutting a narrow beam of pale white into the inky depths, illuminating the interior and casting strange, oblong shadows along the floor and walls.

“We’re clear,” he said, and both Corvan and Pike were ushered inside, hands pressed to their back, half urged, half shoved into the building. Pike could still hear the dull rattle of gunfire somewhere in the distance, followed by the punctuating thud of a ground-rattling explosion. The door slammed behind them, the group of Secret Service coming into the build and fanning out, covering the large room’s perimeter, shining more flashlights into the dark corners.

“Building is secure!” another agent shouted, and the weapons lowered, a sense of thick tension easing away from the men in the room.

“Now can you tell me what the hell that was about?” Pike asked, approaching Corvan, who had holstered his own pistol and was venturing toward a rear hallway as a Secret Service agent emerged from it.

“What’s there to tell?” he asked. “Pretty much exactly what you were afraid of. An unruly mob almost took us all out.”

“That wasn’t an ordinary unruly mob,” Pike replied. “That car they drove into the convoy was loaded with improvised explosive devices. That was a full-blown car bomb. The mad register jockey from the local McDonald’s doesn’t have car bombs, Corvan.”

“What can I tell you? I was just as surprised as you are.” Corvan’s eyes shot to the right, avoiding a direct look at Pike, which told him far more than the man’s words ever could.

Pike dropped the subject for the moment and turned, letting his eyes scan the large room. They were in a warehouse of some kind by the looks of it, the wide-open storage area dotted with several support pillars, which created aisles of sorts. Whatever had been stored in those aisles had been cleared out, opening up the concrete floor and plaster walls. It seemed very convenient to Pike, though not necessarily sinister.

“Where’s everyone else?” he asked, looking at the expanse of empty room. “Any other committee members coming? Director of Homeland Security?”

Corvan lowered his head.

“You were it,” he said quietly. “We couldn’t get to anyone else. The gunfire was too thick. It was simply too dangerous.

“What?” Pike asked, his voice strained. “You left them all behind? All of them?”

“If we’d stuck around to try and rescue all the committee members, we would have been overrun,” Corvan replied. “You’d be lying in the street, bleeding out with the rest of them. Would you rather that happened?”

“No, but I just—what do we do now?”

Corvan shook his head.

“Shelter in place. We’re going to spend the night here, since the building is secure, and doesn’t really have any identifying marks. No reason for anyone to be curious. Once daylight comes around, we’ll have to re-evaluate. See if we can get in touch with Willoughby, find out what our next steps are.”

Pike felt numb, standing there in the rear hallway of the warehouse, looking out into the empty room, now guarded by a gathering of Secret Service. He remembered Agent Brackett, a man he knew for only minutes, but a husband and a father. How many of the other committee members were husbands, wives, parents? How many of their relatives had no idea they were now lying dead in the street.?

Something smelled funny about this.

“Follow me, Pike,” Corvan said, jerking his head back toward the hallway. “Like I said, time to bed down for the night. We’ll talk more in the morning.”

Pike nodded, following the man. Yes, they would talk more in the morning. There was more to this story than Corvan said, and Pike would find out exactly what was going on, one way or the other.

–––––––– 



Chapter 20

Somewhere in Oklahoma

The sun was a burning yellow hole in the intense blue sky, so bright and vibrant that Joel could feel the heat radiating from it. There were no clouds, no lightning, not even a stiff breeze, the only sound the low squeaking of chains on the rubber swing.

He could feel the grass against the bottoms of his feet, long blades snaking up between his toes, the thick trees tall and still against a backdrop of summer sky. She was on the swing, moving back and forth in smooth, gentle arches, her legs bending, then kicking, then bending again, the little girl just discovering how to propel herself, now wanting nothing but swing time.

He saw his wife. Tall, long-haired, her head tipped back in laughter, an ankle-length floral dress draped over her slender form. He’d always loved that dress, and it didn’t surprise him that his most vivid memories of his wife were while she was wearing it.

Soft giggles danced through the quiet air, the innocence of youth, legs out straight, carrying the swing in a swift downward arc, a tangle of curly hair blowing out behind the small head of the child. There was a gentle wind blowing now, the leaves no longer still, but rustling gently, making a quiet noise, the grass swaying as the wind came low and eager over the backyard.

Still, the young girl giggled and swung.

With the wind came a telltale smell, faint, but present—the acrid tang of smoke. Something was burning, something he could not see.

The trees began to move more now, leaves not just rustling but shaking, a few of them breaking loose and skimming out into the air, floating on a stiff wind, whipping into clumsy somersaults, the blue sky fading into gray slate.

His wife was cupping her hands around her mouth, by all appearances shouting to the child, though he couldn’t hear what she was saying. He could only hear the low giggles and the quiet squeak of swinging chains. Clouds moved in on the horizon, dull, gunmetal clumps of gathered cotton, blocking out the sun and the sky, wind cutting through the trees with the edge of a blunt knife, pressing leaves and branches aside as it hacked through the grass, slicing a bone-deep chill into his bones.

His wife shouted, but he could not hear.

The rumble of thunder joined the clouds and the wind picked up even more, trees twisting at angles, leaves pulling and yanking, branches desperately reaching to hold, but releasing their precious appendages in spite of all of their efforts.

It was a strangely silent wind, and he could still hear the giggles and the squeaking of chains, two sounds permanently etched into his brain, sounds that he would never forget.

Then came the lightning. His stomach lurched and sank as he saw the jagged spider-web of pale blue and blinding white, carving across the sky in forking slashes. Thunder boomed and the wind picked up even more.

Still his daughter swung gently back and forth, giggling incessantly, no intention of stopping now.

His wife was frantic, raising her arms and screaming silently, though not moving any closer, still rooted in place, desperate to call her daughter back, to tell her to take cover, to warn her what was coming. Joel just stood and watched it all happen.

Thunder blasted, so loud and hard, it felt like a kick in his chest, and a tongue of lightning ripped free, then shot down toward the Earth. It punched through the swing set and slashed through his daughter’s swinging form, cutting into her like a warmed knife through butter.

She hopped off the swing, turning towards him, hands outstretched, a strange look on her face. As she stared at him, looking right past her screaming mother, her long, curly hair caught fire, a blaze consuming her head, burning hot, fast, and furious, hungry flames wrapping around the smooth contours of her face. It peeled flesh away, eating into muscle and bone, twisting around her, contorting her, enshrouding her in blinding fire.

He screamed, or tried to, but his shout was just as silent as his wife’s, his throat hurting as his mouth split open, the silence deafening. His daughter fell to her knees in the grass, the fire completely overwhelming her as she toppled forward, writhing. Yet, still he could hear her giggling, hear the quiet cheer that he remembered as behind her, the swing blew in the wind, chains squeaking along the way.

His wife whirled around on him, eyes narrow and accusatory, tears streaming over her strained cheeks. She was still screaming silently when her mouth peeled away, showing teeth and gums, the blackened hole an empty pit of utter despair. As he looked upon her accusing glare, her flesh bubbled and rippled, small fingers of crackling fire bursting from her flesh, cascading over her face and shoulders.

As he looked, the skin melted from her skull, liquifying and pulling away, dropping into the grass in thick clumps, her eyes remained intact, open and accusing him. She extended a single, fire-consumed arm, one narrow finger pointing toward him, furthering her accusations, and he took a nervous step back as the flames whooshed around her in a tight, localized tornado, whipping up and around, drowning her out, turning her floral dress to ash and sending her crashing to the grass, the blinding network of lightning illuminating the sky behind her.
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Joel awoke with a desperate, choked shout, lifting his head from the wet muck, rain pounding down on him and around him as he pushed himself to his knees, pain stabbing at his entire right side, focused mostly on his shoulder, then rippling outward in a circle of sharpened razor blades.

“Sorry,” he gasped to no one. “I’m sorry.” He fell to his elbows again, lowering his chin, pressing his forehead into the wet mud, trying to block out the nightmare, but within his mind, he could see the burning bodies of his wife and daughter, see them spasming in death as fire peeled their flesh and scorched their bones.

Thunder roared, and it wasn’t the thunder from his dreams, it was actual thunder, rolling over the Oklahoma hills. Rain chased down from the heavens, pounding all around him. He was tired and cold, a sharp, frigid chill going down to the marrow within his bones. He pushed himself up to his hands again, his fingers spread, the mud squeezing out from between them.

Moving. He had to keep moving. If he fell asleep again, he might never wake up. Part of him wondered if that would be so bad.

Helen was still out there somewhere.

He lifted his head from the wet ground, dirt and mud clinging to his skin as he looked up the steep slope, staring out through the tangles of briars and thorns, the gnarled and twisting branches and roots blocking his path.

Leaning forward, Joel hooked his fingers around one of the roots and pulled, bringing himself forward and up the slope. The Bug Out Bag was heavy on his back, and his arm barked with pain, but he made slow and stiff progress, going hand over hand, using roots and trees to crawl forward.

For several agonizing moments, he made his way up the steep slope, crawling through the thorns, ripping at the briars, hands grasping at dirt, using narrow trunks of trees, the rain hammering down around him as he moved.

He stopped for a moment, looking back over his shoulder, seeing that he’d made it about halfway up so far, and drew in a deep, struggling breath, pressing onward. His hand reached out and closed around a root, catching a twist of thorns as well, and he grimaced as the barbs dug hard into his meaty palm. He kept his fist tightly closed and pulled, gritting his teeth as his chest moved against the arrowhead still wedged tight into his shoulder just next to the pectoral muscle.

He kept thinking of Helen, not wanting to leave her to whatever fate those strangers chose for her. Not knowing if she was even still alive, still continuing on, ignoring the pounding rain. The sky above him was darkening with the approaching evening and his chest ached as he finally crested the top of the slope, digging fingers into soft ground and pulling himself up the rest of the way to the flattened clearing above.

Thunder belted the sky above, echoing throughout the clouds as the rain came down harder against the crisscross backdrop of bright lightning. Struggling forward, Joel looked around the clearing, noting that not only was Helen gone, but the strangers had also taken the two horses as well. The meadow was completely empty, and he crawled forward again, moving deeper into the open grass.

His hand closed around something smooth, cool, and metal and he looked into the long grass where he crept, noticing that Helen’s AR-31 bolt-action rifle had somehow remained hidden to the strangers, and it rested in the grass, water flecked along its ridged body from the falling rain. Picking up the rifle, he used it as a sort of crutch to prop himself up on his feet, then slung it over his shoulder, limping forward, crossing the clearing as thunder and lightning scorched above him. Wind blew, casting the leaves in an awkward dance, pelting him with raindrops.

It was dark. Too dark. He needed to get to Helen, but he wasn’t going to do it that night. He had no idea where she’d been taken or who she’d been taken by, but if she was grabbed instead of killed on the spot, he felt a little better about her chances for survival. She’d been taken somewhere, that much was certain, but being brought was better than being killed.

Joel was exhausted. His muscles ached and his body was chilled, a brittle, harsh cold all the way to his bones. He needed shelter or he wasn’t going to be of any use to Helen at all. His eyes settled on a fallen tree ahead, an old oak with a slender trunk that had broken several feet up and toppled over, creating a narrow space. Joel slipped his backpack off and lowered himself next to the fallen tree, opening the flap and reaching into it, pulling out a tightly folded tarp. Gritting his teeth against the pain, he swung the tarp up and over the fallen trunk, securing it to the ground with tent pegs, then pulling it over the trunk to the other side. Once he’d pulled the tarp around to the ground on the other side, Joel took another pair of the included tent pegs and used his utilitool to pound them into the hard, damp ground, securing the other end, but leaving a small gap that he could use to enter.

It wasn’t much in the way of a shelter, but it was better than none, and he crawled close to the tarp on the north side, the falling rain skittering along the tarp and the tree, falling around him, but not on him. Tipping the backpack sideways, he slipped it under his head, laying on his left side, and tucked the rifle close to him as he closed his eyes for a short rest.
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[image: image]Not far away, the rain fell equally hard, thunking against the wooden roofs of the small mining town. Their reins tied to a makeshift stable out in the open area of the town, the two horses whinnied and neighed softly, their manes flattened under the increasing volume of rain.

Hugh walked across the grass, holding a hand over his head, which did little to stop the constant barrage of raindrops that drenched his face and clothes, clinging his shirt tight to his broad shoulders. Ahead, the soft flicker of candlelight brightened several of the windows of the large meeting hall, the biggest building in his small town. Hugh suspected it was some sort of mess hall or dining area in its past life, with its open concept floor plan and rows of benches and tables, but his crew had co-opted it into a sort of meeting hall, a place where they all gathered to make their plans and decide next steps.

They’d used it often in the lead up to their planned protest of the mine’s closure, but since the lightning had started striking and the planes had plummeted to the Earth, it had been used more sparingly. Their need for planning and preparation had lessened in recent days, though the appearance of the military convoy had startled them into activity, not to mention the arrival of the man and the girl on horseback.

Stepping up the short set of stairs, he pushed his way through the front door and into the open area beyond, the rain splashing across his back and the wall. He brushed off his hair and shook his arms, sending droplets scattering around him as he looked around and faced the gathered crowd.

There were maybe twelve people inside, which made up the bulk of the crew. The original protest had included dozens of men and women, almost a hundred total, but as the crisis grew longer and more extended, more and more of those people had retreated to their families and their homes, seeking solace in familiar surroundings. Truth be told, Hugh was pretty surprised there were still as many people as there were.

Arthur and Maya were the first two he saw, both sitting on top of tables, knees bent, arms crossed, watching the door as if in anticipation of his arrival. Courtney Patel stood next to the table where Maya sat as if basking in her shadow, a moon hovering close to the planet, in constant search of her tacit approval. Sadie sat in a chair not far away, with Helen sitting next to her, the young girl looking withdrawn, legs pressed tight together, arms at her side, hoping nobody would notice her. Sadie ran her hand through the length of Helen’s dark hair, slowly brushing it down her back and between her shoulders, a soft smile creasing her face. Hugh hadn’t seen her smile in a very, very long time and the sight of it gave him a warm feeling that felt almost foreign considering the circumstances.

Steve sat in the back corner, with several other chairs taken up by other inhabitants of the town, some of the same folks that had gone in search of Helen and Joel. At least one of them hadn’t returned.

“First and foremost,” Hugh said, everyone turning to look at him. “A moment of silence for Kristoff Steinback. He valiantly gave his life inviting our...guest to join us.” Hugh looked at Helen, his stern gaze meeting hers and he saw her blanch slightly, her cheeks flushing. She’d killed Kristoff, shot him stone dead with a pistol she’d had with her. If he were being honest, he was more impressed with it than bothered by it, but for the sake of town morale, he had to put up a front.

After all, they’d been anticipating violent resistance when they’d planned the protest. The possibility of one or more of them dying was likely, and they’d been prepared for it.

Still looking at Helen, he allowed the moment of silence to pass, and noticed that she had trouble meeting his eyes. Whether she was intimidated, feeling guilty, or some combination of all of it, he didn’t know, but whatever the reason, he felt a sort of satisfaction at her discomfort. She’d killed one of theirs, and if she hadn’t been a child, if her presence didn’t bring his wife joy, he would have left her in the woods with a bullet in her brain.

Or an arrow in her chest like the man she was with.

“Thank you all,” he said. “Now, on to more pressing business. Any luck locating the man Arthur dropped with the arrow?”

“No, sir,” a voice spoke. “We broke up the area into sectors and expanded a search perimeter, but we could not find him. Judging by where he fell and how long we searched, we believe he is dead, sir.”

“I don’t bank on belief,” Hugh replied. “I fully expect a second search tomorrow, understood?”

“Understood,” the man replied.

“Should we go with them?” Arthur asked, looking over at Maya.

Hugh shook his head.

“I need you here. Based on the military presence and the fact that we haven’t found his body yet, I want this town secured. I’d feel much more comfortable keeping you, Maya, Steve, Courtney, Wayne, and Ned here on site. Teller can take Pierce and Gordy to do the perimeter search.” 

Heads nodded in understanding all around. The hierarchy was clear. Arthur and Maya were Hugh’s right hand man and woman, and Steve was the engineer, so not much use in the field. Courtney, Wayne, and Ned were skilled hunters and outdoorsmen, much more accustomed to firearms and unintimidated by the thought of shooting at people.

Teller, Pierce, and Gordy had been relative amateurs, along with Kristoff, and in fact were only still in the town because they didn’t have families to go home to.

“Steve, how about you?” Hugh asked, looking at the man lurking near the back of the building. “Anything new on communications?”

Steve nodded.

“The radio remains operational, though we’ve struggled to reach anyone else of interest. We’ve spent a bit of time speaking with a regional survivalist group, but they’re relatively withdrawn and not especially interested in assisting us. They’re not really asking for help either. They respond to pings, but just give us the most basic of acknowledgements, not even confirming what their numbers are, or what they’re hearing elsewhere. We have been able to get some emergency broadcasts and the more we hear, the scarier things sound.”

“Elaborate,” Hugh ordered.

“State of emergency in most major cities. Washington, D.C. is a powder keg. New Orleans and Seattle are consumed by violence. Chicago, where everything started, is a mess downtown, though outlying areas don’t appear to be as bad. The larger airports, Logan, Atlanta, Denver, Los Angeles, places like that all suffered the largest losses, with significant aircraft crashes causing almost incalculable loss of life.”

Hugh closed his eyes and looked toward the floor, shaking his head softly.

“Do we know any totals yet?” Hugh asked. 

Steve shook his head.

“Probably never will. Any sort of unified government involvement in calculating the severity of this crisis has long since fallen apart. FEMA is scattered to the winds. They’ve dispatched response teams to many of the impacted cities, but there just isn’t enough to go around. The government is a shell of what it was, and it’s impossible to tell just who’s calling the shots. Martial law has been declared from coast to coast, which has only served to help further ignite uprising and revolt. In other words, America stands at the edge of collapse.”

“Two weeks,” Hugh said in a quiet voice.

“Excuse me?” Steve asked, leaning forward slightly.

“Two weeks,” Hugh said more loudly. “That’s all it took to undo two and a half centuries of development. Two. Weeks.”

“I wouldn’t rush to judgement,” Sadie said, still gently stroking Helen’s hair. “America is stronger than you give it credit for, Hugh. We’re a resilient people. We’ll bounce back.”

“You clearly have a stronger and deeper faith than I do,” Hugh replied, though his expression softened. “That’s probably why I love you so much.”

Sadie smiled and rolled her eyes.

“Okay,” Hugh continued. “So, everyone knows the plan? We bunk down for the night, but at sunup tomorrow, we’ll run a perimeter sweep of the town, make sure we’re all locked down. Sadie, you’ll take the girl out to the gardens, get her used to a good day’s work. Teller, Pierce, and Gordy will go do an expanded search for our friend’s body—”

“Joel,” a quiet voice said, and Hugh stopped in mid-sentence.

“What was that?” he asked.

“Joel,” the voice said more firmly, and he saw that it was Helen speaking. “Your ‘friend’s’ name is Joel. And you better hope you find his body. If you don’t, he’ll come after me, and he’ll kill every single one of you if you get in his way.”

Hugh’s eyes narrowed as he glared at the young girl, her face carved into a series of etched lines, a sculpture of stoic severity. True conviction. She was a girl beyond her years.

“Well, then let’s hope they find his body, so we don’t have to worry about that,” Hugh said with a crooked smirk, once again finding some satisfaction in the emotional reaction of the young girl in the chair, sitting next to his wife.

–––––––– 



Chapter 21

Washington, DC

The secretary of defense wasn’t even sure where they were, but the driver seemed to know, and that was all that mattered. They’d passed the White House several minutes ago, threaded through a roadway of clustered trash, burning cars, and the occasional angry rioter still active from the overnight chaos. A bottle had arched gently over the hood of the car and exploded on the pavement to their left, but they’d only passed a few people, not nearly enough rioters to be emboldened by their numbers.

Leaving the White House behind them, the armored limousine had driven deeper into the city, angling north, then west, passing through Georgetown and heading toward a secure, out-of-the-way location, some place where the president would not be found. There was a vast network of bunkers and tunnels under the city, and even as high-ranking as he was, Secretary of Defense Willoughby didn’t know them all, and trusted in his Secret Service detail to get him where he needed to be.

Up ahead the road slanted downward, an underground garage appearing before them, attached to four story building overhead. It looked like a typical office building in Washington, but two men in black suits appeared from somewhere, manually yanking open the corrugated door leading down into an underground garage.

The vehicle was cloaked in shadow as it turned left, navigating some tight angles and going deeper into the garage itself, following a consistent downward trek. They went one level down, then two, then three, finally leveling off and squeezing into a parking spot on the fourth level.

More Secret Service emerged from somewhere Willoughby didn’t see, opening the door and escorting him across the pavement toward a simple metal door embedded in the concrete foundation of the building. Once inside, one of the agents produced a flashlight and they navigated a maze of narrow corridors, taking various rights and lefts, until they finally came into what appeared to be some sort of command center. Couches were situated around the room, and on one wall there was a bank of large monitors, though today those monitors were black.

Expensive-looking computer equipment was along other walls, items that Willoughby could identify as communications gear, security systems, surveillance, and even defensive weaponry. Every single terminal was dark, and there were only a handful of Secret Service agents inside.

“Secretary of Defense Willoughby to see the president,” one of the agents said, and another nodded, walking toward the far wall where another door was set. He rapped on the door three times and it eased open, framing the president within its narrow rectangle.

The man’s face was sunken and hollow, thick, dark puffs of swollen flesh under eyes which were normally alert and intelligent, but this morning looked vacant and tired. He wasn’t wearing a coat, just his dress shirt, the collar pulled apart and no tie. Both sleeves were rolled up to the bicep.

“Drydan,” the president said with a nod. “What a mess. What an awful, tragic mess.”

“Yes, sir,” SecDef replied with a nod, and the president gestured toward one of the couches.

“Have a seat, Dryden.”

“Yes, sir, Mr. President,” Willoughby replied and eased his bulk down onto a two-cushioned sofa as his superior sat in a thick chair, his back sloped, arms crossed over his bent legs.

“I...assume you heard,” Willoughby said quietly. “About last night.”

The president lifted his eyes, looking at the secretary of defense.

“I heard. The entire oversight committee? Is that confirmed?”

“I’m afraid so, Mr. President,” Willoughby replied. “Ambushed in the street as if this were some third-world country. The entire oversight committee slaughtered with a combination of car bombs, IEDs and automatic weapons. It was clearly a pre-meditated and coordinated combat assault on our political structure. No less than an act of war.”

The president closed both of his fists and squeezed tightly, his forearms bulging.

“We can’t let this stand,” the secretary of defense said. “We must retaliate.”

“Retaliate?” the president asked. “Against whom? The American people?”

“We’ve been tiptoeing in our response,” Willoughby replied. “Delicately stepped around violence with our civilian population. Not wanting to upset the apple cart.”

“We’re trying to maintain peace and order,” the president replied. “Not create a nation of unilateral rule.”

“Clearly that’s not working.”

“What would you have me do?” the president asked, leaning backwards slightly, relaxing his fists. “Wage war on the American people? Shoot to kill across all our major cities?”

Willoughby remained seated, looking back at the president without comment. He didn’t confirm the president’s words, but he didn’t disagree with them either.

“Is that what we’ve become?” the president asked, his voice faint and distant.

“We must maintain control,” Willoughby said. “If we show weakness, the mobs will continue to rise. To fight. America will be plagued by civil war and the nation will surely fall. Hard times require hard choices, and I understand, Mr. President, this choice is probably the hardest you will ever make. But I think it’s a choice that must be made.”

The president nodded softly as Willoughby spoke, going along with each word as he spoke it.

“If we’re to hold this nation together, it’s up to us to be the glue. I love the American people, you know that. I spent two decades putting my life at risk to defend their freedom. But they are in the wrong here, and they need to be taught that.”

The president closed his eyes, drawing in a deep breath, his shoulders rising, then falling.

“Very well,” he replied. “Give the word.” He opened his eyes, looking at the secretary of defense. “Emergency broadcast across all government channels. We still have that capacity, right?”

Willoughby nodded.

“We have battery-operated radios with high-gain antennas, connected to a national network of repeaters,” Willoughby said. “It’s resilient and designed to withstand extended power outages.”

“Very well,” the president replied. “Send the signal. Enforce martial law, tighter security perimeters. Lethal force is authorized.”

“As you wish,” Willoughby said with a nod. He stood and turned, showing his back to the man so that he wouldn’t see the narrow smile on his lips.
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Chicago, Illinois

Shawna ducked behind the towering brick building as the Bearcat rolled by, the thickly armored tactical truck looking intimidating and out of place on the streets of southern Chicago. Every inch of the four-wheeled vehicle was covered by layered, angular armor, with several slitted gun ports gathered along the exterior, as well as an armored top turret. There was thick armor plate surrounding the roof turret in upward angles, the slender barrel of a fifty-caliber heavy machine gun extending out from within. 

From where she stood, Shawna couldn’t see the soldier manning the turret, but she suspected there was one there, just waiting and watching for the right opportunity. As it rolled by, a roof-mounted loudspeaker repeated the message she’d been hearing for the past few minutes.

“The city of Chicago is currently on lockdown and under martial law. There is a strict curfew in effect and anyone ignoring that curfew is at risk of lethal force. Repeat—lethal force has been authorized. Remain in your homes. Clear the streets and await further instructions. You will not be given a second chance.”

Shawna shook her head as she pulled back, turning and making her way through two more buildings, heading back toward the Stronghold. As the days went on, the Stronghold became bigger, better and stronger, and Tristan’s recent recruitment of a few skilled veterans hadn’t just added to their security force but enabled them to start training others for combat operations.

It had all seemed to happen so quickly. She still couldn’t believe it had been less than two weeks since Atlas-One smashed into the streets of downtown Chicago, leveling several blocks, killing scores of civilians and starting a horrifying sequence of events where planes plummeted from the skies, lightning scorched the horizon, and the entire world was plunged into darkness.

She’d been in a holding cell in a small Chicago police station and Tristan had rescued her, risked his life to find a key and set her free. Or as free as one got these days, anyway. As free as this new police state let them be.

More engines roared and she ducked down again, moving deeper into the alley as an emergency vehicle charged by, its warbling siren growing in cadence before fading again as the vehicle passed by and moved off into the distance.

If there was a bright side to the sudden ramp-up of martial law, it at least had helped clear the streets even more than they had been, giving Shawna a chance to make another run to the homeopathy store. She’d visited the familiar location to help Tristan with his withdrawal symptoms as he worked his way free of an opiate addiction. He was still battling with it, but the natural remedies she’d found had helped some, and she’d decided to go back there to stock up on some other things.

Her trip back across town had been an adventure, dodging a massive increase in military and police presence, careful to stick to the side streets and alleys, moving with a much more cautious pace than she might have two days previously.

She still wasn’t sure why things were ramping up so much, but she’d have to bring the word back to the Stronghold and they’d have to re-strategize how to deal with it. Simple supply runs were going to be a lot less simple, which was a big problem, especially as they struggled to find food here in the city.

If they’d been in a more rural location, they’d be able to hunt or fish, but in the guts of urban America they didn’t have that option. They’d already made perimeter sweeps, going out as far as they dared, and they’d managed to scavenge quite a bit of food to date.

But it wasn’t enough. The only downside of the Stronghold growing was the number of people needing food was increasing far faster than the number of people who could provide. The garden was coming together, but they needed protein. More sustenance than their little rectangular plot of land could offer.

Things were going to get worse before they got better.

Pressing her back against the wall, she made her way forward, adjusting the backpack on her back, which was bulging with homeopathic supplies. Another vehicle roared by and she shrank back slightly, willing herself to be invisible. It disappeared around the corner and she threw herself into a sprint, running across the road until the Stronghold emerged before her, wide and tall, the cluster of buildings looking like any other collection of apartments, though any gaps between the buildings had been secured by chain-link fencing or other barricades, and although she couldn’t see them from the road, she knew the sentries were there, too, mostly hiding in the shadows.

As she came upon the ascending staircase, she glanced to the left and nodded to Bruce Foster, who was one of the veterans Tristan had recruited. Shadows draped over him as he clung tight to the building to avoid being seen by passing military and police vehicles. He nodded back and she removed a key from a pocket in her cargo pants, using it to gain access to the front door.

Opening the door, she moved inside where two more sentries stood watch, each of them smiling at her as she made her way to the hallway, then ventured left, walking at a quick pace, her shoes clacking on the smooth floor. Halfway down the hall, she opened a door and went inside, opening up into a vacated apartment. The apartment had been cleared of its furniture and contents, bookshelves of various shapes and sizes brought in instead. Medicines and medical supplies were organized throughout, from Band-Aids to antibiotics, to ibuprofen, bandages, forceps, and others. It had been designated as their emergency triage center, which they thankfully hadn’t needed yet. Shawna suspected it was just a matter of time.

Dropping the backpack, she opened it up and started pulling out roots, herbs, and other material collected from the homeopathic shop, everything from ginger root to Saint John’s Wort, to some natural balms and salves. Moving throughout the triage center, she organized and staged the herbs, careful to keep like items together.

“Looks like a successful trip, Miss Shawna,” a voice said from the doorway and she looked back, smiling at Tristan as he approached.

“Indeed, it was,” she replied. “How are you feeling?”

“Been better, been worse,” Tristan said. “Glad that my boy Eric is in the house, though. I missed him somethin’ fierce the past week. Talkin’ to him is like a breath of fresh air.”

“Glad to hear it. I saw Bruce on my way in; he seems to be acclimating better than we thought he would.”

Tristan nodded, a distant expression on his face.

“He wasn’t keen on the idea at first. In fact, he just walked away. I’m a little surprised he came around, but I guess I won’t look a gift horse in the mouth, you know?”

“What do you think about him?” Shawna asked.

“About Bruce?”

“Yeah. Any reservations?”

“Naw,” Tristan replied. “At least, I don’t think so. I mean, we’ll take all the help we can get, right?”

“True, but I want to make sure he’s not going to start any trouble.”

“He does, we just kick him out, I guess,” Tristan replied. “No skin off my nose.”

The two of them left the triage center, walking back down the hallway toward the entrance.

“Any brainstorms about food supplies yet?” Shawna asked. Tristan had been working alongside a few of their recruits on trying to strategize ways to find food in the city but hadn’t had a whole lot of luck so far.

“Still thinking it through,” he said. “We set some rat traps, and we’ve got some of them already, worse comes to worst.”

Shawn placed a hand on her stomach, which suddenly felt a little queasy.

“Beggars can’t be choosers, Miss Shawna,” Tristan said. “If rat meat is all we got, then that’s what we got.”

“There’s gotta be a better way,” she said.

“We’re working on it,” he said, and flashed her a sly smile. “I keep telling you, my boy, Eric, he’s gonna hook us up. He was one of them, what do you call it, logistics clerks in the Army and knows all about planning and preparing and all that. He’s already working on something.”

“Is that right?” Shawna asked and Tristan nodded.

“He and a few of his buddies are upstairs in the meeting room.”

“Take me there,” Shawna said, and Tristan nodded, making his way back down the hall with Shawna following close behind.
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Tristan knocked on the door twice, a pair of sharp rapping sounds and a quiet voice from inside ushered him within. Pushing open the door, he came into the modified apartment with Shawna just behind him. Like the medical storage room downstairs, this planning room had started its life as a regular apartment, but the furniture and appliances had been removed, giving it a singular, wide open space. Several different tables had been taken from other neighboring apartments and slid together as one large table in the center of the apartment, somewhat oblong and far from level, but good enough for what they were doing.

Several pieces of paper had been taped together and to the table underneath, forming a wide, white triangle and several different diagrams had been drawn on it in permanent marker. Eric, one of Tristan’s friends from the veterans support group, stood at the head of the table, holding the marker in his hands, the cap pressed to his lips as he looked down at the wide expanse of paper before him.

Tristan and Shawna remained quiet as they approached, and Shawna came out around from behind him, wandering to the table, interested to know what was on this paper that they were paying such close attention to. As she came close, she narrowed her eyes, looking at a strange shape in the center, long and curvy, with an ‘X’ in the lower left hand corner, and another ‘X’ on the opposite side of the strange shape.

“Shawna,” Eric said with a nod. “I’ve told Tristan this already, but what you’ve put together here is nothing short of amazing. You should be very proud.”

“Everyone else has done the hard work,” Shawna replied. “I was just lucky enough to have access to the buildings.”

“Well, luck or not, without this system in place, I’m not sure many of the people here would still be alive.”

“Nice of you to say,” Shawna said, jerking her head toward the table, “but I’m a lot more interested in what you’ve got going on there.”

Eric smiled and shrugged softly.

“Hopefully a source of food for the long term.”

“Music to my ears,” Shawna replied. “What are the details?”

“Still early in the planning process,” Eric replied, then he looked at Tristan with a crooked smile. “We were hoping to get things a bit more set in stone before bringing it to you.”

Tristan shrugged.

“What can I say, brother? I get a little over-excited sometimes.”

“That is a fact,” Eric replied, then gestured Shawna over. She walked toward him and came around, so she was looking at the cobbled together hand-drawn map at the same angle that he was.

“So,” Eric continued. “We’re in Chicago.” He pointed a finger at the X in the lower half of the makeshift diagram. Shawna nodded and started to get an idea of where he was going with this. “You may or may not know, but Ricardo there, he’s been a regular at the veterans group for a while. He wasn’t there when Tristan came by, but we got connected shortly after.”

“Ricardo,” Shawna said, nodding to him. The other man returned the gesture.

“Anyway, my boy Ricardo ran some tours on a charter boat out on Lake Michigan. Did some ship transport, too, from Chicago to Milwaukee, then over toward Grand Rapids. Had this triangle he used to do, sometimes quicker than taking stuff by car, you know?”

“I’m following you,” Shawna said.

“You want to take it from here, Ricardo?”

Ricardo nodded.

“Yeah, man. See, I been running this business for almost ten years now. Some of it by the book, some of it under the table, if you get what I mean.”

Shawna wasn’t the least bit concerned about the legality of what he’d done. Any laws that had applied back then certainly did not apply today.

“Anyway, Lake Michigan is teeming with fish,” Ricardo said. “People don’t necessarily think about it, but over my years running the charter business, I know where to go. Lake trout, salmon, perch, everything in between. We start running some regular fishing routes now, I guarantee you we’ll have enough seafood to live on for a good, long while.”

Shawna smiled a generous, wide smile.

“Okay, now I feel stupid,” she said. “One of the biggest lakes in the United States is just over that way,” she gestured vaguely toward the east, “and I didn’t even think about that.”

“You’re a city girl,” Tristan said. “No one blames you for that.”

“So, you have a charter boat,” Shawna said, looking at Ricardo. “With an outboard engine, I assume. One that requires fuel?”

“I have a few different options,” Ricardo replied. “Yes, one with an outboard, but I also have a sixteen-foot fishing trawler for tourists who wanted a bit more of a relaxed atmosphere. I’ve got oars for that one.”

Shawna nodded, looking at the ramshackle map, then leaned forward, pointing at the second X.

“So, what’s this?” she asked.

Ricardo smiled a sly smile.

“Well, we can’t live on seafood alone. I mean, we could, I suppose, but who would want to? Across Lake Michigan to the northeast, just west of Grand Rapids, there’s a national forest. A forest with wildlife. Deer, wild pigs, all manner of rabbit, groundhog, even larger birds. Enough to keep us in protein for a good long while. It would require some coordination, taking the trawler across the lake, making sure we didn’t bring too much back with us at once. We’d also have to be careful of the increased military patrols along the pier.”

Shawna nodded, crossing her arms.

“It won’t be easy,” she said.

“Things stopped being easy the minute that spaceship plowed into downtown,” Eric replied. “But difficult is better than impossible.”

“Ain’t that the truth,” Shawna replied. She stepped away from the map and turned back toward the gathered group. “Do whatever you need to do,” she said. “Gather the men, finish the plan, just let me know when you want to put it into action.”

“You got it,” Eric replied, and Shawna walked from the room, feeling decidedly more optimistic than she had an hour before.
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“You’re relieved, Bruce,” Jessie Perez stepped toward the fellow member of her veterans group, looking at Bruce Foster as she approached. “I’m taking the next eight hours. Eric wants you to grab a few hours of shut-eye, then meet them up in the planning room.”

“The planning rooms?” Bruce asked, looking at the girl. Jessie had been a helicopter pilot who spent two tours flying in the wilds of Afghanistan. She hadn’t seen much in the way of direct combat, but she’d seen plenty of evidence of its aftermath and every time Bruce looked at her, her eyes looked just a little darker and more vacant. Since coming to the Stronghold, however, he’d noticed new life in her. A new sense of purpose. A reason to look forward and stop looking back.

He had often wished for the same for himself, but it hadn’t been in the cards. He’d always had other priorities.

But things were looking a little bit better lately.

“Sounds good,” he said, nodding and stepped out of the shadows of the building, walking up the sidewalk. Glancing backwards to see where her attention was, he slipped left instead of right, moving close to the main apartment building so the shadows might better conceal his movement. Walking past the short flight of stairs leading into the building, he picked up his pace, taking the sidewalk past building three, then continuing on until it veered left. Stepping off the curb, he crossed the road at a jog, running into an alleyway across the street, two brick tenements rising up around him, the darkness between them swallowing him like an ephemeral whale.

“Here,” a voice called, and Bruce jerked his head to the right, seeing a figure crouching near an overstuffed dumpster. The entire alley was scattered with spent refuse and had looked like a post-apocalyptic wasteland long before the city itself had become one. Bruce stepped toward the figure as Chad Zabroski emerged, a crooked smile on his chapped lips.

“What’s your latest report, Bruce?” he asked, glancing out of the alley and toward the Stronghold, his fingers rubbing lightly at the scruff of his dark beard.

“They still have me on security rotation,” he said. “Keeping me in the dark.”

“Not unanticipated,” Chad replied. Bruce followed the direction of his eyes, then settled his own gaze upon them, and he could almost feel the white-hot burn of anger. He didn’t know much about Chad’s background, he’d worked alongside him for years, but had never been close enough to actually hear personal details.

But he knew that he’d considered Shawna not just a girlfriend, but a business partner, and her betrayal to the authorities that had sent him to maximum security hadn’t just been a personal attack, it had been a breach of contract, which in Chad’s twisted mind was almost worse.

Bruce knew that every moment the Stronghold stood, tall and powerful, withstanding the chaos and turmoil that surrounded it, it took another painful slash at Chad, and as wounded animals typically were, Chad grew only more and more furious, and more and more dangerous.

But he’d struggled gathering a group together. Bruce had helped direct him, telling him of former cohorts he knew were still around, but the days Chad spent looking for friends and soldiers had been wasted. His old gang members were either dead, had disappeared, or were so far gone on drugs and drink that they were useless to him.

He didn’t have an army. But he did have Bruce. For some reason that gave Bruce a sense of strange, twisted empowerment. For as long as he could remember, Chad was the king of these streets, the puppet master pulling the strings for this entire nine-block section of south Chicago, and the fact that he was so reliant on Bruce’s assistance gave the man a feeling of importance and value. For the first time since leaving the service, Bruce had his own purpose, albeit a darker and more sinister one than Jessie Perez’s.

“That could be changing, though,” Bruce continued. “Supposedly Eric is working on something. I don’t know what, but he wants me to grab a few hours of sleep, then meet in the planning room to go over something.”

“They have a planning room?” Chad asked with a hint of derision in his voice.

“They do. Planning room, and a medical supplies and triage center. They even have a makeshift kitchen, though most of what they’ve been doing is preparing herbs and vegetables from the crappy garden they started. People are hungry. Getting a bit testy. I have noticed a few others who are wondering just what benefits there are to being part of this group.”

“Are you trying to tell me that the time might be coming?” Chad asked. “For a little...change in leadership?”

Bruce nodded.

“It’s getting there. Unless this master plan involves some new way to get food on the table, I think things are ripe for the taking.”

Chad looked deep in thought, his eyes still focused on the collection of apartment buildings that made up the Stronghold. Somewhere in the distance, a voice spoke over a crackling loudspeaker, though it was too faint for them to make out the words. They both knew what it was saying though, the speech engrained into their minds.

“We need to tread carefully,” Chad said. “There has been an increased military and law enforcement presence over the past twelve hours. Something’s changed, though I don’t know what. We can’t afford to be caught up in a skirmish for territory only to have the National Guard get involved and sweep us all up into whatever death camps they have set up.”

“Death camps?” Bruce asked.

Chad nodded, looking back at him.

“That’s the word on the street,” he replied. “Supplies are running low everywhere. Resources are strapped. Even though millions died in the plane crashes, there are fears that over-population is going to make rebuilding impossible. The feds are gathering people together into these death camps. Weeding out the...less desirable.”

Bruce’s heart raced as Chad spoke. It was exactly what he’d been afraid of. The government was touting its efforts to maintain law and order in Chicago and elsewhere, but it was all just a cover to filter out the weak, to hold down the already oppressed and wipe them out.

It was inevitable. He really should have seen it sooner. All the more reason to help insert Chad into leadership of the Stronghold. He’d had experience working with him before, and knew his hard-edged style of control and direction would be the thing that could help them push back on law enforcement.

But Shawna had to go first. Shawna and Tristan.

Eric might prove difficult as well, but Bruce knew that once Shawna and Tristan were out of the picture, the rest of them would fall into line. There was no real loyalty there; it was an arrangement of convenience, nothing else. Once Chad was the obvious choice, everyone else would go along, no doubt about it.

“So, what do I do?” Bruce finally asked, his mind settling enough for him to form the words.

“Go along with their requests. Get some rest, attend their planning session, but as soon as you find out what they’re up to, come back to this spot and report back to me. I fear our time is growing short. I’ll need to make my move sooner than anticipated.”

Bruce nodded.

“You can count on me,” he said. Chad didn’t reply, he just stepped backwards into the shadows, swallowed by the darkness. Bruce could barely see him making his way deeper into the alley, toward the back of the building, then he rounded the corner and was gone.

For a long, hesitant moment Bruce stood where he was, looking at the apartment complex, the collection of buildings that had been renamed as the Stronghold. He thought of the men and women he knew inside. He wouldn’t call them friends; he didn’t have any of those, really. Even when he’d been married, he’d considered himself a loner of sorts, a level of intelligence and awareness that others around him just didn’t grasp. He knew what was really happening in the world, even if others refused to admit it.

Even his wife had been in denial, and she’d passed that denial on to his children, a fact that he had never truly forgiven her for.

Now, he wasn’t sure if she or his children were dead or alive, cut off from communications in downtown Chicago, but as he pictured their faces in his head— his children’s, not his ignorant ex-wife—he thought that maybe he was taking steps to preserve their future after all. Setting up the Stronghold with the right leadership, with Chad’s leadership, could provide a true sanctuary for the city’s survivors. A place of refuge and protection. A place where he could bring his children, whether his ex-wife liked it or not.

Nodding, he stepped out of the alley, crossing the street once again and making his way back to the Stronghold. He would do what Jessie asked him to do, try and get some sleep as he prepared for the planning session.

Somehow, he doubted he’d be able to sleep, but he’d try anyway. The next twenty-four hours could be the turning point in his life.
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Atlas Orbital Technologies Regional Headquarters

Chicago, Illinois

Selanda Lopez wasn’t sure how she got yanked down this rabbit hole, but she had gone tumbling through the darkness, end over end, and now, even as morning had arrived over the skies of Chicago, she found herself in the records room of the Atlas Orbital Technologies suite, looking through several old magazines, newspapers, and other journals associated with her corporation and the meteoric rise to the top of the commercial space flight industry.

It had been something she’d read. The article in the break room where Edmond Gossett talked about the race to orbital technology. She’d remembered many a Washington lobbyist-sponsored event where Gossett was mingling and making promises, saying things that she found reprehensible, all in the hopes that he’d gain the slightest advantage over the competition.

Over people like her. Cutting corners, sacrificing process and innovation for relationships. Tossing the newspaper she was reading aside, she picked up a copy of the Wall Street Journal and began flipping through that. She’d been meticulous about keeping a record of all of the company’s accomplishments, and she found a certain charm in keeping the actual physical copies. She was thankful for that now, considering any chance of accessing digital records was now lost to the sands of time.

The Wall Street Journal had an article about Atlas’s public offering on the New York Stock Exchange and how it had made a big splash, coming from supposedly nowhere before rising up in value. Once stock traders got wind of Atlas’s new proprietary fusion technology and realized just how far ahead they were compared to Eagle, shares had doubled, then tripled in value in a forty-eight hour period. It had been her first brush with true fame.

She found the article and read through it, looking for any mention of Gossett or Eagle Atmospheric. There had been none.

But another article caught her eye. It was the photograph that had done it, an image of Gossett and a well-dressed man standing together at some sort of black-tie affair. There was a caption beneath the image talking about Atlas’s rise to fame and what it meant for Eagle Atmospheric’s future, but it was the image that truly caught her attention.

Edmond Gossett was standing shoulder to shoulder with Secretary of Defense Drydan Willoughby, a fact that didn’t surprise Selanda. The relationship between them was very well known, but what really caught her attention was the article stating that they were together at a launch party for Project: Heatshield.

Project: Heatshield had evolved a few years too early for Atlas to throw its hat in the ring, and for obvious reasons, Eagle Atmospheric had won the lucrative contract. Gossett’s company had partnered with several others around the world to assist in developing the nanotechnology platform that drove Heatshield, the tiny computers with revolutionary power and propulsion systems, a true marvel of modern engineering that Selanda had been impressed and surprised by.

That sort of innovation had never really been in Eagle’s wheelhouse, but she had to admit they’d done an excellent job, even if their efforts were supplemented by other international firms that may have contributed more than previously let on.

For some reason this image and combination of events stuck in her craw. Willoughby. Gossett. Heatshield. There was some connection there for sure, something beyond the public link. What it was, she couldn’t be positive, but just looking at the men standing there in that spot put an unsettling knot in her guts. A feeling that there was more to this than met the eye.

As if on cue, a blistering spiderweb crack of lightning racked the morning sky, splitting the clouds and briefly casting a pale glow through the opened windows into the records room. She followed the light back up into the pale blue of morning and realized that she’d been up most of the night combing through these papers. 

A lit flashlight rested on the floor near her bent knee, long past being needed as natural light worked its way through the windows. Stopping to realize what time it really was filled her with a bone-deep exhaustion that came across her swiftly and suddenly. She’d hoped to take some time today to venture outside, perhaps look for some food. Maybe even approach a member of law enforcement to ask what she should be doing. She hadn’t been avoiding them on purpose, but hadn’t really wanted to reach out as of yet.

That might have to change. If there was any chance that FEMA was organizing recovery efforts or that the Red Cross had set up food stations, she’d need to take advantage of them soon. Her self-sufficient, resilient nature had kept her from reaching out for assistance so far, but that attitude would only last as long as the food and water. Once they were gone, her ability to sustain herself would be gone as well.

It was time to swallow her pride and seek out help.

But first, she needed some sleep. A few years ago, she’d set up a cot in her office, during one of the many late nights she’d spent at Atlas’s headquarters. Exiting the records room, she headed back that way, her mind still roiling and searching for that connection she was missing.

Maybe it would come to her in a dream.

–––––––– 



Chapter 22

Rural Washington State

When Laura awoke it was as if she were transported to a whole new world. Even if it had just been the roof over her head, she would have slept better, but lying in an actual bed with actual pillows and an actual quilt had dropped her into a deep, dark slumber, more restful than any she’d had in the past two weeks. They hadn’t eaten much the night before, but the food had been great, each of them having two eggs on a cast iron skillet fried slowly over an open fire in the front yard of the old farmhouse. It had seemed almost serene, as if they’d been there by choice instead of trapped there by encroaching flames and a desperate escape from certain death.

She’d been surprised when she’d come out of the bedroom and found Jack lying on the floor instead of somewhere softer, but she often heard of soldiers preferring the hard surface of the floor over too-soft bedding after their tours. She wasn’t sure if that was the case with Jack, but when she’d come out, he was lying on the floor in the living room, curled up in a fetal position, his weapon held close to his chest.

She and Bruiser had made their way past and he hadn’t stirred. She couldn’t resist a soft chuckle, thinking about the staunch defender of freedom, the guardian of their safety, and he’d slept right through their not-so-quiet departure from the bedroom.

Even with Bruiser’s nails clicking in the hall and her bumping along in a half-awake daze, he’d lain there softly snoring, completely oblivious to their presence.

Making their way outside, Laura let Bruiser off the leash, watching him as he strolled along the yard, relieving himself in the grass before walking around the back side of the barn no doubt to do his other business. A moment later, he came trotting out, head raised and ears perked, as light and happy as always, and for a brief moment, Laura wished she could feel as he did. Free, without worry or concern, taking pleasure in simply existing and in the presence of his closest friend. Certainly, that should be enough for everyone.

It wasn’t, though. She knew that all too well. Spending most of her life chasing a dream that somewhere deep inside she knew she might never achieve. Always looking toward the next goal, completely certain that her only reward for reaching it was the setting of a newer, more difficult one.

If there was a bright side to this new existence, it was that the only goal she had to be concerned with was staying alive, and each morning that she awoke, she’d achieved a small victory. It didn’t feel that way, of course, but at least part of her sought solace in that concept. No more goal-setting needed. No more looking toward her competition and wondering why they had what she wanted and still didn’t seem satisfied. That strange social media-infused caste system no longer existed. 

There was survival. Nothing more, nothing less.

“Nice morning,” a voice said softly from behind her and she turned. Jack exited the front door, the rifle over his shoulder, slowly flexing his injured arm and rubbing gently at it with his good hand. He was moving it more freely and relatively without pain.

Another goal achieved?

“It is,” she agreed. “A girl could get used to this peace and quiet. And a roof over our heads.”

Jack nodded.

“I don’t disagree.”

“Can’t stay here forever,” Laura continued, her voice a bit softer and more moderated. “I need to get to my family. I need to be there if my ex-husband and daughter come looking.”

“What makes you think they’ll go to Wyoming instead of straight to Seattle?” Jack asked.

Laura looked off into the distance, staring at something not even she saw. It was a fair question and one she wasn’t sure she had the answer to. Wayne knew her sister, though not exceptionally well. But he knew enough to know that she lived on a twenty-acre farm and that her family were old-school preppers who had lived their lives in anticipation of this sort of thing happening. If anyone would be ready for the next stage in human history, it would be them.

Laura and Wayne had often joked about it, but neither of them was joking now. In fact, they were banking on it, she suspected. Pinning their futures on it.

“Tough call,” she finally replied. “My sister’s family is the kind of family that would be ready for this sort of thing. My ex-husband knew that, too. If things were really falling apart, that’s where he’d go, or he’d just shelter in place and ride it out. Knowing how much he loves that restaurant, that might very well be what he’s doing.”

“So, what happens then?”

Laura shrugged.

“Try and reach out? See if there’s a way to communicate? I haven’t really thought that far ahead. I mean, really, our biggest priority so far has been not getting killed.”

“Congratulations on that milestone,” Jack said. “You’re doing better than I am.”

“Hey, that could have been a lot worse,” Laura said, nodding toward his injured shoulder. “If a bullet wound in your arm is the worst we come out of this with, I consider that a serious victory.”

“Amen, sister,” Jack replied. Bruiser bounded up to them, panting, his tongue lolling out between his rows of teeth. He came up next to them, then stopped suddenly, ears twitching.

Jack narrowed his eyes, looking at him and Laura followed his gaze. Bruiser’s head was turned, looking off somewhere in the distance.

“What is it, boy?” Laura asked. She ducked down to one knee next to him, putting a calming hand on his back as she tried to get to his level. To see what he was seeing.

A cloud of dust appeared in the distance, rolling softly along the dirt road running parallel to the farm’s land, curling and roiling, following a distinct direction. A low growl escaped Bruiser’s mouth, a warning sound, his eyes following the track of the dirt cloud.

“It’s a truck,” Jack said quietly. “I think it’s a truck.”

As the cloud grew closer, they could hear the low, throttling roar of a vehicle engine and sure enough the silhouette of a pickup truck grew larger as the cloud came down the meandering dirt road toward the house, picking up speed.

“Be careful, Jack,” Laura said, holding out her hand, but Jack had already unslung his rifle, holding it in front of him. “There’s no reason to expect them to be violent, but we need to be careful.”

As they watched the pickup truck cut through the barn and the rows of wheat and corn, navigating the curved path like it knew precisely where to go. It was an old Dodge model by the looks of it, and it tore up the dirt towards them before the wheels cranked left and it swung around, the back tires locking into a dirt and rock-spewing skid, kicking up even more dust into the air.

Laura lifted a hand, palm out, blocking the dust from her eyes and Bruiser growled even more loudly. She hastily hooked his leash and held him tight, just as he pulled forward, threatening to yank the leash from her hands, his murmuring growl escalating into a rough, aggressive bark.

The dust settled and an old, pale red pickup sat in the driveway, its passenger side facing them. Four men were in the flatbed, sitting there, staring at them, while a fifth exited the passenger side, glaring white-hot daggers, shooting them in the direction of Jack and Laura. He was wearing a stained green sweatshirt, the hood pulled up over his head, though a bushy, dirty blonde beard cascaded out from his round chin buried within the cloth covering. He wore hole-littered black jeans and steel-toed boots.

The driver got out as well, slowly walking around the front of the truck, and Laura could see a pistol strapped into a holster at his left hip. A flannel shirt was over his shoulders, his overalls strapped up and over broad shoulders.

“Mornin’,” the front-row passenger said, brushing the hood of his sweatshirt back off his head. “Can I ask what you’re doin’ here?”

“You can ask,” Jack replied in a narrow voice, giving no indication that they’d actually answer.

“I’m not sure I like your tone of voice, son.”

“All right, boys, all right,” Laura said, lifting her hands. Bruiser’s leash was looped around one wrist and it pulled a bit with the motion. “Nobody needs to get in a fight here. I’m sure we can explain.”

“For your sake I sure as hell hope so,” the guy with the sweatshirt replied. “Y’all are on private property here.”

Laura looked back at Jack, who met her gaze, and then she turned back to look at the newcomer, the man in the hooded sweatshirt, who had his hands firmly on his hips, the right one dangerously closed to his holstered pistol.

“This is my parents’ place. This is where I grew up.”
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Jack stood at the front stoop of the farmhouse, the M4 carbine removed from his shoulder and held in two hands in front of him. He tried to hold it in a ready state without being overtly threatening, not wanting to spur the men in the pickup truck into violence.

He knew the type. He’d had plenty of run-ins with them before in school. Growing up in rural Nebraska, there had been several times that he’d been ridiculed for his attachment to video games, science fiction movies, and preference to stay at home on the weekends rather than having older friends buying him beer so they could drive out to some random field for several hours.

In the small town where he’d been raised there hadn’t been a wealth of things to do, so the weekend drinking binges, which started as young as fifteen, were the norm. He wasn’t into that crowd and preferred to stay home, immersing himself in comics, books, and video games. That had earned him a certain reputation throughout his school days, and that reputation had earned him some beatings from plenty of supposed tough guys who reminded him a lot of the men emerging from the truck ahead.

He had no doubt that it wouldn’t take much to egg them on, and while he wanted to be ready for it, he had no interest in starting it.

“This is your parents’ place?” Laura asked from down on the grass by the driveway. Bruiser was seated at her left foot, but he was straining against the leash that she’d gathered up tight in her left hand.

“Yeah,” the hooded man replied.

One of the men who had exited the truck had wandered toward the barn and was now coming back in the direction of the truck.

“There are no eggs, Jared,” he said.

The man, whose name was apparently Jared, glared at them.

“Did you take our eggs?” he asked.

“Look,” Laura started, holding up her hands, “we didn’t know, okay? We came here yesterday, just looking for a place to stay. We had no intention—”

“Stealing food and bunking down in someone else’s house seems like intent,” Jared interrupted. His hand moved almost imperceptibly closer to his holstered weapon.

“I know, and I apologize,” Laura continued. “We can go. We don’t want any trouble.”

“If you don’t want trouble, maybe you shouldn’t turn someone else’s home into your twisted little love nest.”

Jack felt his cheeks flush and couldn’t help but smile softly.

“That’s not what this is,” Laura replied firmly. Bruiser growled low and long next to her, once again pulling against the slack in the leash. “Like I said,” she continued, “we’ll go.” She looked down at Bruiser and patted his side. “Go see Jack, boy. Go on.”

Bruiser didn’t seem too certain, but he stood and trotted toward Jack, who bent down and scooped up his leash, twisting around his forearm before returning both hands to the grips of the rifle.

“Look, there’s something we need to tell you,” Laura said, her voice softer and kinder now. “Your parents. I’m not sure when you were here last, but—”

“What? They’re dead? Yeah, no shit lady. It’s a crying shame. They’ve been dead for three days.” The callous and abrasive nature of the man’s reply took Jack by surprise and suddenly the small kernel of uncertainty in his gut seemed to open up into a full-blown rock-hard bloom of fear. There was something off about this guy. And if the guy was off, no doubt his friends were, too.

“Look, they were sweet. They helped me through some tough times,” the guy in the sweatshirt continued. “But we’re in a new world now. They weren’t going to last long, and just as well they went out sooner than later.”

“Seriously?” Laura asked, shocked. “You didn’t even think to bury them? Hold some kind of funeral? You were just leaving them in the living room to rot?”

“The hell else were we supposed to do?” Jared asked. “Hire a priest? Say some religious stuff over piles of dirt we dug up for them? I ain’t got time for that these days. All we have time for is living.”

“Pathetic,” Laura hissed her reply. “Look,” she said, “we’ll just be on our way. So sorry for inconveniencing you.” She turned around and stepped toward Jack.

Jared moved quick, like a snake just waiting to strike. He lurched forward and twisted his free arm around Laura’s neck, drawing her back to him, his other hand freeing the pistol and holding it out ahead of him.

“Oh, hell no,” Jared said. “That’s not how this works!”

Jack moved just as quick, swiveling and lifting his M4, pressing the stock to his shoulder, the leash growing even tighter between his arm and Bruiser’s collar.

“Don’t do anything stupid, man,” Jack said. “You’re decidedly outgunned here.”

“We may be outgunned, but you’re outnumbered, soldier-boy,” Jared replied. “And we’ve got your lady friend here.”

“Just let her go. We’ll get out of your hair and you won’t have to worry about us anymore.”

“Like I said,” Jared replied, “that ain’t the way this works. Law and order are gone. These days, we see what we want, and we take it.”

“I’m not yours for the taking,” Laura growled, struggling against his grasp. Jack’s eyes scanned the truck, looking at the odds.

He almost wished he hadn’t.

The four men in the flatbed each had a rifle. Three of them were bolt-action hunting rifles, though he wasn’t sure of their exact brand. Ultimately, it didn’t matter—he was relatively out in the open and the rifles had a decent range on them. What worried him even more was the fourth guy, who held an AR-15 variant. Semi-automatic, but with plenty of 5.56-millimeter stopping power.

Jared had a pistol out and the man who had been in the driver’s seat had his own firearm raised as well, a revolver of some vintage. The length of the barrel told Jack that it was likely either a .357 or .44 magnum.

Jared had been right. His M4 was more powerful than any one of their weapons, but it was six against two, even if Laura could get free, which was not good odds.

“It doesn’t have to go this way,” Jack said, letting the barrel of his rifle swing slowly back and forth, his free hand twisted around the contoured foregrip. “Just because there are no laws doesn’t mean we have to be savages, all right?”

“I ain’t a savage!” Jared screamed back. “But we’ve all got our needs, right? You’re the one shacking up with the lady. You know what I’m saying?”

“We weren’t shacking up!” Jack shouted back. “We’re just trying to live, just like you.”

“Well, sorry, kid,” Jared replied. “Some of us are just a little bit better at it.”

Jack’s muscles froze in his firing position, the barrel hovering slightly, pointed at the bed of the pickup. Each of the other men had their own weapons raised as well.

“Fact is,” Jared continued, “you got some nice gear there, too. We may be able to satisfy our needs and get some good weapons out of this deal. Seems like a no-lose situation to me.”

“Then you’re not paying enough attention,” Jack replied, hoping his voice sounded more confident than he felt.

“What? You gonna sick your pooch on us? Maybe we’ll shoot him first, huh?”

“Don’t touch my dog,” Laura snarled as she twisted in his grip, trying to rip herself free.

“Hahaha, I love it,” Jared laughed. “We’ve got guns pointed at your boyfriend and you couldn’t care less. Start talking about your dog and suddenly you’re all hot and bothered.” He looked up at Jack and shot him a condescending stare. “Sorry there, Casanova, you rate below the mongrel!”

The air was thick with the tension of the moment, hot and angry, a physical presence somehow connecting Jack and Jared, the other gunmen orbiting around their invisible gravitational pull. This was going to end badly, suddenly Jack was certain of that. His only chance was to ensure it hopefully ended less badly for them than it did for Jared and his cronies.

He looked at Laura, his eyes meeting hers and realized the same thought occurred to them both. Jared had the pistol trained on her, her body pulled tight to him, and his arm was locked firm and tight around her neck. She had nowhere to go.

Bruiser growled.

Suddenly a wicked stab of bright lightning hacked across the horizon, the flash so bright and sudden that it burst through the clouds, cleaving them in two, the entire ground suddenly illuminated by the unexpected change. It was as if God Himself had flipped a florescent light in the heavens, and Jared winced, just slightly.

Slightly was all Laura needed.

She squirmed left, going for the weak point in the man’s grip, and his arm pulled apart just enough. Dropping down, she lifted her knee, then slammed her heel down, ramming her boot into the top of his foot, striking right where his shin met his instep with a dull crack.

He shouted and swore, stepping back just a little, his pistol drifting from where it was aimed. Laura ducked and charged forward, running in a clumsy, oblong gait, nearly losing her balance, but regaining it and propelling herself ahead.

“Go!” she screamed, and Jack opened up, squeezing the trigger of the M4 and sweeping the barrel in a wide arc, not aiming for any one person, but keeping heads down as much as he could.

It worked. The four men in the flatbed all scrambled down and back, one of them actually pitching over the other side of the truck, down to the ground while Jared hit the dirt and the driver ducked back behind the truck. A quartet of wild white sparks blistered from the hood of the truck, though every other shot went wide or high, keeping heads down, but doing little else.

Laura surged past him and plunged into the house, grabbing at his arm as she went.

“Inside!” she screamed, and Jack turned and followed, entering the doorway just behind her, dragging Bruiser along just as a sudden fusillade of gunfire echoed from the yard behind him.
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Laura ducked as she moved through the entryway and into the main hall as windows exploded to her right, bullets punching through glass and tearing up the front foyer. Rounds passed through the shattered windows and drilled into the wall, splintering wood and throwing clouds of sheetrock dust into the air. Jack stayed low, swiveling around and lifting his weapon, extending the barrel through the broken window and opening fire, sticking to semi-automatic this time, squeezing off a three-round burst. He thought he saw one of the gunmen spin away from him and drop out of sight, but he couldn’t be sure. Jared lifted his pistol and opened fire as well, the semi-automatic kicking fiercely in his one-handed grip.

“I’m grabbing the gear! Come get your backpack! We’re getting the hell out of dodge!” Laura shouted from over her shoulder. She could see Jack taking cover, pressing his back against the wall just next to the window as more bullets screamed through, one of them smashing a framed family picture to pieces across the floor.

“I’ll cover you!” Jack shouted, ejecting his spent magazine and fishing for another in one of the myriad pouches in his vest. He slammed it into the rifle.

“Don’t give me that macho Rambo bullshit, Jack! Get away from the window and come grab your crap. We’re leaving together!”

Jack remained in that position for a moment, crouching with his knees bent, the rifle tucked close to his chest as he looked back at her. More weapons fire rattled from outside and the dull thwack of bullets impacting the wall of the house thumped from behind him. Suddenly there was a sharper, louder report and a bullet actually pierced the wall about a foot above Jack’s head, splintering the wall and spraying plaster over his hair and the floor at his feet.

“Okay, you convinced me,” he said, lurching forward and keeping his head down. “Where we going?”

“Back yard,” Laura gasped. “There are acres of corn fields out there! We’ll lose them in there.”

“I’ve seen this movie before,” Jack replied nervously. “I wasn’t a fan.”

“This isn’t a movie,” Laura replied, with no sense of humor in her voice.

“Tell me something I don’t know.”

The two of them moved into the living room, each of them grabbing a pack and slinging it over their shoulders. They’d both packed up pretty much everything upon waking, part of their survival instincts, and Jack was glad for that now. Bruiser jumped up and down, growling and barking, as if encouraging them to move faster.

“Back door!” Laura said, pointing down the hallway as voices echoed from out front. They ran, boots thumping along the floor as they dashed down the narrow corridor, making their way past the bedroom doors and into a rear mudroom. Laura lowered her shoulder and plowed forward, nearly knocking the back door right off its hinges as she exploded out onto the back porch. Not even stopping to take the stairs, she leaped from the porch and landed in the grass in a somewhat clumsy crouch, Bruiser hot on her heels. Immediately she sprang up and forward, charging ahead toward the tall stalks of corn that loomed across the field behind the house. Laura looked back, seeing Jack following along, a look of mild pain in his face, most likely from the injured shoulder. He was having a hard time keeping pace with her, which seemed silly at first, considering he was a soldier. Then again, not all soldiers ran half marathons for fun.

More voices shouted from the front of the house, and she thought she heard the muffled crash of a door slamming as the group entered the shot up homestead, apparently looking for them.

“The corn!” she thought she heard a voice shout, faint, but clear in the quiet air. “They’re in the corn!”

“Keep running!” she shouted, looking back as she ducked and plunged forward, pushing through the tall stalks, quickly losing her sense of direction. She just kept moving, not wanting to deviate from their forward progress for fear of getting disoriented and lost within the vast fields of tall plants.

In the distance she heard the low growl of an engine, and realized, for one horrified moment, that they were going to take chase. But not on foot. They were coming after them in the truck.

“Was that the truck?” Jack asked, as if reading her mind.

“Ignore it,” she replied. “Just keep going!” She tried desperately to follow her own advice, but the truck’s engine was growling louder now, coming closer, and suddenly she heard the whipping thwack of cornstalks as the vehicle plowed into the fields somewhere close by. She thought they were just north of them, the vehicle plowing through a field of vegetables the family had likely spent decades cultivating. In the span of a few moments, the truck crushed all of that progress, wasting an inordinate amount of potential food and nutrition.

And for what? Just because she’d fought back? Because she and Jack hadn’t been willing to just let them do whatever they want?

Law and order were gone. Even worse, it seemed basic human decency was gone, and once that had evaporated, what was left?

Chaos. Violence. Anarchy. Ruin.

Again, she desperately tried to push these thoughts from her head as she, Jack and Bruiser continued forward, hoping upon hope that they wouldn’t stumble upon the truck, or vice versa.

–––––––– 



Chapter 23

The Stronghold

Chicago, Illinois

Slowly but surely, the Stronghold was earning its name and its reputation. Shawna stood on the street outside, once again taking stock of the project she’d started, something she’d just mentioned off-the-cuff to Tristan a short time ago. Something that had seemed like a silly idea at the time, but had quite suddenly blossomed into something beyond her expectations.

The collection of buildings stood before her, a close cluster of several structures, the central brick and glass building standing above the others, a stoic sentinel, the cornerstone of the complex. Three other smaller buildings were gathered in a rough clover, leaving an open area between the four of them where they’d already started building a garden and setting up vegetables to harvest.

Tristan’s deal with the veterans group was already paying great dividends, the existing crew connecting with other stranded and alone men and women like them, the security force growing stronger every day. It was now a mixture of gang members, ex-soldiers, and even a retired Chicago homicide detective, all of them working together to craft a perimeter, close off any gaps, then create a rotating team of sentries to stand watch. Coverage wasn’t as good as she wanted, and probably wouldn’t be for several more weeks, but the fact that they’d come this far after more or less a week was astounding to her. It was a testament to the nature of Chicagoans, and just one more reason why she loved this city.

The small gaps between buildings had been blocked and reinforced by fencing, both chain-link and wooden slats, that work prioritized above almost all else. As she watched, a few young enterprising men were further securing some of this fencing, using battery-operated power tools as well as hand tools, using whatever they could cobble together.

Almost all of the gaps had been filled in with material, and sentries had been put in place around the clock. As she watched, she could see a pair of other young men slowly walking the perimeter of the complex, stopping for a moment to chat with the youths in charge of construction, and she couldn’t help but feel a swell of pride over what they’d built.

She’d started the ball rolling, but they’d done the hard work, and now everyone was benefitting. As good as things seemed now, they’d only get better, especially if Eric and Ricardo’s plan was put into action.

Speaking of which, she knew the planning session was soon, so she crossed the road and walked up the short staircase, entering the main brick building. As she turned down the main hallway, another figure entered from a side entrance, catching her eye.

“Afternoon, Bruce,” she said, nodding toward him. “On your way upstairs?”

He nodded.

“Yeah. Eric asked me to be a part of the planning process.”

“Excellent,” Shawna replied. “Some good things happening.”

Bruce smiled.

“So I’ve heard.”

She pushed open a door leading to a stairwell and held the door for him, allowing him to follow her up the narrow flight heading to the next floor.

“You hear anything from your ex-wife or kids yet?” she asked, looking back at him.

Bruce looked a little surprised for a moment, clearly not expecting the personal question.

“Uhh, no,” he replied, “not yet.”

“Once this first flurry of activity is over, we’ll see about freeing you up to go check on them,” Shawna said. “I can’t tell you how much we appreciate all of your help with this.”

“Thanks,” Bruce replied, with yet another air of uncertainty in his words.

“Tell me a little about yourself,” Shawna said as they crossed one platform and turned onto the next short flight.

“Nothing to tell, really,” Bruce replied. “Army infantry, did some tours in Somalia, had a front-row seat to some nasty stuff. Stuff I never expected to see in my own hometown.”

“How much did you see?” Shawna asked. “In Chicago, I mean? Was it bad where you were?”

“Bad enough,” Bruce replied. “The immediate disaster was bad enough, but the lack of response—the government locking us down instead of helping? That was even worse.”

“I get it,” Shawna replied. “I mean, I understand what they’re trying to achieve, but—”

“Trying to achieve?” Bruce asked, his voice hardening. “What they’re trying to achieve is control. Captivity. Blind obedience. That’s what they’re trying to achieve. Hell, wouldn’t surprise me if they orchestrated this as an excuse to—” His voice trailed off as he spoke and he lifted his eyes toward Shawna, evidently seeing an expression on her face that he wasn’t sure about.

“Sorry,” he continued. “I get a little worked up sometimes.”

“Understandable,” Shawna replied. “I’m sure you’ve had your share of life experiences.”

“I guess that’s one way to put it,” Bruce replied. They reached the next level and Shawna pushed the door open, both of them exiting to the next floor. They finished the walk in somewhat awkward silence until they both made their way into the planning room where the same group was gathered around the same cobbled-together map. They’d added several lines to the pieces of paper, dotted lines crossing Lake Michigan mapping out potential routes for the boats to take. Several other icons were set in the lake itself along with some Post-it notes establishing what sorts of fish were known to be in those areas.

Riley Deeds was in the room as well, the former Chicago Police homicide detective whom Eric had recruited. He’d attended a few of their support group meetings, not as a military veteran, but as a retired cop who shared some of their similar traumas and experiences.

“You gotta watch this area here,” Deeds said, stepping toward the map and pressing his finger into a section of the pier resting against the southwest shore of Lake Michigan. “I have no clue what they’re doing now, but back in the day, they’d focus a lot of patrols in this area. South of here is gang country, and Lake Michigan was sometimes a shortcut for drug running or people coming in over the border. Lots of police presence here, at least in the old days. Today they might be a bit more preoccupied, but you’ll want to be careful.”

“Thanks,” Eric said with a smile. “I knew you’d fit in here, Riley.”

“Where else would I go?” Riley asked with a shrug. “Thirty years on the force, my wife divorced me halfway through, two out of three of my kids don’t even talk to me anymore. The third one lives across the country. I got nothing else to do, right?”

Eric leaned over the table, carefully balancing on his one good leg, and extended a clenched fist. Riley bumped it lightly, acknowledging the masculine show of affection.

“Welcome to the party, Shawna,” Eric said, nodding toward her. “Bruce, glad you could make it.”

“The hell is this all about?” Bruce asked, stepping toward the table and pressing his palms down on the map, looking over the sketched diagram.

“This is about the future of the Stronghold,” Eric said with a smile. “I think we all know what the main shortcoming of this place has been so far, right?”

“Food,” Bruce replied without hesitation. “Grilled rat meat can only go so far.”

“Bruce, meet Ricardo,” Eric said, gesturing to the man next to him. “I don’t think either of you have been at a meeting together.”

Bruce extended a hand over the map and Ricardo shook it.

“Nice to meet you,” Bruce said.

“Ricardo here owns a charter service. Has a couple of boats in the marina on Lake Michigan. Fishing boats.”

Bruce raised his eyebrows and nodded softly, understanding now what the map in front of him represented.

“Never been a seafood fan myself,” he said, “but sure as hell beats rat.”

“Oh, we’ve got plans well beyond seafood,” Shawna said, reaching over and tapping the X on the opposite shoreline.

“Where’s that?” Bruce asked. “Grand Rapids?”

“Nearby,” Ricardo replied. “National forest just west of the city. There have been lots of efforts recently to try and reintroduce wildlife to it. Deer, pig, rabbits, lots of stuff in between. Enough food there to keep us going for a very, very long time.”

Bruce nodded, crossing his arms over his chest.

“You got a big enough rowboat to carry stuff over the lake?” he asked, getting right to the point.

“I think so. If we take down anything too big, we’d likely have to field dress it and transport just the good meat back here. But if we catch small stuff, it’ll be easy to move back and forth over the water.”

“Bruce here is a lifelong hunter and fisherman,” Eric said, gesturing to the newcomer. “Figured he’d be a natural to help us.”

“In Chicago?” Ricardo asked.

Bruce shrugged.

“Spent my fair share of childhood in the Wisconsin Dells and plenty of other places between here and there. Once you get out of the city there are plenty of opportunities for that sort of thing. Me and my dad used to take off Friday after school and stay out until Sunday night. I’d end up staying up until after midnight on Sunday doing my homework. Drove my mom crazy.” A nostalgic haze covered his eyes as he recalled the memory and Shawna couldn’t help but feel a small nugget of pity for the man who clearly felt as if he’d lost something that had once been very important to him. Something that he’d been desperately trying to find again, even joining the military to fill the void.

She had no idea if any of that was true or not, but she thought it was likely more truth than fiction. There was longing there, but also the soft flicker of resentment and anger. She wasn’t sure what the whole story was, but sensed that even after all these years the wound was still fresh and raw, and it wouldn’t take much to rip it back open.

That made her more than a little uneasy. But she couldn’t argue that they needed men with his talents, and the future of the Stronghold could very well be relying on it.

“So, what do you think?” Shawna asked, looking at Bruce.

“It’s a good plan,” Bruce replied. “I haven’t fished much on Lake Michigan, but I’ve heard stories. Lots of salmon, trout, walleye, I think even some nicely sized perch. Like I said, I’m not much of a seafood fan, but it’s a good protein source and easy to prepare. Nothing wrong with that.”

“What about the forest?” Eric asked. “Any issues with that way of thinking?”

Bruce appeared deep in thought, gently stroking the stubble on his chin.

“Need weapons. Ammunition. We’ll need kits for field dressing and a good way to preserve the meat as we come back over the water. Some salt and airtight bags for preservation.”

“Have you field dressed fresh kills before?”

“More times than I can count,” Bruce replied. “Everything from deer to rabbit. Used to be able to do it in my sleep, but it’s been a while.” Once again, his mind seemed to drift, only the look in his eyes wasn’t the same vacant stare of pleasant memories, but a thinner, harder look. He was revisiting something in his past again, something considerably less pleasant than hunting trips with his father.

Shawna made a mental note to investigate that a little further. Maybe if she got Eric alone in a room, she could pick his brain.

“So, here’s the play,” Eric said, interrupting her drifting thoughts. “We need to take a test run. Examine the best entrance and exit. See how long it takes to row across the lake from the southwest corner to the eastern corner. Surveillance only, no kills planned. We need a baseline before we do any further preparation. Make sense?”

The heads around the room nodded their assent.

“I want myself, Bruce, Ricardo, and Riley on the first test run,” he finished.

“Is that wise?” Shawna asked. “You guys are all key members of our security team. Having all four of you gone at once could leave us a little thin.”

“I don’t see any way around it,” Eric replied. “Once we start the actual food runs, we won’t need all four of us, but unless we’re going to waste time on three separate surveillance runs, I think it’s going to be the best use of our time to go as one large group.”

This time it was Shawna’s turn to cross her arms and she looked down at the paper. A battery-powered lantern sat on the corner of the table, helping fill in the gaps from the daylight streaming through the window, and strangely shaped shadows played over the contours of the map. 

“I don’t like it,” she said quietly. “But I see your point.” She stood there for another moment, trying to work out an alternate strategy, but ultimately realizing that perhaps there wasn’t one. “Put the plan together,” she finally said. “Get me a proposal in two hours and once I’ve run it past Tristan and a few others we’ll consider final sign off.”

“I’m open to other ideas,” Eric replied, leaning over the table, supporting himself with palms pressed into the paper map.

“We don’t have time for other ideas,” Shawna replied. “Food stores are already dangerously low. We need to do this ASAP, and if this surveillance trip is required, then that’s what we’ll do.”

“Understood.”

“Talk to me in two hours,” she said again, then turned and strode across the floor. As she exited, she could have sworn she saw Bruce watching her go, a sly, crooked smile turning his lips.
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In the shadows between the same two buildings across the street, Chad looked on, keeping his eyes focused on the Stronghold. Against the backdrop of cloudy skies and the same sporadic bolts of lightning, he watched the tall buildings ahead, keeping his eyes narrowed on the central structure, the one he was sure Shawna was standing inside right this very moment, hopefully going over their master plan with Bruce in the room.

He had mixed feelings about Bruce Foster. The man had one foot over the line of paranoid schizophrenia, but Chad didn’t exactly have a wealth of options and sometimes you had to go with what was available, not what was best. He’d seen that look in Bruce’s eyes as he went on one of his many rants about the US government, and while some of his points had merit, others had drifted dangerously into conspiracy territory. It had been helpful in some ways; he’d been able to lean on those tendencies to encourage his assistance. But as soon as he’d used up his value, Chad would have to figure out what to do with him. He didn’t see him as a long-term investment, just a short-term, high-yield loan that would pay off in the coming days. But he had to know when to cut his losses. Bruce wasn’t in this for the long haul, but he’d take the help where he could get it.

“Speak of the devil,” he whispered quietly, watching as Bruce made his way out of the front door of the Stronghold. He stopped for a moment at the base of the stairs and spent a few minutes speaking with a couple of the guys working on the makeshift barricade. Chad couldn’t hear the exact nature of their conversation, but it sounded normal and jovial. Bruce waved to the men, then walked down the sidewalk, away from where they were, and parallel to the alley where Chad currently stood. Reaching a corner, Bruce slowed for a moment, then cast an innocent look back over his shoulder, then farther along the street. Seeing nothing, he jogged across the pavement, entering an alley a block over from where Chad stood, and Chad smiled thinly, pulling back into the shadows, knowing that Bruce would be coming around behind him so they could meet.

If nothing else, he was a well-trained infantryman who knew how to ensure he wasn’t being followed or watched. That in and of itself was a valuable skill set, especially in this delicate time.

“Sorry, Chad,” Bruce said as he came around the far corner of the building, another passage cutting perpendicular to the alley Chad resided in. “That took a little longer than I thought.”

“Don’t apologize,” Chad replied. “Just tell me what you know. Lay it all on me, brother.”

Bruce smiled and Chad knew he had something good. Something that was going to make all of this hassle worthwhile. The chance he’d been waiting for all week long, ever since arriving in Chicago fresh from his prison bus breakout in rural Wisconsin. He could almost taste revenge on his tongue, and it was a sweet, floral taste, a taste like mint leaves, with just the right hint of flavor.

“They’re working on a plan to get food into the Stronghold,” Bruce said. “One of the guys inside, he used to run a fishing charter business on Lake Michigan. Supposedly still has a couple of boats moored there.”

Chad nodded. This wasn’t necessarily good news. According to Bruce, there was already some discontent brewing among the volunteers in the Stronghold, mostly about a lack of food, with no apparent plans to rectify it. If that’s what this was, it could further reinforce Shawna’s leadership and take some of those discontented folks and shift them back to her side.

If he was going to move, it would have to be quickly.

“That’s the bad news,” Bruce continued. “It seems like a sound plan, and if they’re able to pull it off, it will go pretty far in turning people back to her side. Which I don’t think you want.”

“You’re correct,” Chad replied. “So, what are we going to do about it?”

Bruce smiled.

“Well, that’s the good news. They’re doing a test run. Taking four experienced personnel out on the boat to test the waters, so to speak. Measure the time needed. I’m one of those men, along with three other experienced military personnel. Security is going to be significantly weakened while this happens.”

Chad nodded, understanding what Bruce was driving at.

“Unfortunately, because I’m one of the men going, I can’t facilitate your move on the Stronghold, but I can arrange for entry if we coordinate this right.”

“That’s my boy,” Chad said. “Exactly what I’m looking for. When is this happening?”

“Later tonight,” Bruce said. “They want to move after dark, to lessen the possibility of being noticed by police and military patrols.”

“Soon,” Chad said.

“Soon,” Bruce agreed.

“That’s good,” Chad continued. “So, talk to me. How do I gain access?”

“Listen up,” Bruce replied. “This is what we’re going to do.”

–––––––– 



Chapter 24

Old Mining Town

Somewhere in Oklahoma

Would she ever get used to it? Helen didn’t think so. Taking a human life was no small matter, and in the past week, more or less, she’d done it twice. Living, breathing humans, people with just as much right to live as she had. True, they’d made some bad decisions, and in both cases, arguably, her own well-being was threatened, but that did little to lessen the burden on her mind.

Sadie had noticed it as well. Her makeshift mother figure had really taken to her in just the past twenty-four hours, give or take, and spent a considerable amount of time trying to get her to open up. Helen wasn’t having it. The woman seemed kind. Nice, eager to please, and genuinely happy to have her company, but every time she closed her eyes, Helen saw Joel collapsing backwards from his horse, an arrow in his chest, before he disappeared over the ridge, plunging into the thicket.

He was dead. He had to be. They’d had people searching for his body and hadn’t found anything, and just a few hours ago, Hugh had sent a second group of three back out to bring him back, dead or alive. Even if he had survived the initial shot with the arrow, he’d gone over the steep, weed-covered slope. She’d heard him grunting as he thundered down end over end. Surely if the arrow hadn’t killed him, the fall had.

Sadie hadn’t fired the arrow, and for that matter, neither had Hugh, but he’d ordered it, of that she was certain. It was already very clear to her that nothing happened in this small mining town without Hugh’s approval and go-ahead. How a kind, gentle woman like Sadie had gotten wrapped up with someone like him, Helen had no idea, and so far, she hadn’t had the nerve to ask. For all she knew, Sadie was just as bad as her husband, she just hid it better.

She held out a fistful of hay and the two horses leaned forward, taking it in their mouths, drawing back and chewing slowly, gobbling up the feed. Sadie knew how much Helen loved the horses; she’d grown quite attached to the younger one especially, the one she’d been riding since leaving Louisiana, and Sadie’s offer to let her be their primary caretaker was a way of showing kindness.

It was starting to work.

Helen still hadn’t said more than five words to her, or to anyone else in the camp for that matter, but she couldn’t help but feel a measure of compassion for the woman who so clearly wanted a child of her own.

But Helen wasn’t her child. Helen wasn’t anyone’s child, not anymore. Not since her mother had left and her father had been dragged underwater during the hurricane. She was officially an orphan.

She was thankful that law and order had broken down to the point where nobody was after her to put her into foster care, though. Somehow that thought seemed even worse than having no parents at all. In truth, she wasn’t an orphan. Her mother was alive, and was likely out there somewhere, either in Seattle, or with her family in Wyoming. Joel had seemed suddenly determined to get to her, a fact that had not been lost on Helen. She couldn’t blame him, not really. He’d been a father once and it hadn’t ended well; certainly he didn’t want to face that every single day over and over again. In fact, he had seemed to be getting darker and angrier with each passing day and part of Helen had wondered if that was her fault. The constant reminder of what he’d once had and how much he’d lost had to be wearing on him.

The more she thought about it, the less likely it seemed that he’d survived the attack. And if he had, he’d probably regretted it.

“Helen?” the soft voice came from behind her, and she jolted, turning toward the sound, her heart suddenly hammering. “Oh, dear, I’m sorry, honey,” Sadie said, stepping toward her, holding her hands out. “I didn’t mean to startle you. You seemed so lost in thought.”

“I was,” Helen replied.

“What’s on your mind?” Sadie asked, smiling her sweet smile.

Helen shrugged.

“Doesn’t matter,” she said and bent over, picking up another handful of hay and offering it to the horses.

“Of course it does,” Sadie replied. “It’s my job to look after you now,” she said softly. “I need to know you’re doing all right.”

“All right?” Helen asked, her words sharp. “How can I possibly be all right? My dad died two weeks ago. The guy who saved my life is lying dead in the trees somewhere and your dirtbag husband sent people to try and find him and kill him if he managed to survive! How the hell can I be all right?”

Sadie gasped, her mouth dropping open and her hand clutching at her chest.

As ridiculous as she knew it was, Helen felt bad for saying what she said right after she said it, taking out her frustrations on the only person in this town who had actually shown kindness to her.

“Sorry,” Helen spat, though the tone of her voice clearly showed she wasn’t actually all that apologetic. 

Sadie nodded, her hand still pressed to her chest, a trickle of tears spilling from her eyes and rolling down her narrow, almost gaunt cheeks.

“This isn’t how I wanted this to go, sweetheart,” she said softly, her voice heavily tinged with a Southern accent. “This isn’t how I wanted this to go at all.”

“I know,” Helen replied. “I don’t blame you.”

Sadie looked left and right, her eyes scanning the open ground surrounding them. Helen followed her gaze, looking at the scattered buildings, most of them way older than either her or Sadie, probably nearly a hundred years old if her high school sense of history was correct. She saw the engineer, she thought his name was Steve, up on a ladder with a wrench, making some adjustments to what looked a bit like a radio antenna. A few pieces of tech lay on the grass, and she recognized them as pieces of solar panels, the same sort of flat, angular frames that she’d seen at Joel’s cabin after the storm.

She didn’t see Hugh anywhere, and figured that was the same person Sadie was likely looking for as well.

“He takes care of me,” Sadie said, by way of explanation. “I’ve had...a difficult life. Hugh has always protected me. Kept a roof over my head. Helped with my medicine.”

Helen looked at her, and almost said that she didn’t look sick, but she decided she didn’t want to go down that road. Sadie seemed nice, but the rest of the people in this town were mean or worse, and she didn’t want to get too attached to any of them.

“I don’t like him,” Helen replied honestly.

Sadie nodded.

“He’s a hard man to like, but I do love him. Does that make any sense at all?”

Helen shook her head. It didn’t make sense and she wasn’t afraid to admit it.

“I know, dear,” Sadie replied. “Get a little older, maybe you’ll understand.”

Not here, Helen thought, but didn’t say. She couldn’t see herself growing old here. Something would give first. It would be them or her, but regardless, this was a short-term thing, no matter how it shook out.

Sadie seemed to sense her discomfort and put a hand on her shoulder.

“Come on, dear. Let’s go back to the mess hall and get something to eat. We’ve got a stockpile of fried chicken MREs that almost taste like Chick-Fil-A if you squint hard enough.”

Helen followed along as Sadie made her way back toward the large building along the southern edge of the mining town.
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Teller took the lead, stepping through the trees, his hunting rifle held close to his chest so it wouldn’t get caught on the tangle of branches. This time of morning was quiet in the Oklahoma forest, just east of the old mining village, a section of trees leading to the clearing where they’d ambushed the guy on the horse and captured the girl.

They’d spent hours searching for the guy’s corpse yesterday, but that hadn’t been good enough for Hugh. Not by a long shot. He ordered them back out and told them not to return without proof of the guy’s death.

Or with him as a prisoner.

Teller pressed his shoulder to the trunk of a tree and shook his head, wondering where he’d gone wrong. Hugh had been so convincing, telling him about the company’s upcoming closure of the mine. Pointing out where they were wrong and what they had to do to prove it. It had all made so much sense, enough sense that Teller had volunteered to stand alongside him.

Then Chicago had happened. And Seattle. New Orleans, Philadelphia, almost every single major airport in the United States and beyond. The world had been suddenly and aggressively thrust toward Armageddon, and they were all locked in. Teller had spoken to his wife in the early days of the disaster. he’d heard that a plane crash had ravaged Tulsa and power outages had brought Oklahoma City to the point of bloodshed. She and the kids were heading to her parents in Texas and they’d let him know when they arrived.

That was the last time he’d heard her voice.

He’d been conflicted ever since, going back and forth about heading back into town to see if they were still there. He suspected they’d left, and if he were honest with himself, he would have said this gave her the excuse she’d been looking for. Over the past five years, she’d threatened to leave on three separate occasions, and he’d always talked her into staying, though to this day he wasn’t sure why.

They didn’t get along, not really, and his devotion to Hugh’s cause had only further pushed them apart. He’d begun embezzling money from the mining company, using it to help Hugh fund this little operation, and while in the middle of a drunken binge, he’d confessed his crimes to her.

It had started a fight, as these conversations always did, and for the first time in their marriage, he’d hit her. He didn’t regret it, not really. She had deserved it for the things she’d been saying. But at that moment he really couldn’t decide why he had bothered to ask her to stay time and time again. There were the boys. He loved his sons—they were the two highlights of his life, and in some cases the only reason he woke up in the morning.

As long as they were safe, he was okay with it. There was no guarantee that she’d made it to her parents’ place, but as long as he kept that in his head, he could rest easy at night and try to forget what the world was really like. Try to convince himself that his family wasn’t lying dead in the burned-out wreckage of their ’98 Cutlass Supreme.

“Teller, you still with us, man?” a hushed whisper barked at him from behind. He turned and met eyes with Pierce, nodding.

“With you,” he said. “Sorry. Got lost in thought for a minute.”

“Get your head straight,” Gordy interjected. “The clearing is about twenty yards ahead. We need to be ready for anything.”

“Worry about your damn self,” Teller growled, feeling suddenly surly about the direction of the conversation. Hugh had never been shy about his opinion of Teller’s skills. His lack of hunting or wilderness experience had always landed him on the dirty jobs. He didn’t need scumbags like Gordy rubbing it in.

They didn’t speak another word for the next several minutes as the three of them weaved their way through the trees, approaching the familiar clearing. A haze of sunlight shone through the gaps in the narrow trunks ahead, piercing the wooden fence with slender beams of pale light. Since the lightning had started almost two weeks ago, the sun never seemed to shine quite as bright as it had before, but some mornings, it was pretty close. This was one of those mornings.

Stepping over a tree stump, Teller emerged into the rounded clearing, the grass still glistening and damp from the previous night’s rainfall, much of it flattened by footfalls and water. His eyes scanned the perimeter of the open meadow.

He froze, setting his foot down, locked in a forward stride, his eyes falling upon the southern ridge of the open grassland.

There was a fallen tree by that ridge, he remembered that from the day before, only this morning the fallen tree was covered by a stretched tarp, a weatherproof sheet that had been pulled tight and nailed in place by tent stakes, a rudimentary shelter from the pouring rain.

That hadn’t been there before, Teller was sure of it. He glanced back to the other two and signaled for them to look in the direction he was pointing. Gordy and Pierce saw where he was indicating and both sets of eyes widened, looking out upon the makeshift tent.

Teller pressed a single finger to his lips, an indication for everyone to be as quiet as possible, and the two other men nodded with an air of silent gravity. Somewhere in the distance there were the faint calls of birds, the off-kilter chortle of a warbler within the trees.

Teller latched the bolt back on his Ruger American .308, ensuring that a round was chambered, and stepped quietly closer to the fallen tree, making sure to remain tight to the edge of the meadow, near the tree line. A light wind blew, the faint, wet smell of last night’s storm still in the air, and Teller walked forward, taking each movement step by cautious step, keeping to the south, coming around next to the lean-to made out of the thick weatherproof tarp.

From where he walked, he could see the slight opening, a place where someone could enter and exit and he smiled softly, his eyes catching the vague shape of someone inside. This would be quick and easy, and it would gain him some serious brownie points with Hugh. At the end of the day, he didn’t really care if Hugh liked him, but his life could be a lot better if he were on the man’s good side rather than the “barely tolerable” one that he currently inhabited.

Teller looked over his shoulder, watching as Gordy and Pierce lingered along behind, approaching about twelve feet back of his current position, but matching his stride. Pierce carried his own single-shot long gun and Gordy had a pistol in his hand, a Glock Teller thought it was, though he didn’t know models well enough to be more specific than that.

His feet crossed over each other as he moved laterally, keeping his eyes focused on the lean-to, right to left, rifle held close. He cast one more look, seeing both Gordy and Pierce fan out, giving him some appropriate cover as he stepped forward, heading toward the tent. Gordy moved up behind him, carrying his pistol in a two-handed grip, taking each step slowly and carefully. Getting near to the tent, he looped his rifle over his shoulder on a strap, letting it cling tight to his right side.

Teller gestured for him to come over as he moved closer to the tent, reaching out with his left hand, letting his fingers hover near the edge of the tarp, his eyes meeting Gordy’s, immediately communicating his intent. Gordy smirked and nodded, raising his arms, the Glock clamped in two hands, the barrel firm and level, pointing at the spot where the tarp was currently pulled tight over the fallen tree.

Three fingers emerged on Teller’s hand, and Gordy nodded, understanding the signal. Teller cocked his hand forward, lowering two fingers so only his index was pointed. Then he pulled back and thrust forward again, this time with two fingers extended. Finally he curled a section of the tarp in the fingers of his opposite hand, pulling taut, then jerked his hand forward again, extending three fingers as he grabbed, yanked, and lurched forward, pulling the tarp free of the tent stakes and whipping it open, revealing the interior.

There was a flash of mounded fabric, the blur of olive green from within the lean-to and Gordy centered the Glock, firing three times, the pistol kicking in his grasp.

–––––––– 



Chapter 25

Somewhere in Oklahoma

It was a battle to stay conscious, but a battle Joel was narrowly winning as he looked through the crisscross of narrow branches, glaring out into the meadow, watching the three men approach his lean-to. He moved gingerly, but quietly, stepping over and around roots and trees, following their direction and pace, moving as quickly as he dared. A dull, grinding ache had settled in his chest and shoulder, but he did his best to push it down as he watched the gunmen approach the tent.

The one with the Ruger bolt action was in the lead, the second man with the Glock lagging close behind in a cover position. For reasons Joel could not understand, the third guy was playing the long game, staying way back, near the tree line, his own bolt action lifted and held in two hands, though his angle was bad compared to the guy with the Glock.

Joel didn’t recognize them, but he was sure they were from the same group that had ambushed him yesterday. The same group that had put an arrow in his chest and left him for dead, tangled in the thorns in the pouring rain.

A deep chill had settled within him, though spending the night in the lean-to with his jacket over him had helped somewhat. He’d had some hand warmers in the Bug Out Bag, and he’d cracked those open, placing them beneath his clothes in a few strategic positions. That had helped as well, but still, he had moments of uncontrollable shivering. He only hoped he could restrain those impulses for a few more minutes as he waited and watched.

What was their play? Were they in it to kill him? Take him captive? Ask him questions? What they did next would drive what he did next. He’d taken the AR-31 with him when he’d gone off into the trees to do his morning routine, but he’d left the RECCE-14 automatic and the tactical bow and arrows underneath the tent. The long rifle wasn’t very useful against multiple targets at this range, and Helen had the SIG Sauer, leaving him in a tough spot against three enemies at close range. He would have given anything for the tactical bow right now, but it was slipped into the tight sheath on his backpack, about fifty yards out of reach, on the other side of three gunmen.

Not an optimal situation, but then again, there hadn’t been many optimal situations in the past two weeks. All he could do was roll with the punches and do his best to make it through alive.

That was far harder than it sounded. The man at the rear was still sticking along the tree line with the other two a few yards ahead, moving toward the tent. He watched as the man approached the tent, reaching out with one hand while the guy with the pistol moved into position. His arms raised, the Glock held firm, and their intentions were suddenly very clear.

Joel stepped forward, arranging the AR-31 in his hand, stock down and barrel pulled up tight to his chest. The man in front charged forward, ripping the tarp aside, tearing the tent pegs from the ground and revealing the olive Bug Out Bag that was inside the tent. At first glance, it almost looked like a person lying there, but Joel only got a quick glimpse as the second man lurched left, turning slightly and roaring off three quick shots from the Glock. All three rounds punched in a tight group into the Bug Out Bag, ripping into the fabric and sending the bag twitching and jerking with each impact.

“Sons of bitches,” Joel whispered, fingers tightening around the rifle in his hands and taking a cautious, careful step forward.

“Congratulations,” the third man said, a chuckle in his voice. “You just killed the dude’s backpack.”

That confirmed it. These men were out for blood, which meant Joel needed to be the same. For a brief moment, the third man in the line drifted even closer, taking an uneasy step to the left, trying to get a better angle at what the other two were laughing about. Joel surged forward, covering the distance between him and the third man in three quick strides, abandoning stealth for speed.

The rustle of leaves and trees brought the man around and he turned, eyes widened just as Joel descended upon him, the rifle reared back, stock first. Joel shot his arms forward, slamming the stock of the AR-31 into the bridge of the man’s nose, striking between his eyes with a sharp crack. Skin split and the man’s formerly wide gaze snapped tightly closed as he went over backwards, fingers clawing at a fresh gout of blood streaming from his face and nostrils.

“What the hell?” the second man asked, turning toward Joel, his pistol coming around. Joel dropped to a knee, driving it hard into the prone man’s chest, keeping him pinned as he brought the AR-31 around, sweeping it up into a firing position. Bringing the rifle around wasn’t a quick or easy process, far clumsier and more sluggish then swinging a Glock into a firing pose, and the man with the pistol was ready first.

He fired at Joel twice. Whether he was nervous about hitting his friend on the ground or just unprepared, Joel didn’t know, but whatever the case, the two shots went high, slicing the air above the crouching man’s head. His rifle was to his shoulder, the barrel pointed ahead, and his finger moved to the trigger in a blur. A swift, sharp bark of single-shot fire echoed, chasing the fading sounds of Glock fire. The .308 Winchester round punched free of the bolt-action AR and struck the pistol-wielding man in the chest like the kick of an angry horse. He went over backwards, arms pinwheeling, the pistol cartwheeling from splayed fingers.

The man landed with a soft, dull thud, back first in the ground and remained still, the grass flattened beneath him, an inky stain starting to spread along the cloth shirt which now clung tight to his chest.

“Don’t move!” the last man standing shouted, aiming his Ruger bolt action at Joel, looking more comfortable with his weapon than the guy with the Glock had. Joel held his pose, keeping his knee pressed to the fallen man, his own long gun pointed back at the other.

“Where did you take her?” Joel asked, his voice hoarse and rough.

“You don’t have to worry about her,” the man replied back. “By the looks of that chest wound, you won’t live long enough to get her back, even if you knew where she was.”

“I’m not going to ask again,” Joel warned. He could feel the tension in the air, the formerly bright and welcome morning now soured by the milky scent of gunfire and blood. His head swam gently, like a leaf floating in a river current, and desperately he continued to cling to awareness.

“I didn’t see you engage that action after firing that shot,” the man with the rifle said. “You don’t have a round loaded. I do. I’m going to win this standoff.”

“You sure about that?” Joel asked, showing no sign of backing down. “You willing to risk your life?”

“At twenty yards with this .308? Ain’t much of a risk, buddy.”

A soft groan came from the mouth of the man on the ground and Joel allowed his eyes a brief shift to look at the man. His face was a mask of crimson, more blood caked at the darkened caverns of his nostrils. There was an unnatural cant to his nose and the skin was broken between his eyebrows. Joel had done a number on him, maybe even fractured his skull.

But he was groaning and stirring.

“This isn’t going to end well for you,” the man with the rifle said.

“Then why don’t you shoot me if you feel so good about it?” Joel asked. He noted a hint of hesitation in the man’s eyes. He talked a tough talk, but Joel could tell there was some internal debate going on there. The man knew that if he fired a shot and missed, Joel would have a round loaded and back at him in seconds, and Joel wasn’t going to miss at that range.

But the man had also been right. Joel hadn’t gotten a chance to work the action, and his chamber was currently empty. If this guy’s aim was true, he had Joel over a barrel and there wasn’t a whole lot Joel could do about it. If he made any motion to work the bolt, the man would shoot him dead. If he didn’t and the man fired anyway, he’d be just as dead. Whether or not this guy was experienced, at this relatively close range, Joel was a big, slow target, especially with a piece of broadhead arrow wedged in the tight muscle of his pectoral.

“Why don’t you drop that gun?” the man suggested. “I’ll bring you back to town. We can talk this through. You’ve obviously got some unique talents that might be useful to our crew. I’d hate to waste them just because you’re stubborn.”

“Where did you take the girl?” Joel asked again.

The man shook his head, and another low murmur came from the man beneath Joel’s bent knee.

“That you, Pierce?” the man asked. “You alive?”

Pierce grunted an affirmative.

“Just hold tight. This will be over in just a second.” The man firmed up his posture, adjusting the fingers of his support hand, holding the rifle still and steady. “I’m done screwing around,” he said. “It’s time to end this.”

Beneath Joel’s knee, Pierce’s eyes were blinking open, glaring up at him with a heated rage. Joel could feel his muscles tensing beneath him, and purposefully relaxed the pressure on his knee, just a little as he shifted his weight.

“You want this to end, just tell me what I want to know,” Joel replied. “Neither of us has to die today.”

He could feel a sharp warmth flush his cheeks, a barely suppressed rage. The group this man ran with took a fourteen-year-old girl away from him, basically ripped her from him and kidnapped her, just because they could. Who knew what they were doing with her and how they were abusing her? Each passing day since the disaster, he grew less and less tolerant of the people who remained. As if humanity didn’t disgust him enough already, the behavior of those people left alive since the lightning came only proved to reinforce his negative outlook on the species.

People like this, driven by their basest instincts, without rules or laws to guide them, always descended to their ugliest depths. It was exactly what his grandfather had warned him about. They’d taken the horses into the trees in hopes of avoiding civilization, of sidestepping people just like this, but no matter what they did, they always seemed to run across them. Rage bubbled up inside of him like boiling water, and he struggled to keep it contained, his cheeks flushing, the anger so hot and fierce it felt as if his eyeballs were cooking inside of his skull.

Men like this were the downfall of this society. They had to be stopped. Even more, they had to be punished. His life had been ripped from him five years ago by a fire, anything that had kept him sane and grounded reduced to ash, scorched flesh, and blackened bone. Suddenly he felt the unmistakable urge to do the same thing to this man. Rip the skin from him, tear him open, cook him alive.

The thought simultaneously drove him and frightened him. Perhaps this disaster was doing the same thing to him that it was doing to others?

“Last chance,” the man with the rifle snarled. “I swear to God, man, I will put a .308 round in your skull.”

Joel shifted slightly again, lifting his knee to get a better angle.

The man underneath him took the opportunity. His low gurgle turned into a strangled scream and he twisted violently, rolling left and pushing Joel from on top of him, knocking him to the side.

“No!” the man with the rifle shouted. “Dammit, Pierce!”

Joel struck the ground and Pierce jumped over on top of him, knocking the rifle from his grasp. Trying to scramble out from under the man, Joel planted a hand and pushed off, starting to move away, but Pierce corrected his lunge, then punched down, striking at the point where Joel’s chest met his shoulder, striking where the wrapped bandage was bound tightest.  He snatched his hand back after the punch, shaking his fingers as the protruding shaft of the arrow dug into his knuckles. 

At the same time, pain erupted throughout Joel’s chest and he shouted in agony, biting back a curse, feeling the churn of bile in his guts. Rolling left, he shot out a straight right arm, slamming his fist into the underside of Pierce’s chin, snapping his head back. Blood specks flew from pursed lips and his bloodied nose, but the punch was a glancing blow, weak and off target.

“Move, Pierce, move!” the other man shouted, taking a few steps closer, the rifle still raised. Joel smiled a narrow, sinister smile, a smile so malevolent that Pierce drew back, his bloodied brow furrowing. Joel whipped his head forward, closing his eyes and striking the already-wounded bridge of his attacker’s nose with the crown of his head.

He felt more cartilage splinter as the remains of the man’s nose were nearly pulverized by the strike, a scream of guttural agony bursting from his lips. His grip weakened and Joel rolled over, scrambling out from under him on hands and knees, crawling to his right. He knew the guy with the rifle was only twenty yards or so behind him, likely trying to draw down on him, but worried again about killing his thrashing friend.

Lunging forward, Joel found it, rolling to the right as the rifle shot exploded from behind him, a thick cloud of dirt and shorn grass erupting in a geyser not a foot to his left. The man with the rifle cursed loudly and Joel could hear the bolt working as he loaded another round. He rolled to his left, the fallen Glock that the second man had dropped clasped tightly in both hands.

Before he was even fully rolled over, he’d opened fire, letting one round rip. The first shot plowed into Pierce’s already-ruined face, punching through it and knocking him down to the ground, guaranteeing that the man would no longer worry about his broken nose, or anything else, ever again.

A soft clack signaled the round being loaded into the long gun from the man standing beyond Pierce, but Joel was adjusting, already firing again with the Glock, two more shots hurtling at the rifleman.

He was forced to dodge right as he shot the second bullet and it spun off into the trees to Joel’s left, snapping branches and sending leaves skittering into the air. Joel was on his feet, moving quickly, ignoring the cascading waves of pain from shoulder to chest, letting his boots carry him forward, stomping over grass and dirt. He covered the twenty yards in seconds as the man desperately tried to work the action a third time, his fingers fumbling and clumsy.

Joel fired the Glock from a dead run, but his aim was bad and both rounds missed before the trigger clicked on an empty magazine. With a crooked smirk, the man with the rifle came back around, jerking the bolt and aiming the barrel and Joel threw the pistol at him, an awkward, sprawling motion.

But it worked. Instinctively, he jerked back and left, the rifle barrel drifting wide, and to his credit, he didn’t pull the trigger, he simply tried to bring it back around on target, but the slight delay gave Joel all the time he needed. He was on top of him, wrapping his fingers around the rifle and pushing it back, sending him stumbling clumsily.

“Where is the girl?” Joel screamed, pushing forward, his chest burning like razors dipped in alcohol. He shoved the man backwards until his spine hit the fallen tree where the tent was pulled tight, bending him backwards against the sideways trunk, pushing the rifle hard against his broad chest.

“Go screw yourself,” the man hissed.

“Tell me!” Joel screamed, showing his teeth through an angry sneer.

“No!” the man roared back trying to push back on the rifle. Joel surprised him, drawing it back himself, ripping it free of the man’s fingers. In one sweeping motion he spun the weapon around, holding it by the barrel, then swung it like a cleanup batter.

The stock of the rifle blistered the man in the jaw, striking with a wet snapping sound. Joel thought he saw a few teeth break free and sail into the air as the man twisted against the tree trunk, more blood flying. Catching his momentum, Joel adjusted his grip and drove the stock back down, straight into the man’s throat.

He gasped, his eyes widening as the wooden edge collided with his esophagus, striking just below the Adam’s apple. His mouth opened and contorted as he tried to draw breath, his voice coming out in a hoarse, desperate gasp.

“Tell me where the girl is and you live,” Joel hissed. “Don’t tell me and I’ll kill you right here and then find her anyway.”

“Old...mining village,” the man gasped, his voice barely choking out the words as his fingers felt the area around his trachea. “West. Two, maybe three miles. Through the trees.”

“You’re not lying?” Joel asked. 

The man’s left arm was out straight, his fingers splayed against the rough surface of the bark, his right hand still grabbing at his neck and throat.

“I swear,” the man gasped, barely able to form the words. “I swear.”

“Why did you take her?”

The man’s face looked confused, like he truly didn’t understand the question.

“Why did you take her?” Joel asked. “What is your group going to do with her?”

The man licked his lips and Joel saw the Adam’s apple bob, the man trying, but failing to swallow. 

“I—I’m not sure.”

“You make a habit of kidnapping fourteen-year-old girls just for the hell of it?”

“I don’t know, man,” the guy replied, a desperate edge to his voice. “I just do what I’m told. Hugh’s the boss.” His voice cracked as he spoke, like a fragile coat of ice under an unexpected weight.

“Hugh’s the boss,” Joel repeated.

Their eyes met, Joel’s face an etched statue, a narrow grimace sculpted to the contours of his jawline. Teeth showed, pinching his lips and his eyes burned two dark holes into the man pinned against the fallen trunk.

“I answered your question,” the man choked. “Told you what you wanted to know.”

“Thanks,” Joel replied.

“So, you’ll let me go?”

Joel’s face hardened, and he could feel the white heat boiling under his skin again, flushing to his face, cascading into his limbs. Every inch of his body was aflame, his flesh roiling with hot fire.

Without another word he slammed the rifle stock down again, bashing it against the man’s forehead with a resounding crack. He winced, his eyes pinching closed, his hands moving to a protective posture, but Joel was too quick. He pulled the stock back and thrust it down again, once again colliding hard with the man’s skull, cracking hard against his left temple, splitting skin. Joel struck again. And again. And again. After the fourth blow, he felt something give way inside the man’s skull, blood flowing and flecks of bone clinging to the worn wood of the rifle stock.

After the sixth blow, the man’s limbs had stopped moving, his eyes were rolled back in his head, and the seventh strike, a swift, sideways swing, knocked him down to the grass where he landed face first, his feet gently spasming, his fingers clawing at nothing.

Joel stood over him, his vision clouded in an angry, red haze, glaring at the twitching body of the man whose head was mostly a blood-covered mess of crushed bone and broken flesh.

After a minute of standing there, watching, the man’s appendages finally slowed, then stilled, and he lay lifeless, an empty shell where a human being once had been.

Joel didn’t feel an ounce of regret. He threw the Ruger down on the man’s back like a piece of useless junk, then walked the clearing, checking each corpse. He retrieved his AR-31, the discarded Glock, a few magazines of ammunition and a few other assorted items. Stopping for a moment to retrieve his Bug Out Bag from beneath the makeshift tent, he slung it over his shoulder and began walking west, through the woods, heading to whatever mining village the dead man referred to.

His pain was no longer pain, it was simply a radiating ache, the rage fueling him dulling the agony and pumping his adrenaline, keeping him moving toward destiny.
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Helen sat at the table, watching Sadie as her fingers danced artfully with the sewing needle, stringing a length of thread through what looked like some sort of rough leather fabric, carefully mending the separated pieces of thick material. Next to the material were a pair of metal knitting needles with some thick yarn piled around them.

Sadie looked at her, lifting her eyes slightly and smiled.

“Tanned deer hide,” she said quietly. “We don’t let anything go to waste. The meat is our meal, the hide is our clothing. Even the organs have some medicinal purposes.”

“Organs?” Helen asked, scrunching her face. “Like, animal organs?”

Sadie nodded.

“Exactly, animal organs,” she said. “It’s like going back in time. Everyone seems to see this as some sort of end of the world scenario, but I don’t see it that way at all. Times were simpler back then. Sometimes Hugh teases me that I’m an 18th-century woman trapped in a 21st-century body. Sometimes I think he’s right.”

Helen focused on her fingers as she continued working the needle in a tight crossing pattern, sweeping thread in and out of the tanned hide, closing the seam quickly and neatly. She had no idea what Sadie was actually making, but against her better judgement, found herself completely absorbed in the process. Sadie set down the thick fabric and looked at the knitting needles for a moment, which were far too thick for working the deer hide, but what she’d evidently used for socks or other, thicker material.

The door to the small home suddenly banged open and Helen swung her head around, glaring nervously at the opened door. Hugh’s imposing figure was framed within the opened doorway and she could see his narrowed eyes from where she sat. They were bright and angry, glaring right back at her.

She thought they might actually be glaring right through her. There was an element of enraged resentment in those eyes, a strange hint of blame, as if he might be looking at Sadie, not her.

“Hugh?” Sadie asked, looking over at him. “What’s wrong, dear?”

“That kid,” Hugh growled, stabbing a finger in Helen’s direction. “I need to have some words with her.”

Helen looked at Sadie, who was returning Hugh’s glower.

“Why?”

“Don’t concern yourself with that,” Hugh replied, his voice softening, but not much. Sadie’s eyes moved to Helen, then back to her husband.

“Give us just a minute, okay?” she asked. “I just want to show her how to finish this stitch.”

“This isn’t the time for finishing stitches,” Hugh replied angrily.

“Two minutes, nothing more,” Sadie replied, her voice hardening to match her husband’s.

Hugh opened his mouth to reply, then eased it closed, slowly chewing at his lip with yellowed teeth.

“Two minutes,” he finally hissed, then without another word, turned and slammed the door behind him.

“What’s happening?” Helen asked, looking back at Sadie, who was coming around the table toward her, lowering herself into a crouch. She put her hands on Helen’s shoulders.

“You need to go out and talk to him,” Sadie said quietly. “But please be careful. I love Hugh, he’s taken care of me for much of my life, but he has a temper. A very nasty one.”

“Has he...hit you?” Helen asked.

Sadie looked away, not willing to meet the girl’s eyes, which told her everything she needed to know.

“Why did you stay?” Helen asked. “There must have been people who could help you.”

“In our town?” Sadie asked with a dry, brittle chuckle. It was a humorless laugh that walked a narrow line between sanity and insanity, almost more of a cackle. “Small town like that, the guy who runs the mines runs the town. He was best friends with the chief of police. Went on hunting parties with two of the judges.”

“Still,” Helen said.

“Don’t,” Sadie replied. “Don’t worry about me, okay? I just need you to be careful. I’ve seen that look in his eyes before. It’s a dangerous one.”

“So, what should I do?” Helen asked, suddenly feeling very nervous.

“He says he just wants to talk. I’d go out and talk. He wouldn’t hurt a child.”

Helen looked at Sadie as she said this, and her face twisted into a strange expression, a look in her eyes that told Helen that Sadie didn’t even believe what she was saying. Hugh would hurt a child. He absolutely would.

“Don’t make me go out there,” Helen pleaded. “Please. There must be something else we can do. Together. We can leave together.”

Sadie closed her eyes and a tear broke free from one eye, roaming aimlessly down her left cheek.

“Where are we supposed to go?” she asked. “They’ll find us. Stop us. And believe me, the punishment for trying would be very severe.”

“I don’t want to talk to him.”

“I know,” Sadie said. “And I’m sorry. But please, just tell him what he wants to know. It will be better than hiding. Better than lying. Please, just trust me.”

For some reason, as much as she tried to fight it, Helen did trust her. There was something open and genuine about the woman, something about her that felt so foreign against the backdrop of this town. It was cool and refreshing, like a drink of clean water. Helen didn’t want to leave her side.

Sadie extended her arms and placed her hands in Helen’s and Helen looked at her for a moment.

“You can do this,” Sadie said, squeezing gently. “You’re strong. Stronger than I am, I think.”

“If you say so,” Helen whispered. Sadie nodded.

“I do say so,” she said.

Helen softly cleared her throat and stepped away, stuffing her hands in the pockets of her oversized overalls. She walked toward the door and braced herself for whatever was still to come.

–––––––– 



Chapter 26

Old Mining Town

Somewhere in Oklahoma

Helen eased out of the door to the small house Sadie and Hugh shared, stepping out onto the grass in the front yard. From where she stood, she could see Steven working on the solar panels by the communications shack, the other older buildings in a wide arc before her. Near the center of the clearing which the houses encircled a small group of people stood.

Hugh was there, looking over at her, flanked by Arthur and Maya, the two people who had helped capture her a day ago. Men and a woman she recognized as Wayne, Ned, and Courtney were there as well, people she didn’t know well, but ones she’d seen around the small village over the past eighteen hours.

It was the look on Hugh’s face that scared her the most. His eyes had retained that same hot rage that she’d seen inside the house; it hadn’t dissipated at all in the past few seconds, and it was directed solely at her. She slowly slipped her hands from her pockets, walking toward the group, her eyes moving from one person to the next.

“Who are we dealing with here?” Hugh barked at her, yelling the question as he strode over the grass, calling to her before he’d even reached her.

“What do you mean?” she asked nervously, taking an uncertain step backwards.

“This man you were with,” Hugh continued. “What did you say his name was? Joel?”

Helen nodded stiffly.

“Joel,” she acknowledged.

“Who the hell is he?”

“I—what do you mean?” Helen stammered.

“Tell her, Maya,” Hugh said, turning to the woman.

Maya didn’t look especially comfortable about the conversation but started speaking.

“We sent out a search party this morning, three people to look for him.”

“I remember,” Helen said softly.

“After several hours, nobody had heard from them,” Maya continued. “So, Arthur went out with a couple of guys to check on them.”

Helen’s eyes moved to Arthur.

“All three of them were dead,” Arthur said without any hint of emotion. “One of them was beaten so badly, his skull was nearly pulverized.”

Helen’s stomach twisted, her mind going back to that rainy night at Joel’s cabin, the night that he’d ambushed Conway’s group and killed three of them. He’d never spoken about that night, and the events hadn’t appeared to leave a mark on him. Certainly, they hadn’t affected him like the two people she’d killed affected her.

“He’s...just a guy,” she said. “Lived in my hometown. He saved my life when my car was going into the water. That’s all I know about him, I swear.”

“He’s military, isn’t he?” Hugh asked.

Helen nodded.

“I think so. But he only did one tour, according to him. Barely saw any combat. He’s not, like, special forces or anything, he’s just a guy.”

“Just a guy who single-handedly killed three of our men,” Hugh said.

“I guess?” Helen replied.

“There’s something you’re not telling us, you little bitch,” Hugh snarled, and he reached out, closing his fingers around one of the straps of her overalls. He clenched his fist and dragged her close, nearly pulling her off her feet. “Don’t lie to us. If you think I won’t hurt you because you’re a kid, you clearly haven’t been paying attention.”

“Please!” Helen hissed. “Don’t! I don’t know anything! I didn’t even know who he was until he broke my car window and pulled me out!”

“What about your parents?”

“My dad drowned—in the car. My mom’s gone!”

Hugh glowered at her, squinting angrily and he pulled a fist back, preparing to punch her.

“Hugh!” a voice shouted from the direction of the house that Helen had just vacated. All eyes shifted to the doorway where Sadie was emerging, closing it behind her. “Don’t touch her.”

“Stay out of this, Sadie,” Hugh warned. “This doesn’t concern you.”

“That girl is under my care, so it damn well does concern me,” she replied, her voice more brusque and firmer than Helen had ever heard it before.

“Dammit, woman, go back in the house. I don’t want you to see this.”

“Then don’t do it.”

For a tense moment, Hugh’s eyes met Sadie’s and Helen could almost feel the physical tension, connecting them to each other like a firm cable, preventing each one of them from looking away. Helen knew that Sadie was taking a great chance here. Defying her husband was dangerous enough, but defying him while he was in this mood and in front of the other people who worked for him?

She might just as well sign her death certificate.

Hugh straightened, letting his fist drift downward, his eyes still locked on hers, his fist still entangled with Helen’s overalls. His entire body was highly tuned, coiled like an over-wound spring, and Helen could almost sense the inevitable release. Once he sprang, things would get very dangerous very quickly, and even if she and Sadie stuck together, they’d never stand a chance.

“Go back in the house,” Hugh repeated. “Right now. I won’t tell you again.”

Helen looked around her. Hugh had her caught by one strap and the others spread out behind him. Arthur and Maya stood to his right, Maya holding her bolt-action rifle while Arthur had the compound bow strapped over a quiver on his back. Courtney had a pistol in a holster at her hip, Wayne had his own hunting rifle, and Ned also had a pistol. There was a veritable armory here, and unlike the three-person search party that had been sent out, these people knew how to use them.

Hugh adjusted his grasp, holding Helen more tightly, and she silently pleaded for Sadie to go back inside. Whatever Hugh was going to do, he’d do it regardless, so if Sadie could save herself some pain in the process, all the better.

“All right,” Hugh said. “Have it your way.” He drew his fist back again and Helen drew her head away, bracing herself for the inevitable strike.

Somewhere in the distance there was a soft twang, almost like the sound of a guitar string, followed by a swift, cutting hiss. Ned jerked to Hugh’s left, his chest blossoming outward in a rust-colored flower, the broad, metal head of an arrow punching through his chest from the back. He gaped down at it, his mouth working in some silent proclamation.

Clutching at the blood-covered arrow, he took an uncertain step forward, wobbled slightly, then toppled over with a low, wet gurgle.

“What the hell?” Arthur screamed, backpedaling, pulling his compound bow from its place, while Maya shouldered her rifle, aiming into the trees. Courtney and Wayne broke left, pulling their own weapons free and Hugh tightened his grasp on Helen’s overalls.

“He’s here,” Hugh snarled. “The son of a bitch is here.”
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He was already loading a second arrow in the tactical bow as the man hit the ground, striking with a low thump in the grass, the fletching of the first arrow he’d fired bulging from between his shoulder blades. Immediately the other members of the tightly gathered group scattered, turning toward him, lifting weapons, his eyes moving from one to another.

Helen was there, he could see her even from this distance, a strap of her overalls tightly clasped in the fist of the guy in charge. Hugh. That was his name, right? Wasn’t that what the dude with the rifle had said before he caved in his skull?

“Joel!” Hugh shouted, cupping his free hand to his mouth. “Is that you?”

Slowly, he moved left, stepping foot over foot, moving perpendicular to the group in the clearing, staying within the trees. He wanted to keep moving. They had him outgunned, and outgunned by a lot, so his only true advantage was stealth. That’s why he’d gone with the arrow instead of the AR-31; it was a silent projectile, and even though they could tell the general direction, it still gave him some flexibility.

Besides, it might not hurt for them not to realize he had the AR-31 until he decided to let them know.

“I’m sure you’re watching me right now!” Hugh shouted. He jerked his arm slightly and Helen moved in his clutches. “I’ve got the girl! Don’t think I won’t kill her!”

Joel had been hoping to make his move in the dark, when most of them were asleep. But he’d been watching from the trees for a while now, and he knew as soon as Hugh grabbed Helen and threatened to strike her that he wouldn’t be waiting.

He couldn’t wait.

Helen had been an unanticipated partner in this new stage of his life, a partner he didn’t necessarily want, but he wasn’t about to sit there and let a fourteen-year-old girl pay for the things he’d done.

Joel glared out through the branches, looking at the group. Slowly the gray-haired guy with the bow drifted left, an arrow loaded, while the woman with the braid was dropping low, crab-walking forward with her rifle held close.

One of the others was kneeling down, checking on the man he’d shot with the arrow, though they needn’t have bothered. Unlike Joel’s wound, his was fatal.

The last member of the group besides Hugh was moving to the right, holding a pistol in two hands, aiming it at the tree line near where Joel stood, but not actually at Joel himself.

They knew what general direction he was in, but they didn’t know where he was. Just as he’d planned. As he watched, he saw Hugh moving left, keeping the braided woman with the rifle between him and the trees. Joel didn’t have a clear shot. Still, from his angle, he could see Hugh remove a pistol from his belt and bring it around, aiming it in the general direction of the young girl he held captive.

“Hugh, don’t!” a woman shouted, almost frantic, from the doorway of a house behind them. Joel watched her briefly, noting her sunken eyes and narrow frame, both pale hands clenched into fists. She obviously knew Hugh and apparently had a soft spot for Helen. A potential ally, perhaps?

Joel didn’t have time to work that out. Hugh was looking increasingly unstable and now he had a weapon trained on Helen, the girl’s overall straps twisted in and among his clenched, bony fingers.

“Come on out, Joel!” Hugh shouted, his voice on the verge of cracking. “You don’t want me to kill her, do you? Who knows, maybe you do! Maybe you’re sick of dragging her along everywhere you go.” Hugh smiled thinly, looking back down at Helen. “This isn’t a world fit for children, that much is for sure. Nobody would blame you if you wanted to get rid of her. I certainly wouldn’t! She’s been a pain in the ass already and it hasn’t even been a full day!” He gave a braying bark of laughter and Joel moved slowly right, trying to get a better angle.

He couldn’t get separation. The woman with the braided hair and muscular biceps stood between him and Hugh as if she were doing it on purpose.

Joel didn’t like this. The tenor of Hugh’s voice, the jerking motion of his arm and hand, the weapon drifting dangerously close to Helen’s head. Everything was pointing in the same direction. This was going to end brutally, violently, and badly, and Joel would have a front-row seat as yet another person in his life was brutally yanked from him.

And there wasn’t a damn thing he could do about it. He’d be standing in the trees as this psychopath blew Helen’s brains all over her overalls. He looked at the young girl, trying to get an angle where he could see her face. The woman in front of her moved slightly, and he could see her for the first time, wearing her oversized pants, the strap tugged tight in Hugh’s fist. She seemed relatively calm—surprisingly so, her hands stuffed deep in cavernous pockets as she was dragged around by the crazy man with the gun.

Joel saw the expression on her face shift slightly, and he looked at her. The muscles in her arms tensed, then suddenly, her hands came out of her pockets, but they weren’t empty. Each tiny fist held a long, slender—were those knitting needles?

Helen jammed them across her body, stabbing at Hugh, and sank both of the needles into the thick meat of Hugh’s forearm. Tiny rivulets of blood were visible even from where Joel stood and Hugh screamed a loud and almost feral scream, lurching back as Helen twisted free of his grasp. She sprinted forward at a dead run as Hugh whirled around, clutching his injured arm tight to his body, lifting the pistol to fire at her as she ran away.

“No!” screamed the woman in the doorway and she threw herself down the short flight of stairs, barreling toward Hugh, who seemed momentarily dazed by the rushing woman. This exchange caught the attention of the other members of the group and they started to turn toward Helen.

Joel adjusted his aim and let fly.

The arrow hissed free of its perch, hacking through leaves and screaming through the air above the grass-covered clearing. It bore down swiftly on the braided woman with the rifle.

And missed. It flew just left of her out-turned shoulder and she drew back, spinning around toward him, shouldering her weapon.

“There!” she shouted. “The trees!”

The charging woman lunged at Hugh, who brought the pistol closer to him to absorb the tackle of the frail-looking attacker. She wrapped her arms around him, pinning them to his sides, so he couldn’t fire on the young girl, and the man with the pistol twisted around, lifting his weapon.

“Don’t shoot!” Hugh shouted, glaring at the man. Rifle shots crashed and Joel ducked, then moved left, the trunk of a nearby tree splintering with the incoming rifle round. He fumbled for another arrow, nocked it, then fell to one knee, turning and lifting the weapon. He adjusted his aim this time, going for the guy with the pistol, and let another arrow whip free. The shaft buried itself deep in the man’s left forearm and he screamed, his arm thrashing and the pistol spinning through the air, landing softly in the grass several feet away.

More gunfire echoed and Joel went farther left again, trying to retrace his steps, going back in the opposite direction. Out in the clearing, he could see Helen scrambling on her hands and knees on the grass, and as he watched, she scooped up the discarded pistol and started fumbling with it as the man with the wounded arm turned on her, a hand pressed to where the arrow jutted through his limb.

“He’s just got a bow and arrow!” the woman with the braid shouted. “Easy pickings!”

The man with the gray hair came around her, moving toward one of the houses, aiming his own bow and arrow. He fired, letting a gleaming shaft hurl through the air and Joel dove toward the ground as it punched through the leaves above his head, sending them wafting down around him. The woman followed up with a quick succession of rifle shots, but he ducked behind a thick trunk and none of the rounds came close.

Two loud pistol shots echoed from the clearing and he glanced around the trunk, seeing Helen kneeling in the grass, holding the pistol, which looked way too large in her small hands. The man with the arrow in his arm clutched at his body and tumbled backwards, gaining the attention of a second man who had a rifle. He whirled on her, lifting the bolt action and aiming at the young girl.

More pistol shots roared, a woman screamed, and Helen lifted a hand.

“Sadie!” she shouted, her voice loud and shrill in the air and Joel watched as the frail woman toppled over, grabbing her stomach, Hugh standing over her with the pistol in his hand, staring at it in stark accusation, as if the weapon had acted of its own accord in spite of his wishes.

“No,” he hissed in a low voice, barely audible from where Joel crouched in the trees.

“You...you...asshole!” Helen shouted in an almost comical young-girl voice, and she aimed her pistol, firing the weapon repeatedly. The gun roared twice, then a third and a fourth, before eventually clicking on an empty magazine, none of her shots coming close to hitting Hugh, who barely tried to dodge, still absorbed by the fallen woman in the grass.

Joel tossed the bow to the ground, silently pledging to pick it up later, then unslung the AR-31, loading a round into the chamber with a quick tug of the bolt action.

Operating on pure instinct, he lifted the gun, pointing the barrel at the man with the rifle aimed at Helen, then squeezed off a shot, racking the bolt and firing again, repeating a third time until finally the man stumbled right and went over face-first into the grass.

“Gun!” shouted the braided woman. “He’s got a gun!”

“So much for the bow and arrow!” the gray-haired man shouted back from beyond the corner of one of the houses. Joel turned toward him and fired again, throwing a shower of broken wood in a wide spray as the man ducked farther behind the corner.

Hugh glared in his direction as Helen kneeled in the grass, looking over toward the woman she’d called Sadie, sitting there motionless, as if whatever air was in her balloon had suddenly leaked free, leaving an empty, deflated shell.

She was out in the open, way too vulnerable for Joel’s liking, and this ambush had not gone as planned. 

Reality was shaping out to be a far different situation. It was broad daylight and his enemies had dispersed, putting him at a significant tactical disadvantage. Not only that, but the girl he meant to rescue was stranded out in the middle of the battlefield with certain death lurking around each corner. He had to end this, no matter the cost.

As gunfire pelted back at him, he ducked and swept the bow from the ground, moving deeper into the trees. At a thick oak, he lowered himself to where he’d stored his backpack and more specifically to the RECCE-14 semi-automatic rifle that he’d leaned up next to it. The variant of the AR-15 had been his last resort, and he snatched it up, checking the magazine to make sure it was at max capacity.

There was a short gap in the gunfire, and he folded up the tactical bow, sliding it into the sheath at the side of the pack, then slung the backpack over both shoulders, pinning the AR-31 between the pack and his spine. Once that was settled, he picked up the RECCE-14 and moved left again, heading toward the edge of the trees.

There was a small, ramshackle shed about twenty yards from the trees and he kept his eyes focused on it as another hail of return fire echoed from the clearing. Ducking and sprinting forward, he burst from the trees, running as fast as he could, pushing through the stab of pain in his chest and shoulder.

“Over there!” a voice shouted, and three quick punches roared. The first shot crashed into the shed with a dull thwack, shooting sprays of jagged wood. More wood broke free, splintering and spraying, at the wooden corner of the house. A third shot screamed past, somewhere close enough that he could hear the angry hornet buzz of it flying past.

Leading with his uninjured shoulder, he threw himself against the wooden wall of the house, flattening himself against the slats. An arrow skimmed through the clearing and thudded into the corner of the house about a foot from where Joel stood.

“He’s here for the girl!” he heard Hugh shout. “Get the girl!”

“Helen!” Joel yelled out at her directly afterwards. “Get to cover! However and wherever you can, get to cover!”

There was no verbal reply and he moved left, toward the other corner of the house, coming out around the other side, weapon tucked close. He could see Helen from where he crouched, still kneeling in the grass, looking sullen and lost, staring at the fallen woman several feet away. Hugh still kept his injured hand tucked close to him, but had the pistol extended in the other, pointing in her general direction.

His movements were cautious and slow, taking each step with careful precision, his eyes scanning the trees and the house where Joel now hid.

“Helen!” Joel yelled. “Helen!”

Her head twitched slightly as she shouted, then she looked back over towards him, her eyes finally meeting his.

“Come to me,” he said, extending a hand and holding it out, trying to regulate the tone of his voice. “Please. Come to me.”

Helen continued staring absently at him as Hugh continued walking toward her.

“Helen!” Joel shouted loudly. “Now!”

This seemed to wake her up and she jolted, shaking her head to clear the apparent cobwebs.

“Don’t move!” Hugh said behind her, but Joel threw himself around the corner, lifting the variant AR-15 and sighting it on Hugh’s broad-shouldered frame. He fired three times, the rifle kicking with each trigger pull as Hugh scrambled back and left. Helen sprang to her feet and sprinted toward him, running at full speed across the grass. Joel stayed exposed, another rifle shot coming from the braided woman a hundred yards away, but the bullet hit the ground, coughing up a clod of grass and dirt. Helen kept running. Hugh had already steadied himself and re-oriented his aim, and Joel could see Helen wouldn’t be fast enough.

He charged forward, pushing off of the wall and running to meet her, extending his hand. They met halfway, and he swept her up in a single arm, then turned, his back facing the group of gunmen who opened fire upon him. At least one round punched hard into his backpack, the impact throwing him sprawling forward and he half released, half tossed Helen forward, sending her tumbling down behind the house he was using for cover.

He came up behind her, scrambling for cover himself, limping slightly, pain in his back and shooting through his chest and shoulder.

“You came,” she breathed, her voice thick and heavy. “You came for me.”

He nodded in return.

“Of course I did,” he replied. “But it won’t mean a thing if we don’t make it out alive.”

On the other side of the house, he could tell the enemies were converging on him, preparing to pen him in and finish them off.
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“Are you hurt?” Helen asked, looking at Joel, who was sitting against the back wall of the house, his face twisted into an uncomfortable grimace.

“Got a piece of arrow inside me,” he groaned. “And just got shot in the back. I think something in the bag stopped the round, but I’m still feeling it.”

“What are we going to do?” she asked.

“They’ve got us outnumbered,” Joel said. “Three to one, at least. Not bad odds, but not great either.”

Out in the clearing, he could hear Hugh talking to the other two, discussing how they wanted to handle the situation. He couldn’t hear the exact words, but knew they were in a tough spot, maybe one of the toughest he’d been in. His dumb ass had traveled to Afghanistan and back, gone toe to toe with the Taliban, and he was going to get his bell rung by a bunch of angry miners in the woods of Oklahoma.

Go figure.

“Three against two,” Helen said softly.

“What?” Joel asked, turning to look at her.

“You said three against one. It’s three against two.”

“You up for that? That woman—”

Helen’s face darkened.

“She was nice,” she whispered. “One of the only nice ones. She didn’t deserve to be shot.”

“In general, the people who get shot don’t deserve it,” Joel replied. “Just the way the world works.”

“Hugh deserves it,” Helen said without a hint of regret. “Hugh deserves to get shot and worse.”

Joel didn’t show any outward expression, but he felt the exact same way. That both impressed him and frightened him. He was proud of the kid for coming to that conclusion, but at the same time knew it was a loss of innocence, a different attitude for a different time.

Ultimately, that sort of attitude could save her life, even if it was uncomfortable to consider.

“You comfortable with the AR-31?” Joel asked, hooking a thumb backwards at the bolt action slung across his spine. “You didn’t get much trigger time on that one.”

“It’s not rocket science,” she replied, and Joel nodded agreement, leaning forward slightly so he could work the weapon free of its sling. He ejected the magazine and made sure to top it off with spare .308 rounds, then slammed it back home and offered up a few fresh ones, which Helen stuffed into her oversized pockets. The same ones that had contained knitting needles that had saved her life not ten minutes before.

“Ready?” Joel asked.

“Ready,” Helen confirmed.

Joel drew in a deep, long breath and prepared to move.

–––––––– 



Chapter 27

Rural Washington State

The truck idled, low and guttural, the vehicle parked at the far edge of the corn field. The door of the passenger’s side was open, and Jared stood on the running board looking out over the gently swaying stalks. Thick, wide, green leaves coated the ears, growing over six feet tall, a vast acreage of farmland. The man and woman had run into the field and vanished, and after a couple hours of searching they’d had no luck. So, Jared had directed them to drive to the edge of the field and to try and intercept them as they came out the opposite side. He just had to hope they wouldn’t double back and head toward the farm again.

Somehow, he didn’t think they would. Their main interest was getting as far away from them as possible. Good—that was just how he liked it.

“Keep your eyes open,” he growled to one of the men in the flatbed of the truck. He was kneeling close to the edge, holding a weapon in front of him and scanning the horizon, watching for any signs of moving corn. There were three men in the back of the truck along with the driver who was standing near the front of the vehicle, a rifle in hand, looking toward the south.

“Jared!” one of the men shouted, looking over at him. “We’ve got movement!”

Jared curled his fingers around the top of the opened door and hoisted himself up, looking in the direction that the man was pointing. Sure enough, he saw it. Corn jerked and swayed, moving in a generally straight line, heading toward the southeastern corner of the sprawling field.

“I see it!” he shouted. Turning back to the flatbed, he gestured toward the observant gunman.

“Phil and Gene, get outta the truck!” He twisted around to look back over the hood of the old-model pickup. “Zed, you go with ’em.” The driver nodded, racking the bolt on his rifle as the other two vaulted down from the rear of the vehicle. “Move south, intercept that moving corn! Hank and I will stay here, just in case they get past you!”

“On it,” Zed growled back, a sinister smile creasing his lips. The three men gathered into a group, cradling various weapons, and took off toward the south, running over the grass and heading to a point where the moving corn was headed. It was clearly a purposeful motion, a path of bending stalks leading in a direct line toward the corner where the cornfield ended and the long pasture began.

“I’ve got you now,” Jared sneered, moving back and sitting in the passenger seat, his rifle cradled over his lap. Behind him, the last man in the flatbed lowered into a bent-knee stance, leaning at the edge of the bed, his own crooked grin revealing cavity-ridden teeth.
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Laura pushed through the corn, moving as slowly and quietly as she could, but knowing that they were under the gun. It wouldn’t take long for the group to notice the movement of the cornstalks, and they had to make their move before that happened.

Crab-walking through the tall plants, she glanced through the leaves, looking out at the old, rusted pickup which was only a few yards away. The man in the flatbed was crouched down and looking toward the south, where corn was moving in a deliberate path.

Several yards away from where she stood.

She glanced over her shoulder and made eye contact with Jack, who held his M4 close to him, and he nodded stiffly, remembering what they’d discussed. It had to be quick and coordinated. They wouldn’t get a second chance.

Laura turned, then sprang forward, bursting free of the corn at a sprint, sacrificing stealth for speed. The man in the bed turned toward her, his eyes widening, but she’d already closed the distance, reaching up and grabbing the strap of his weapon which hung from his right shoulder. He started to pull back, but she was quicker, clasping both hands around it, then twisting and pulling, yanking him out of the bed of the truck, sending him toppling over the raised edge and driving him over her shoulder, slamming him skull first to the hard ground.

He hit at an awkward angle, his body stiffening, then crumpling into a motionless heap. Already Jack was in motion, running alongside and behind Laura, skimming along the edges of the corn field’s perimeter, bringing the rifle up.

“The hell was that?” Jared’s voice came from the passenger seat of the truck and Laura could see him starting to emerge. Jack was too quick. He came up alongside the cab of the truck, lifting the M4, then without hesitation he squeezed off two quick shots in semi-automatic mode, punching 5.56-millimeter rounds into Jared at point-blank range before the man could react.

The sharp cracks of the rifle resounded over the field of corn, echoes fading into the late afternoon sky as Jared jerked violently, then toppled forward, spilling onto the grass at Jack’s feet and lying still.

For a moment they both stood there, panting lightly, the adrenaline and fear pumping sweat and blood through and over their tensed muscles. Somewhere in the distance, they could hear shouting.

“Jared?” a voice rang out over the corn.

“Did you fire that gun?” a second voice called out.

Laura was already gesturing to Jack.

“Get in the truck!” she hissed, and he nodded, stepping over Jared’s corpse and sliding across the bench seat, pushing his backpack off as he went. Laura fell in behind him, taking her pack off and stuffing it between her knees and the dash as Jack twisted the key in the ignition, helpfully left in place by Zed.

There was a low, guttural grinding as the truck turned over, but it quickly caught and the engine gunned to life, the old model vehicle roaring into a low chortle of fuel and combustion.

Up ahead they could see three figures charging back toward them, sticking along the perimeter of the corn. No longer searching for the movement, they were heading back toward them at a swift clip.

“Gun it!” Laura shouted, leaning forward and pressing her palms on the dashboard as one of the men lifted his rifle—she thought it was Zed, the driver—and opened up. Three swift cracks thundered, and Laura ducked as one bullet careened off the metal roof, a second splintered the rearview mirror on her side, and a third drove a quarter-sized hole through the windshield, tiny cracks spiderwebbing from the point of impact.

Jack slammed the truck into gear and hammered the accelerator, sending the vehicle charging forward, thundering loudly over the uneven grass surface of the pasture. Corn whipped and slapped at the side of the truck as it hurled toward the approaching figures, who seemed somewhat lost as to what was happening.

The truck picked up speed, crashing over grass and knocking down a line of corn at the edge of the field as the three figures became larger and closer by the second. Zed finally seemed to realize what was happening and whirled away, plunging headlong into the tall stalks to his left as the other two men gaped at the truck, then looked at his retreating form, confused and frozen in place.

Jack chewed his lip, fingers tightening on the wheel, and the truck bore down on them. Too late, they realized what was happening and started to peel apart, to search for a way out, but they’d taken a few moments too long. The blunt grille of the vehicle plowed into both men, striking one in the hip flipping him backwards into the field of corn, legs kicking up and over,.

The other jumped, desperate to avoid a direct impact, but the left front corner of the truck struck his legs, sending him rolling over the hood, striking the windshield, then cartwheeling over the roof until he struck the grass to the left of the charging truck with a twisted, headlong crunch.

“There!” Laura shouted, pointing to an area at the edge of the cornfield where some of the stalks were still moving. “Brakes, now!”

Jack obliged, moving his foot from the gas to the brake and thrusting down hard, the tires grabbing grass and sliding, the rear of the vehicle starting to kick out slightly. The brakes and tires held and the truck halted, digging up small piles of dirt. Laura had her door open almost before the truck even stopped, dropping into a bent-kneed crouch, cupping her hands to her mouth.

“Bruiser!” she shouted. “Here, boy!”

The moving stalks of corn halted for a moment, then started again, closer to where she stood, the engine of the truck gently idling behind her. The German Shepard burst happily from the tall plants, bounding toward her and she lowered herself, giving him an aggressive embrace around the neck, squeezing him tight to her.

“Good boy, such a good boy!”

He pulled away so he could run his tongue up the side of her face, and she smiled, rubbing his head.

“In the truck, come on.” Standing, she ushered the dog toward the open door, and he leaped in, crossing the bench seat to try and get at Jack, who pulled away slightly, but rubbed generously behind the dog’s ears.

Laura was in the truck as they heard shouting behind them, and she could see Zed plunging back out of the corn field, shouldering his rifle and aiming at them.

“Move, move, move!” she instructed, slamming the passenger side door and Jack gunned the truck again, sending it forward as two shots rang out behind them. They didn’t even hear the impact of bullets as Zed became a tiny figure in the distance, the truck veering left and roaring over the grassy pasture toward whatever came their way next.

–––––––– 



Chapter 28

Old Mining Town

Somewhere in Oklahoma

Helen charged around the corner of the small, beat-up house and opened fire with the AR-31. Her first shot went out into the clearing, not aimed at anything in particular, then she racked the bolt and fired again, repeated a third time, then a fourth before throwing herself back around to take cover.

The ploy worked. As Joel drifted left, swiveling toward the open field ahead, he saw the muscular woman with the braid emerge from behind a structure, her own rifle raised. The RECCE-14 came up, supported by Joel’s free hand, and he cracked off three quick shots. The woman was at least a hundred yards away, and his first shot crashed into the structure to her left, punching a large, jagged hole in the wood. She whipped toward him and backpedaled, but not fast enough, the second round ripping through her left side just beneath the rib cage.

She cursed and spun left, the weapon spilling from her hands, then the third shot drove her hard between the shoulders and she went over onto her stomach, laying in the grass.

Joel threw himself back against the house as an arrow screamed by, slicing through the air, hurtling past him and swooshing through the trees. Another rifle shot barked from the other side of the house and he knew Helen was taking potshots at the man with the bow and arrow. She’d had very little practice with the rifle and he strongly doubted she could hit anyone at long range, but he gave her credit for trying.

So, he’d taken down the woman, and the gray-haired man with the bow was still out there taking shots at him.

But where was Hugh? He hadn’t seen him. He was likely taking cover somewhere, but he couldn’t tell where from that quick vantage point. His back pressed against the wooden wall of the small house, the front left corner of the building just ahead.

Dropping to a bent-kneed stance, he moved left again, turning to get an eye on wherever the gray-haired guy was. Another arrow belted at him, and he dove left, the shaft slashing past, a foot from his right temple, passing over and behind him. Somewhere in the trees he heard the muffled thwack of the projectile striking a trunk.

Resting on his left shoulder, Joel swung his rifle around, desperately trying to push past the continued pain in his chest and shoulder. The pumping adrenaline of the combat had momentarily dulled the pain, but the action of diving to the ground had jostled him enough to cause a fresh flare-up and tears clouded his eyes as he tried to direct weapons fire down range toward the gray-haired man.

He fired from his odd, semi-prone position and the other guy dipped right, moving away from cover so he could get a better view. Joel fired another barrage of single shots, trying to pen the guy in, but from his angle, he couldn’t get a bearing on the man.

He felt trapped out in the open, watching as the man righted himself, slowly pulling back the string of his compound bow, another arrow slipped into place. Joel’s mind raced, trying to tell his limbs to move, trying to roll one way or the other, but the intense cascade of pain kept him frozen. His body wouldn’t listen and he remained prone on the ground, his vision hazing over in a wash of agony.

For a moment, he thought he could actually see the wide, broad head of the arrow glinting in the reflection of the webs of lightning in the sky above, a faint glimmer, the shining light of the next life as he stared headlong into it.

A crack echoed from the other side of the house, the clear sound of the AR-31, and the gray-haired man shouted in surprise, pinwheeling backwards as the bow slipped from his slack fingers.

The sound finally kicked Joel’s mind into gear and he slowly and painfully crawled to his feet, lugging the rifle up, though it felt as if it weighed three hundred pounds. Gray-haired man was on his hands and knees, feeling around for the bow, and Joel was unsure as to whether or not Helen had actually hit him or had just startled him. He centered the barrel of the RECCE-14 on the scrambling figure of the man and pumped the trigger. Desperately he fired, once, twice, then a third, fourth, and fifth time, eventually emptying what remained of the thirty-round magazine at the man a hundred and fifty yards away, tightly grouping the shots on his slumped form. Joel had no idea which round hit its mark, but by the time his frenetic rate of fire was over, the trigger was clicking on empty and the man lay prone on his stomach, both arms outstretched, the lingering cloud of smoke from the weapon’s barrel drifting in front of Joel’s eyes.

That just left Hugh.

“Joel, we did it!”

“No—” Joel shouted, turning as Helen darted toward him, an expression of victory on her face. From somewhere, he wasn’t sure where, Hugh darted. Helen shrieked and started to pull away, but the man was upon her instantly, driving the butt of his weapon across his body, striking her in the temple with the end of his weapon handle. Her shriek cut off in her throat and she sprawled to the left, ramming hard against the wall of the house and slumping down to the grass at her feet.

“You son of a bitch!” Joel shouted, and aimed his rifle, though he knew the magazine was empty. Hugh knew it too and leaped toward him, snarling, his teeth bared in an animalistic sneer. Swatting the rifle aside, Hugh aimed for Joel’s wounded shoulder and drove the handle of his pistol into it, igniting a violent explosion of agony which ripped through the entirety of Joel’s right half.

The RECCE-14 tumbled to the ground and he went down to one knee, barely keeping himself upright, extending his left hand.

“This is your fault!” Hugh shouted and lashed out with a stiff left kick, driving the steel toe of his boot into Joel’s ribs, knocking him to the ground. “A bullet is too good for you. I’m going to beat you to death with my bare hands!” Hugh descended upon him, bringing the butt of the pistol crashing down. Joel lifted an arm and the weapon glanced off his forearm, scraping skin and bruising muscle. Twisting right, Joel threw a desperate left cross, which glanced off the other man’s jaw, but it was a light touch and Hugh barely noticed.

A knee pounded into Joel’s chest, then a fist collided with his left temple and he was back on the ground, hitting the hard surface with his injured shoulder, vision obscured by a crimson cloud of pain and rage. Hugh was on top of him again, swinging the pistol butt, and this time it hit home, ripping a ragged gash through the flesh of his forehead, pushing Joel up and back so he hit the ground again, fresh pain radiating through him.

Struggling to maintain consciousness, he threw his arms over his head, desperate to try and deflect the blows. Through a hazy sheet of pain, he saw Helen laying in the grass, motionless, a thin trickle of blood winding down from a wound on the side of her head.

Pain rippled into anger, which flared into fury, and he spun right, launching himself desperately at Hugh, flailing his fists. The sudden attack surprised the man, sending him stumbling back, but he quickly regained his balance and fired off a swift kick, pounding Joel in the chest with the heel of his boot.

He slammed down onto the ground, the pain in his spine and shoulders pinching his eyes closed as he fought to stay awake, knowing that not just his life but Helen’s depended on it. He pictured her face in his mind, tried to use it as a focal point, a point of reference that he could reach out and touch to keep himself grounded. Hugh pounded on him again and the image of Helen in his mind distorted like the static on a television set. He could feel himself slipping, sliding backwards into oblivion. Joel swung out a leg, striking Hugh in the thigh, but the man was well balanced and prepared, barely stumbling before lunging forward and striking him again with the butt of the pistol in his hand.

Joel twisted right, coughing up blood onto the flattened grass, his head swimming not just in water, but in a lake of dark tar, his vision barely there. Fingers grasped at him, finally tangling with his shirt, jerking him up and around and he blinked away some of the darkness, looking up into Hugh’s angry but victorious snarl, his face wild and crazed, his yellow teeth showing through chapped lips flecked with red. The man’s pupils were tiny and round in the brown pools of his irises, the whites webbed with thin red capillaries.

Something had snapped inside, perhaps the only thing keeping the man from descending into a pure animal rage. Joel’s muscles were weak and limp, his entire body unresponsive to his desperate mental commands. Hugh held him in an upright seated position with his left hand tangled up in his collar, as his right hand brought the pistol up. This time the barrel faced him instead of the butt.

“Time to end this farce,” Hugh growled. “I’m going to put you in the damn ground.”

For that moment, Joel believed every word that Hugh said. He was powerless to stop it. It was inevitable.

The barrel of the pistol looked like a wide, dark mouth, a cavernous opening prying its lips apart, preparing to swallow him whole. To pull him, powerless, into the abyss. All he could do was wait for it to happen.

Part of him wanted to close his eyes, to block him from the oncoming event, to prepare his mind for the darkness that was soon to come, but he forced them open, forced himself to look into the eyes of his killer, into the face of the man who would end his life, so he could know just what he had done.

Hugh showed no signs of regret. In fact, he almost seemed to be enjoying the feeling of holding Joel’s life in his hands, his cracked and bloodied lips forming a soft, satisfied smile as he glowered down at him, the pistol pointed at his head.

“If you’re going to do it, just do it,” Joel growled through clenched teeth. “Get it over with!”

Hugh’s finger moved from the trigger guard to the trigger and Joel tensed. There was the clapping thunder of a pistol shot—
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— but it was from a distance, and Hugh whipped around to his right, his fingers releasing the collar of Joel’s shirt as his eyes widened, glaring at a spot far away.

Joel landed on his shoulder, twisting to see what Hugh was looking at.

A hundred yards away, the woman stood, somewhat slumped, but upright. What was her name? Sadie? She had a hand clasped to her stomach and it was stained with a fresh coat of dull red blood, but she held a pistol in her hand, her arm outstretched, the weapon pointed at Hugh, who now glared back at her.

“Sadie?” he asked, his face twisting into a questioning grimace. “Why?”

“I should...be asking you,” she breathed, her voice low and haggard. She hadn’t hit Hugh with the shot, that much was clear, but she sure as hell had gotten his attention. Joel writhed around on the ground, searching for an escape, desperate to take advantage of the distraction.

“Sadie, I never meant—I didn’t mean to shoot you,” Hugh said.

“Does intent really matter?” Sadie asked, voice straining to form the words. “You did it. That’s...that’s all that counts.”

“Just put the gun down,” Hugh said in a hoarse whisper. “Don’t do anything stupid.”

“Whatever I do...it won’t be as stupid as staying with you.”

“Don’t say that.”

“I am saying it!” she burst out. “I should have said it years ago!”

“Put the damn gun down!” Hugh shouted, his arm outstretched. Joel crawled along the ground, but he felt weak. Tired. He couldn’t focus. One arm stretched out, trying to pull him to his feet, the other arm remaining trapped beneath him.

“What are you going to do?” Sadie asked. “Shoot me again?” She coughed and gasped as she spoke, and her legs shook slightly. For a moment Joel thought she might collapse back to the ground again, but somehow, she willed herself to stay standing. Joel bent his knee tight to his chest, trying to get in a position to crawl to his feet.

“I don’t want to,” Hugh replied. “But if you force my—”

Sadie fired her pistol and Hugh fired his. Her shot screamed wide left, slamming into the house next to them, blasting open a rust-colored cloud of red wood and splinters.

Hugh’s shot did not miss. Sadie stumbled backwards, grabbing at her chest, the pistol dropping to the ground. Her knees buckled and she cast one last hurt, hate-filled glower at her husband—her killer—and dropped to the ground in a heap.

Without a moment’s hesitation, Hugh spun back toward Joel, the pistol coming around, his face twisted into an angrier, more animalistic scowl, if that was even possible.

“Your fault!” he screamed, the tendons in his neck bulging, his face a shade of crimson. His eyes were wide and almost distended, and the barrel of the pistol fluttered lightly in his grip.

Joel could tell he was done relishing the moment. He was finished watching him suffer. Death was coming, and it was coming now.

But not for him.

Joel tapped into his one last reservoir of strength and lunged up at the crazed man, his fingers coiled around the knuckled grip of his trench knife, which he’d slipped from the sheath at his calf. Hugh fired the pistol and it went wide and high as he stepped back, the bullets searing past Joel’s left ear and thumping harmlessly into the dirt behind him. Joel’s arm swept out in a horizontal arc, the blade of the trench knife burying itself underneath Hugh’s arm pit, wedging deep and tight, a gout of blood shooting from the wound.

He gasped and choked, trying to adjust his aim, and Joel pressed his palm to his outstretched arm, shoving it away. Ripping the blade of the knife free, he repositioned it slightly and swept again, this time the sharpened edge of his squad souvenir ripping into the meaty flesh of his left pectoral, another jet of blood welling out over Joel’s clenched fist.

Hugh went over sideways, his fingers releasing the pistol and Joel fell down on top of him, yanking the blade free again, then spun it around into a downward position, stabbing at the man’s chest. He plunged the blade in, then tore it free and plunged it in again, ramming at him, ripping his flesh open, tearing his muscles, ravaging the man who had held him at death’s door not two minutes earlier.

The sheer red curtain of semi-consciousness remained, only now it was a curtain of hate-fueled rage as Joel stabbed and stabbed again, blood pooling and spattering as he forced Hugh down to the ground, holding him there with his palm as he lifted the blade again for one more strike, this time glaring at his face, wanting to rip and tear, to claw out the man’s eyes, to remove any semblance of humanity from him.

A hand touched his shoulder and he froze.

“J—Joel?” a quiet voice spoke.

His arm locked in its upright position and he breathed heavily, his chest heaving with the sharp intakes of gasping breath. He struggled to regulate his breathing and his heart rate, to steady his nerves and calm the raging beast inside.

Helen stood above him, her hand on his shoulder, her face white and frightened, the thin trickle of dark blood still caked to her smooth, pale cheek.

“Joel?”

He gasped a few aggressive exhalations, his wide eyes slowly easing narrower, the pulsing beat of rage in his skull subsiding.

“You’re okay,” he said in a quiet whisper.

“Head hurts,” she replied. “But okay.”

Joel swallowed hard and lowered his arm, tucking his chin to his chest and closing his eyes so he wouldn’t have to look at what he’d done to the man on the ground. He had no doubt Hugh was a torn and ragged mess. Joel’s arm was covered in gore, with blood smeared and streaked over his shirt and even across his left cheek. Red flecks appeared in his vision, and he suspected they weren’t the remnants of the curtain of rage, but actual specks of blood.

He wiped a hand across his face and swiped his knife across his pants, transferring the dark liquid from the blade to the cloth. Out of nowhere, he hoped that this town had fresh clothes in its stockpile. The thought of walking around with clothes stained with Hugh’s blood made his stomach churn.

“Get up, Joel,” Helen said, moving to his right, and taking his arm, sliding it over her shoulders, so she could help him stand. He struggled to his feet with her help, his lungs winded and his head swimming, the pain still radiating from the arrow inside of him.

“Sorry,” he said in a low voice. “Sorry you had to see that.”

“Shh,” Helen said, holding a hand to his back to make sure he was steady, then striding forward. Joel worked to keep up with her and managed it as she walked to where Sadie lay in the grass, sprawled out. Helen helped roll her over, dropping to her knees next to the woman.

To Joel’s surprise, Sadie’s eyes pried open, her pale face spattered with drying blood and caked on dirt.

“You—you’re all right,” she said quietly, the relief evident in her face and her voice.

“Thanks to you,” Helen whispered back. She extended her hand and Sadie wrapped both of hers around it. “You gave me those knitting needles. And you stood up to Hugh. Thank you.”

Sadie nodded and smiled gently, a show of true warmth for the girl. Joel looked at the expression with a sort of strange jealousy, part of him wishing he could feel emotion like that again. He hadn’t felt it in a long while, not since his wife and daughter had died, and looking at the way Sadie looked at Helen, he realized how much he missed that emotional connection.

“Stay safe, sweetheart. Okay?” Sadie said, struggling to put the words together.

“I will,” Helen replied.

Sadie clasped her hands tighter around Helen’s slender fingers, her brow furrowing as her eyes searched for something neither of them could see. She opened her mouth slightly, lips parting as if she had some eternal wisdom to share.

But the words never came. There was one more wet gasp of breath, and then no more. Helen lowered her head and gently cried, leaving Joel standing above her, not knowing what to say or do.

A figure emerged in the distance, walking slowly over the grass and Joel tensed, glaring at the approaching man, his hand searching for a weapon, but finding none.

“Please!” the figure shouted, holding up both hands. “I don’t want any trouble!”

“Who are you?” Joel growled, glancing down and seeing that Helen barely even noticed the man was coming. “Speak!”

“My name’s Steve,” the man replied. “I’m an engineer—I worked for the village, but I’m not a soldier, okay? I’m just the guy who fixes things.”

“Give me one reason not to strangle you with my bare hands,” Joel hissed as he walked closer.

Steve looked nervous, eyes darting, but eventually he thrust a thumb back over his shoulder toward an old house at the western edge of the old mining village. The building itself looked just as old as all the others, but there was a modern-looking antenna built upon the roof, a sight that immediately caught Joel’s attention.

“I’m the communications guy. We’ve got a radio in that building over there, and I think I can help you connect to the outside world.”

Joel’s fingers flexed, but relaxed, his muscles loosening.

Maybe, just maybe, this guy might be useful after all. 





Chapter 29

The Stronghold

Chicago, Illinois

In Chicago things had moved past dusk and gone headlong into evening, the wide, dark canvas of sky poked through by the faint scattering of stars. It was dark and cloud-filled tonight and for a brief moment, Jessie Perez forgot about the lightning. Momentary throbs of backlight illuminated the sparse clouds, and every few moments, a patchwork of lightning crossed the twilight sky.

Things looked almost normal.

They didn’t smell normal, though. During her time as a helicopter pilot in Afghanistan, Jessie had gotten a firsthand look at the ravages of war, and the moments after a battle didn’t just have a unique look and feel, they had a unique smell. A sensation that went beyond the visual carnage and destruction.

Once she’d gotten discharged, one of the things she had looked forward to was never smelling that smell again—the lingering aroma of gun smoke, spent fuel, and spilled blood.

But now she smelled that bouquet every day. She was surrounded by them. It wasn’t just an Afghan village that had been decimated by war, it was the entire city of Chicago. For all she knew, it was the entire country.

Even buried in darkness with only the stars and occasional bolts of lightning, she could tell they had crossed the line into Armageddon.

It was easy to forget how bad most of the world had it. As one of the members of Tristan’s veterans group, she’d been fortunate enough to get invited to the Stronghold and had eagerly agreed to be a part of their security team. It was an easy trade to make. She had no immediate family nearby and no way to make it to her extended one. Chicago was her home for the foreseeable future, like it or not, so agreeing to a roof over her head in exchange for occasional patrols made perfect sense.

She wasn’t normally on sentry duty, especially not at night, but they’d sent four of their critical members off to Lake Michigan for some sort of survey. Of what, she wasn’t sure, but they’d asked her to fill in, and she’d agreed. What else was she supposed to say? If she wasn’t doing this, she’d just be holed up in her room, or maybe playing a game of five-card stud with some of the others. At least here she felt like she was playing a role. Doing some small part to keep the Stronghold safe. Serving a purpose instead of aimlessly floating through life.

That had been her biggest challenge after discharge. Sure, she’d seen plenty of bad stuff during her time overseas, but the hardest thing about returning home was the sudden lack of routine. The feeling that she no longer had a reason for being. Things almost felt too—free. These challenges had led her to drowning her sorrows in alcohol and recreational drugs, and it had been Eric, Tristan, and the others who had helped pull her free.

Eric had even gotten her connected with a sponsor from Alcoholics Anonymous who had literally changed her life.

But more and more she felt herself being pulled inexorably back towards the bottle. She hadn’t had a drink yet, she was still nine months sober, but every day felt like a steeper and steeper hill to climb. The state of the world didn’t help things at all.

She turned and looked at the building behind her. It was the tallest structure in the compound, and the one where all the business happened. Shawna and Tristan both had rooms on one of the upper floors and the planning room was inside as well. She was the only sentry on the building tonight due to the allocation of four members of the team to the surveillance operation.

That didn’t make her particularly nervous; she had a rifle slung over one shoulder, and by all accounts the streets in this neighborhood were relatively quiet and peaceful after dark. There was the occasional military or National Guard patrol, and she had direction on where to retreat to so she wasn’t on the street when they passed. Everything had been set up, she just had to be a warm body with eyes to make sure everything remained locked down and secure.

So far, so good. The streets were relatively quiet, just as quiet as had been reported previously, which was exactly what Jessie had been hoping. Glancing up and down the quiet streets, she reached down to a pocket on the thigh of her cargo pants, using two fingers to fish around inside. Slowly, she peeled out a cigarette. Dialing back her vices of alcohol and occasional drug use, she’d had to replace them with nicotine. Since the events in Chicago almost two weeks ago, her supply of cigarettes had dwindled to almost nothing, but tonight she felt a particular craving.

She sighed, wrapping her lips around the filter of the Camel and reached into her chest pocket, pulling out a book of matches she always carried with her, just in case. She snapped a match alight and let the flame touch the end of the cigarette, breathing in, her eyes closed, thoroughly enjoying the swift rush of smoke and the pleasant fog it left in her brain.

Slowly, she drew in a deep, appreciative breath, then blew a puff of gray vapor out into the dimly lit street. It tasted wonderful.

“Excuse me?” a voice asked, quiet and inquisitive from out of the darkness.

Her heart hammered as she turned, wondering how this person, whoever it was, had snuck up on her. Certainly, she would have noticed someone walking down the street?

“You have a light?” the shadowed figure asked, and Jessie started moving her hand to her rifle.

The figure was faster. He lunged forward, his arm pistoning, and she felt a quick, burning flash of pain in her stomach. Choking, she stepped back, clutching at the source of the pain, pulling her hands back, seeing them coated with a thin glisten of copper. She looked up at the man with a questioning glare, but he lunged forward again. This time the knife he was holding slashed sideways, ripping through the soft flesh of her throat. A sudden gout of something burst free, her shirt grew suddenly soaked, and then darkness consumed Jessie Perez, dragging her silently into oblivion.
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Chad Zabroski knelt down over the fallen form of Jessie Perez, placing a pair of fingers against the slick wetness of her throat. He needn’t have bothered. His cut had struck her jugular, that much was clear, and she’d bled out within seconds. Probably didn’t even feel it.

Working quickly, he turned her over, grabbed her under the armpits and dragged her into the shadows where the tall building met the chain-link fence, piling her into a heap next to a pair of trash cans set on the sidewalk. Removing the slung weapon from her shoulder, he also fished out her backup weapon—a Ruger American nine-millimeter semi-automatic pistol with a seventeen-round magazine and room for one in the chamber. Chad smiled as he looked at the weapon, sleek and smooth with a ridged barrel, and he checked the mag, then tucked it into his belt at the small of his back.

Her primary weapon hadn’t been a bolt-action rifle as he’d suspected—it was actually a Remington 870 pump-action shotgun. Even better.

Retrieving all of the spare ammunition he could find, Chad pulled away from where he left what remained of Jessie Perez, her addictions no longer her chief concern. He moved to the short stairwell leading up to the front door, taking them two steps at a time. The front door was locked, but he fished a bronze key from his pocket, given to him by Bruce before the night’s planned surveillance operation. Chad recognized the key; at one point in his life, he’d had several himself, but when he’d been arrested, all of his belongings had been stored away somewhere in police lock up where he’d never see them again.

Sliding the key into the lock, he twisted the bolt open and eased his way inside, slowly shutting the door and locking it behind him. Looking back and forth, he smiled softly, instantly recognizing the hallway and remembering clearly every square inch of the building. He wondered if Shawna was still staying in their old apartment on the top floor, and suspected that she was. It seemed like something that ungrateful bitch would do.

It would be the last mistake she ever made.

Walking carefully, Chad progressed down the narrow, dimly lit hallway, his boots making quiet thumps on the wooden floor, the apartment building cloaked in a veil of complete silence. Besides the sentry outside, this entire building could have passed for abandoned, though he couldn’t help but notice some voices murmuring behind closed doors as he passed.

Within moments he reached the stairwell door and he swung it quietly open, slipping into the darkness beyond, the stairwell completely black around him. Chad didn’t have a flashlight, but he didn’t need one. He knew this apartment building cold, and could certainly navigate the stairwell without an overhead light showing him the way.

Rounding the platform, he made his way up to the next floor, his finger tightening around the handle of the Remington shotgun, his free hand touching the ridged pump with firm fingers. The scenarios went through his mind like an old-school film projector as he walked. Would he shoot Shawna with the shotgun? The pistol? Blow out her knees and cripple her first, then execute her slowly with his knife? The possibilities were endless, and he felt his mouth watering as he went up the final flight, staring at the door up ahead.

He continued taking the steps two at a time, feeling a certain eagerness embrace him, a strong anticipation of seeing the look on his girlfriend’s face when he showed up at her door. Smiling broadly, he touched the doorknob and gently twisted it, easing it open and sliding up into the top floor corridor.

“Who the hell are you?”

The voice came like a shot, and Chad almost jumped in surprise, turning to look at a younger man who stood against the far wall, a pistol holstered at his hip. Another sentry?

Suddenly he was reaching for the weapon, his arm crossing his body, fingers grasping toward the handle of the weapon. Chad already had his in hand. He swung the barrel of the Remington around, silently cursing his luck, lamenting the loss of surprise, but knowing what had to be done. His finger pulled the trigger, both hands holding the Remington as level and firmly as possible. It roared in the tight confines of the hallway, a nearly deafening bellow of rage, smoke, and sparks bursting forth from the thick barrel.

The sentry jerked and lurched backwards, leaving his feet, the shotgun blast taking him high in the chest and throwing him hard against the wall. He struck with an awkward twist, cracking the plaster, then tumbled left, sprawling to the floor, blood spattering around him.

Immediately Chad spun, knowing the sound would alert others, and sprinted down the hall towards the apartment that he and Shawna had shared for so long. He jacked the pump back in the shotgun, ejecting the shell, then reached into his pocket to grab another. A door flung open ahead of him, swinging swiftly to block his path, a figure moving behind it.

The shotgun wasn’t loaded yet, so Chad lurched forward, lifting his knee, then kicked out, slamming the door hard and forcing it closed, pinning the person exiting between the door and the frame with a hard, bone-jarring slam. The thin, middle-aged man crashed back against the wall, grunting as the door crashed into him, then swung open again, sending him, sprawling to the wood, a hand pressed to his chest.

“What the hell is going on?” a voice cried, and Chad recognized it immediately, thrusting a shell into the weapon and cranking back the pump, loading it into the chamber. It was her. It was Shawna. She was coming.

The door to their old apartment opened and he saw her fingers curling around the edge as she made her way into the hallway. His heart was hammering so fast, he thought it might burst from his chest, sweat pooling at the base of his neck, a cool shine of it creasing his broad forehead. She was there. So close he could taste it. 

She came around the edge of the door and her eyes grew wide as she saw him charging at her. His shotgun was already raised, his finger moving to the trigger and she was momentarily frozen in place, seemingly hypnotized by what she saw, not believing it was actually him, that it was actually happening.

But then she snapped to and whipped herself back behind the door as the shotgun exploded, ejecting another concussive blast of twelve gauge. The door splintered and broke apart as she disappeared back into the apartment, a ragged hole punched at the left edge of the wood, spraying fragments in a wide spiral. He could hear her feet pounding deeper into the apartment as he rounded the door, immediately firing again, almost blindly. Catching a brief flash of motion, the Remington barked, barrel jerking in his grasp and he saw the running figure stumble, shout, then topple forward, lurching into the bedroom.

“Don’t fight it, Shawna!” Chad shouted as he made his way into the apartment, currently lit by a number of candles set up throughout the small living area. “You knew it was gonna happen. Just a matter of time!”

“I thought you were in prison!” the voice came back from the bedroom, somewhat strained, but strong.

“Ain’t no cell that can keep me in,” Chad laughed. He was no longer running, but walking. Stalking, more like it. He’d seen her stumble and fall—at least some of the buckshot had hit her, that much was true. Not seriously, not by the nature of her terse response, but she would be hurt and easy pickings for him.

As he strode forward, he could see her legs extending from the doorway as she started to crawl away, moving deeper into the bedroom, and he picked up his pace slightly, though still kept it to a walk.

“No place to run,” he said, coming up on her. She was lying half in and half out of the bedroom, sprawled on her left side, her face twisted in pain. Small blood drops were fanned out around her, and he could see some torn holes in the fabric of her black T-shirt, discolored by the blood coming from what appeared to be mostly minor injuries.

“Why are you doing this, Chad?” she asked. “You got out. You were free.”

“I wasn’t free,” he said. “Not as long as I knew that you were still alive. That the girl who put me behind bars was still out walkin’ the streets as if it was okay.”

“I didn’t want to do it,” she struggled to reply. “They gave me no choice.”

“There’s always a choice,” Chad said, the shotgun leveled at Shawna’s face. “There is always a choice and you made yours. Too late to take it back now.”

Shawna shook her head.

“I don’t take it back,” she said. “You killed that kid in cold blood, Chad. That wasn’t the man I fell in love with. I don’t even know who the hell you are any more.”

“And you ain’t never gonna find out neither,” he growled. “We could have had something. Could have ruled this neighborhood together. Instead your sorry ass is hooking up with some skinny former Marine and I gotta do this the hard way.”

He pressed the stock into his shoulder.

“Ain’t no such thing as a former Marine.”

The voice came from behind him and Chad turned slightly.

“I am and always will be,” Tristan said, holding a pistol with two hands, standing in the entryway of the apartment. “Semper fi, you son of a bitch.” He fired the pistol, one swift shot of the old-school Beretta nine millimeter he carried everywhere.

Chad lunged and turned, the bullet punching a hole into the wall just behind him.

“Last mistake you’ll ever make!” he snarled, bringing up the shotgun. 

A foot struck his shin and he stumbled as Shawna kicked out at him, knocking him off balance, the shotgun firing and ripping a jagged chunk from the wooden floor. She was on her feet in an instant as Tristan adjusted his aim, but suddenly Shawna and Chad were entangled, and he didn’t have a clear shot. She lunged, shoving the off-balance man backwards, smashing his spine into the exposed radiator on the far wall. He twisted and grunted in rage, the shotgun falling. Without hesitation, Shawna brought her fist back and slammed it forward, crunching the bridge of Chad’s nose.

He barely felt it and barely reacted, taking a single step backwards, bracing himself in a fighter’s stance. Shawna swung again, but Chad blocked it and swung his own right cross, hitting her in the ribs, sending her gasping and doubling over. Chad converged on her, grappling with her and lifting her as Tristan tried to track him with the pistol. Lunging forward and releasing Shawna, he sent her stumbling across the room until she collided roughly with Tristan, sending them both crashing to the floor as Tristan’s pistol skidded over the wooden slats on the floor.

“You’re a dead woman, Shawna,” Chad said, “you just don’t know it yet.” 

Tristan made his way to his feet, trying to help Shawna, but Chad charged forward and slammed out a booted foot, hitting Tristan and knocking him away, sending him rolling across the floor, arms flailing. Shawna whipped her leg around, clipping Chad behind the knees, once again throwing him off balance.

He dropped to a knee, then lunged at her, reaching for her throat, clawing at the collar of her shirt. She lifted her knee then thrust out with a heel, driving her boot into his chin, snapping his head back. She twisted and scrambled away, feeling him grab at her shirt and pants, trying to claw her into stopping.

“You’re going to regret that!” he shouted. “I’m gonna choke the life out of you!” He clambered upright and loomed over her, fingers curled into claws, preparing to descend upon her, to rip at her flesh and squeeze the life from her lungs. He smiled at the thought, eyes widening, focused on her exposed, vulnerable neck. Lurching forward, he brought his hands together, straight at her neck, ready to wrap and clench, to cut off her air and watch her squirm as she blew the last, desperate gasps of life from her lungs.

Shawna swung over, rolling left to right, over on her back.

She had the Remington 870 in her hands. Chad slowed, his mouth shifting from a crooked smile into a flat, thin line.

“Go to hell,” Shawna hissed. “Go straight to hell.”

The shotgun roared loud, smoke and fire blotting out the world, and Chad fell into the dark pit of death, icy fingers clawing at his chest.

–––––––– 



Chapter 30

Atlas Orbital Technologies Regional Headquarters

Chicago, Illinois

Sleep had done her few favors and Selanda Lopez remained exhausted, both physically and mentally. Her food was more or less gone, and she knew that at some point soon she’d have to venture out into the city. A city currently consumed by fire and smoke, a city currently on the narrow edge of Armageddon.

She wasn’t afraid, necessarily. She’d grown up in a small South American village ravaged by war and had faced the wrong end of oppressive government enforcers more times than she cared to admit. There was very little happening in the streets of Chicago that could intimidate her.

Still, in spite of all of that, she felt intimidated. Not by the potential violence, but by the admission that she might need help. The acknowledgement that this wasn’t a problem she could solve on her own and that she’d need to put a hand out and accept something she felt she hadn’t earned. For much of her life, Selanda had struggled, picking herself up and moving herself forward, starting from ground zero and building not just a life for herself, but a monumentally successful one.

Asking for help felt like a step backwards. She wasn’t going to do it until she had to.

But the day would come when she had to. Maybe not today. Maybe not tomorrow. But soon.

Her stomach churned and growled, and she pressed a hand to it, hoping to settle its cravings. Later today she’d have to venture out, not to look for help, but to look and see if she could find food anywhere nearby. She imagined that most of the local places had already been looted and ransacked, but she’d go out and check anyway. No stone left unturned.

Speaking of stones being unturned—she stepped away from the window and walked back to her desk where an old copy of Time magazine rested, a sliver of paper tucked between the pages. She’d found it among the pile of articles she’d curated over the years, the ones itemized, tagged, and placed in long-term storage.

Just as the Wall Street Journal article had, the magazine covered the rise of Atlas Orbital Technologies and the ripple effect of its progressive female CEO.

It was an article she was relentlessly proud of, a factual and well-thought-out editorial about the company’s place—and, in turn, her place—in history.

But as always with such things, they couldn’t sing her praises without thinly veiled comparisons to Edmond Gossett and Eagle Atmospheric. Sometimes she wondered if every single media company in history was contractually obligated to mention him every time they mentioned her. It was obnoxious to say the least.

This article had been different.

She opened up the magazine, flipping to the pages she’d marked with the slip of torn paper, her eyes skimming down past the write-up on her and drifting toward the specific paragraph about Gossett.

Conflict of Interest Probe Haunts Eagle Atmospheric

The headline made her smile slightly, even now, a year after originally reading it. She traced her fingers over the text of the article. The intent was pretty clear.

While Atlas Orbital Technologies had been busy advancing their product through research and development, Eagle Atmospheric had attempted to take some shortcuts to the top, establishing several questionable relationships among the politically elite. Where the Wall Street Journal posted a pretty picture about Gossett’s relationship with Secretary of Defense Willoughby, the Time magazine piece was more abrasive and accusatory.

An inside source with knowledge of the situation had informed Time magazine that a series of Senate inquiries revealed many different contracts that had somehow landed in Eagle Atmospheric’s lap as a result of relationships built through funded vacations, Caribbean cruises, and other quid pro quo. According to Time, investigations were going to start immediately as to whether or not Edmond Gossett had paid off regulatory inspectors or earned lucrative government contracts based on bribery or false promises.

It painted a very clear picture about the man in charge of Eagle Atmospheric and about the government officials who enabled his behavior.

The more Selanda read about the connections here, the more things felt...off about the disaster that befell Atlas-One.

Something smelled funny. Not just funny, but downright rotten. Certainly, there had to be some way for her to get to the bottom of this. If American society and if the human race themselves ever came to the other side of this crossroads, history would paint Atlas-One as the villain of the story, and that just would not do.

She folded the magazine back together and flopped it onto the desk, crossing her arms, and glaring through the darkened window to the city beyond. Normally she’d see clusters of lights throughout the high rises and the vast, iconic skyline of the city she loved.

As it had been for two weeks, all she saw were different layers of darkness, an endless torrent of shadows as dark as her outlook on the future of humanity.
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Washington, DC

“I need more, Corvan,” Pike said, his voice coming out as a narrow hiss through clamped teeth. “Dammit, I need more.”

“I can’t give you more,” Corvan replied.

The two men stood in a small office within the brick structure that Pike had been transported to the evening before, after the ambush that had almost taken his life. Ever since waking from a fitful sleep, Pike had been on a rampage, interrogating the Secret Service personnel, trying to find out exactly what the hell was going on. None of them had answers, and the moment Corvan returned, Pike had descended upon him.

“This wasn’t a normal mob uprising, I’m telling you,” Pike said. “They were military trained. Carried military gear. This was, at the least, funded by some government somewhere, and I hope to God it wasn’t ours.”

Corvan glanced around the room, though it was small and clearly empty save for the two of them.

“Watch what you say, Pike,” he whispered. “You’re treading on dangerously thin ice here.”

“I don’t care,” Pike replied. “If we’ve got foreign agents and death squads on the streets of Washington, the public deserves to know.”

“We don’t have foreign agents or death squads on the streets of Washington, Cameron. Calm down.”

Pike turned to look at the new voice, his eyes widening as he saw Drydan Willoughby walk through the door. The three Secret Service agents walking with him peeled back and away, the door closing softly between the guards and the men inside, once again sequestering them from inquisitive ears.

“Secretary?” Pike asked. He looked at Corvan, then back at Willoughby. “What is this about?”

“It’s about the truth,” Willoughby replied, folding his hands in front of him.

“And what truth would that be?” Pike asked.

“The truth about this new world and the drastic steps we need to take to ensure we keep its origin a secret.” 

Pike looked long and hard at the man speaking.

“Can we trust you with this?” the secretary of defense asked. “I need to know.”

“Of course you can,” Pike replied. “I’ve held your secrets for many years, Mr. Secretary. One more isn’t going to break that trust.”

“Let’s all hope that’s true,” Willoughby replied. “I would hate to lose you as an ally. Or an asset.”

“You can trust me.”

Willoughby nodded, then looked toward Corvan. Corvan gestured to his left. Inside the small office space was a circular table and four swivel chairs. Each man moved to a chair and oriented themselves around the circular table. A single battery-powered lantern sat on a shelf, casting a pale light throughout the windowless room, giving it a strange, shadowed atmosphere. The kind of spookiness that Pike always found ridiculous in those spy movies and secret agent television shows. Not remotely like real life.

Or it hadn’t been. Until now.

Willoughby intertwined his fingers on the table and looked over his steepled hands, meeting Pike’s eyes.

“That wasn’t a foreign death squad you ran into last night,” Corvan said. Pike’s eyes drifted toward his. “They were mercenaries. They were...our mercenaries.”

“What?” Pike asked, his throat feeling suddenly dry. “What the hell do you mean by that?”

“Exactly what I said,” Corvan replied. “We paid those men and equipped them to ambush the caravan for the express purpose of assassinating the oversight committee.”

“No,” Pike replied, shaking his head. He felt lightheaded, like he was inside a blender with the entire world sweeping around him in a cyclonic whirl. “Impossible.”

“Very possible, Cameron,” Willoughby said. “It’s what happened.”

“I don’t understand,” Pike said absently. “Why?”

“You said it yourself,” Corvan replied. “They were interrogating you. Getting in the way of progress. Hindering our every move by watching over our shoulders and second-guessing every decision. We couldn’t do our jobs, and it’s never been more critical that we be allowed to proceed.”

Pike opened his mouth to speak, at first, he was sure, to protest, to proclaim the absurdity of the whole thing. The criminality of it. The repugnance.

But before he could utter a single word, a strange sensation fell upon him. A sense of pervasive and soothing calm. The more the idea bounced around inside his head, the less he felt appalled and the more he felt...relieved.

The truth of the matter was that the oversight committee had been making things miserable for him. Constant scrutiny, endless, useless meetings, under the microscope for all of the wrong reasons.

Life could very well get a lot more interesting without the committee in the mix. His lips curled into a broad, satisfied smile. Willoughby and Corvan noticed the shift in expressions and they each gave their own version of the same look.

“I thought you might see it our way,” Willoughby said.

“Indeed,” Pike replied. “Indeed, I do.”

Willoughby leaned forward slightly in his chair, resting his arms on his thighs.

“I just got back from visiting the president a short while ago. He believes, as we all hoped he would, that a crazed mob ambushed the committee and slaughtered them all, brutally on the streets of Washington, leaving their bloodied and broken corpses for the crows. This is what we want him to believe.”

Pike nodded.

“The reason for that is twofold,” Willoughby continued. “First and foremost, it gets the committee off our back with none of the attention on us.”

“Agreed,” Pike replied. “What’s the second reason?”

“It gives us leverage,” Willoughby said. “A reason to ramp up our military and law enforcement presence. To hammer home what martial law truly means. Put our foot on the throat of these unruly mobs and beat them back in line.”

Pike felt as though he didn’t fully understand.

“If America is going to rise from the ashes,” Willoughby continued, “we need determination. Structure. We can’t put those pieces in place if we let the public run wild. We’re going to have to be tough up front. To lay down the law. But a little heavy hand upfront will save a lot of work later.”

“Good point,” Pike agreed.

“Plus, we’re going to need to find Ms. Park, and the more we can button things down, the more she’ll stand out. The more eyes we’ll have in the population.”

“Understood,” Pike replied, leaning forward himself, putting his elbows on the table. “Now, since we’re being so open, can either of you shine any further light on this situation?”

“What do you mean, Cameron?” Willoughby asked, straightening in the chair.

“I mean, you seem certain that we’re going to ‘come out the other side’. That tells me that you have some insight as to what’s going on here. What might have caused this.”

Corvan and Willoughby glanced at each other and for a moment, Pike felt like the only one in the room who didn’t get the joke.

After a few moments, Willoughby shrugged.

“We’re not entirely sure. But we have some leads we’re working through. Rest assured, once we know, you’ll know.”

Corvan smiled, leaning back slightly in his chair, seemingly happy that everything was finally out in the open. Pike looked at the two men, narrowing his eyes for a moment. He felt relieved, and comfortable with this course of action, but Corvan and Willoughby had shared a look, a very clear and distinct look. A sort of private “we know something you don’t know” glance that made him inherently uneasy.

There was something else going on here. Something that the secretary of defense and his mysterious assistant both knew and weren’t telling. At the end of the day, he supposed it didn’t matter. At least not yet.

Eventually it would, though, and eventually he’d get to the truth, one way or the other.

–––––––– 



Chapter 31

Old Mining Town

Somewhere in Oklahoma

“I—I don’t think I can do this,” Helen said, her voice soft and strangled, speaking with her lips clamped shut as if she might vomit if she opened them too widely.

“No choice,” Joel said. “Believe me, I wish there was.” 

Joel was kneeling on the floor of the meeting hall of the old mining village, leaning forward slightly, resting his arms on the table before him. A few candles lit the open room, the light gently flickering along the walls, shadows stretching from the dim corners. Joel’s shirt was off and he’d removed the makeshift bandage around his injury.

Helen stood behind him, level with the rear of his right shoulder blade, looking down at the hunched man. On the table was the portable medical kit they’d brought with them, and from the medical kit a secondary suture kit had been removed and opened, laying out the various tools of the trade in neat, even rows.

“If I could do it myself, I would,” Joel said, his voice a pained hiss.

“I don’t like this,” Helen said, closing her eyes.

“Not my favorite activity either, kid. Gotta be done. I can’t walk around with a part of an arrow wedged inside me. It’ll get infected.”

“I know,” Helen replied. She held a gleaming silver scalpel in her hand, and it quivered slightly in her firm grasp, her hand trembling slightly. She looked at the back of Joel’s shoulder where she had drawn a rudimentary dotted line with a waterproof permanent marker. She could see the reddened discoloration of his skin and lifted the scalpel, staring at his back for a moment.

“Helen,” he said.

“I know.”

She reached over and plucked a syringe out of the suture kit, which had been loaded with 10ml of bupivacaine, a localized numbing agent. Holding the needle close to his skin, she drew in short, even breaths, trying to push back the surge of nausea clutching at her guts.

“Get it over with,” Joel said. “Please.”

Helen drew in a deep breath through her nose, then let it out slowly through pursed lips, leaning forward and sticking the needle just to the left of the dotted line. Joel twitched and she thumbed the plunger, watching as the liquid pushed into Joel’s flesh.

She removed the needle and breathed a few more hard breaths, inhaling, exhaling, then inhaling and exhaling again, steadying her breathing.

“Good,” Joel said. “You did good.”

She nodded and brought the blade of the scalpel close to the drawn line. The number eleven blade had been pulled straight from a sterilized wrapper and she touched it to his flesh, holding it there for a moment.

“Wait,” Joel said quietly. “The bupivacaine takes about five minutes to take effect.”

Helen held the scalpel there, almost mesmerized by the shining silver blade, chrome and glistening in the candlelight.

“Why couldn’t that Steve guy do this?” she asked.

“The engineer?” Joel asked. “He talks nice, but he was one of Hugh’s guys. I’m not letting him near me with a scalpel.”

Helen rolled her eyes.

“Okay,” Joel said. “I can feel the numbness setting in. Getting cold there. Should be good.”

“It hasn’t been five minutes,” Helen protested.

“Close enough,” Joel said. “Just do it.”

Helen pinched her eyes closed, feeling hot tears brimming in her eyes, and she drew in another deep, long breath, then held it. She pushed the scalpel into the flesh and felt a slight give, then the split of skin. Her stomach roiled. Blood immediately brimmed to the wound, then started to pour free, running down the back of his shoulder, following the gentle, curved contours of his shoulder blade, then coursing down toward his rib cage. He sucked in a hard breath.

“Did you feel it—?” Helen asked desperately.

“Just do it,” Joel replied through gritted teeth.

Helen did. Keeping the scalpel firm, she drew it down, following the dotted line as close as possible, trying not to look too hard at the thick layer of skin slicing and starting to peel away, revealing its pink underbelly through the pumping crimson, dark and fresh.

It only took a few seconds, but it felt like forever and the scalpel reached the bottom of the line.

“Forceps,” Joel groaned. “Use the forceps.”

Helen nodded, moving left toward the suture kit. She dropped the scalpel in a disposal bag, laid the bag on the table, then grabbed two pairs of forceps, moving back to the freshly bleeding wound. Holding the forceps in one hand she grabbed a gauze pad from the med kit and dabbed away at the pooling blood, clearing it and wiping it free so she could get a good view inside.

She set the pad down and used both forceps to clutch at the sliced flaps of skin and slowly peel them apart, revealing more pink underneath and a small trickle of yellowed pus.

In spite of her burning stomach acid, she leaned forward, glaring into the open wound and finding what she was looking for. There was a narrow sliver of brushed metal, closer to the surface than she’d anticipated. Reaching to her right, she lifted a bottle of filtered water from the table, then poured it slowly over the wound as Joel sucked in another deep breath.

Water ran freely over the wound, carrying blood down and away, revealing more of the arrowhead beneath. Taking one of the forceps, she worked the tongs in between the opened flaps of skin and squeezed, the surgical tool latching on to either side of the flat broadhead arrowhead. Blood was already starting to pool again, and she felt the forceps slipping slightly on the metal and Joel made a choking sound.

“Sorry, sorry, I’m sorry,” Helen rambled, tears streaming down her cheeks, clouding her vision. She sucked in another breath and thrust the forceps deeper, squeezing the scissor-like handles, feeling the tongs finally catch and hold on the arrow’s head.

“Do it,” Joel hissed. “Just do it.”

She squeezed and pulled and screamed as the arrow came free, yanking out of Joel’s body, dragging strips of bloodied flesh in its wake.

Joel screamed loud and long, tipping his head back, his mouth open wide, an endless bray of agony echoing off the steepled ceiling of the meeting hall.

Blood ran from the open wound in rivers, streaming over his back, and Helen nearly threw the arrow to the floor, grabbing another thick gauze pad and pressing it hard to the flaps of skin, forcing them back closed, trying to staunch the flow of blood. She pressed down hard as Joel lowered his head, his shoulders heaving. Helen kept both hands pressed to the pad, trying to ignore the coursing blood soaking through. Without looking too closely, she removed the pad, set it aside, and grabbed another, replacing the reddened gauze with a fresh one, pressing it hard to the wound.

“Are—are you okay?” she asked quietly.

Joel nodded softly, though his chin was still tucked down to his chest. She held the gauze there for a long time, so long she lost track, finally replacing it with yet another fresh pad, then holding that one there as well.

“Close it,” Joel whispered.

“What?”

“You need to close it.”

Helen shut her eyes, knowing what he meant, and in fact, knowing all along it would come to this eventually, but hoping upon hope that it wouldn’t.

She looked back over at the portable suture kit and her eyes focused on the disposable needle and nylon thread, both contained in sterile wraps.

“I’ve never done this before,” she whispered.

“That woman—she gave you knitting needles,” Joel said in a pained voice. “Did she teach you how to sew?”

“A...a little.”

“Then you know.”

“This is different.”

“It’s not.”

“Joel, I—”

“Dammit, Helen.”

She opened her mouth to protest again but closed it. He was right, as usual. Whether she wanted to or not, it had to be done and she was the only one who could. Sighing, she removed the fourth gauze pad and moved over to the medical kit, retrieving the sterile needle and thread. Unsealing the sterile bags, she fed the thread through the eye of the needle and moved the sharpened pinpoint to the sliced flaps of Joel’s skin.

It had to have been five or ten minutes since the injection of the numbing agent, so she hoped this part of the process would be a little less agonizing for both of them.

Pressing the needle to the skin, she pushed it through, then dragged the thread through the puncture hole. Continuing through to the second flap of skin, she completed the stitch, then pulled, both flaps drawing down and close.

Joel didn’t move. Blood was still collecting at the wound, and as she worked, she had to stop from time to time and mop away blood, then run another stitch. It took almost ten miserable minutes, but after running the needle and thread through several diagonal passages, she pulled it taut and the wound sealed mostly shut, revealing a thin fracture line of dark blood at the seal. With relief, she knotted the thread for the last time.

She stood there, steadying her breathing, closing her eyes, her cheeks damp with tears, her eyes still unfocused.

“Joel?” she asked quietly. “Are you—are you okay?”

He nodded, though he did not speak.

“Are you sure?”

“Front,” Joel mumbled. Helen tilted her head as he slowly rearranged where he kneeled, turning around to face her. He gestured to the entry wound where his chest met his shoulder. “Need to close the front.”

Helen’s eyes widened. 

“There’s no more numbing agent,” she said. “All we had was ten milliliters.”

Joel nodded, but gestured at it again.

Helen drew in a deep breath and reached for the bottled water.
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Eastern Washington, outside Spokane

“Dear God,” Laura whispered almost silently, looking out of the passenger side window of the old pickup as it rattled east on Interstate 90, moving through greater Washington state. Jack glanced over at the sound of her voice and gasped at the sight.

They were passing a sprawling, open area, a section of flat brown earth, the charred and blackened wreckage of what looked like a 737 airliner smashed and crumpled against the hard ground. Its tail section jutted up like a finger, the actual tail itself broken off and resting on the ground next to it. The main fuselage was shredded open into a twisted, gaping wound, the formerly white paint on the plane scorched a strange charcoal color.

Laura looked away, but not before she saw within the gaping side of the aircraft and saw the smashed and battered seat section, rows of seats with passengers broken, mangled, and twisted together into an unrecognizable mash of flesh, cloth, and metal.

“Must have been heading to Spokane International,” Jack whispered, turning to look at the road again. Columns of pale gray smoke rose into the air in the distance, slate-gray fingers clutching at the purple, cloud-filled sky.

“Is that Spokane?” Jack asked.

“Sure looks that way,” Laura replied, and Jack eased off the accelerator, bringing the truck to a slower progression. “Last stop before Idaho,” Laura continued. “But I’d rather not chance it after dark.”

“I think we can agree on that,” Jack said.

“Up here on the left is Fairchild Air Force Base, too,” Laura said. “I’m thinking we want to get off before we go too much farther. If they’ve got military deployed to Spokane, I’m betting that’s where they’re headquartered.”

“So, what do you want me to do?” Jack asked and Laura pointed up ahead. 

“Next exit, jump off and get on 904. We’ll take that south. Find a place to crash for the night and see if we can find a way around Spokane in the morning.”

Jack acknowledged her request and moved the truck to the right lane, easing it off the highway before circling around left and connecting with 904 heading south through a collection of buildings growing up around them.

The streets were deserted in this part of the world, the buildings all dark and empty looking, the gathering of structures more resembling a ghost town than American civilization. After several moments of silence, Jack spoke in a quiet, introspective voice.

“Does it ever frighten you?” he asked. “How easy it’s become?”

“Easy?” Laura asked, turning to look at him. “What do you mean?”

Jack was clearly struggling to form the words.

“Killing people, I mean. How easy it’s become to kill people.”

“Is it easy?” Laura asked, her eyes drifting to look out the front windshield. Bruiser huffed from where he laid curled up on the seat between them.

“I mean, we stole this truck. I just sort of marched up to the guy sitting in the passenger seat and put bullets in him. Barely crossed my mind not to. I hardly gave it a second thought.”

“It was them or us,” Laura said. “When our lives are being threatened, I would hope that acting in self-defense would come naturally.”

“I suppose,” Jack replied. “But he was just sitting there. He wasn’t actively shooting at us. He just sort of looked at me with these confused, empty eyes, like he didn’t understand what was going on. This time it just felt more like...murder, you know?”

Laura shook her head.

“The guy was a dirtbag. If we hadn’t fought back in the front yard, we’d probably both be dead right now, and my last moments would have been torture. There’s no doubt in my mind about it. Don’t feel one iota of guilt for what you did. The world, no matter how messed up it might be, is a little bit better because that weasel isn’t in it.”

Jack smiled softly, chuckling at the virulent reply.

“I mean it,” Laura continued. “I’m not just trying to make you feel better.”

“I know,” Jack acknowledged. “And I love you for it.”

Laura felt a warm rush in her cheeks and looked away, glaring through the passenger window. That seemed...an odd choice of words.

“I mean,” Jack stammered, “that’s...that’s not really what I meant. You know.”

Laura forced a smile and a snicker.

“I know,” she replied, but she kept looking out of her passenger window, watching the rural landscape of eastern Washington state pass by. Somewhere up ahead was a small town north of the Turnbull Wildlife Refuge. That’s where she’d tell Jack to turn off, where they’d hopefully find a place to bed down for the night as they got ready to continue their journey into Idaho and parts beyond.

Behind the encroaching clouds a staccato crackle of lightning cast a bracketing hue across their soft edges, creating a pale blue halo, the soft shadow of clouds staring down from above.
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The Stronghold

Chicago, Illinois

Suddenly the homeopathic remedies she’d scavenged at the small herbal store a few blocks away didn’t seem worth the trouble. Shawna stood in her living room, staring out of the window over the ruined Chicago skyline, running her fingers up and down the raw and painful wounds along her right ribcage.

After she’d taken down Chad, there had been a flurry of activity, residents of the Stronghold hearing the commotion and running to assist. They’d arrived too late to do anything about the intruder—he was already dead on the floor—but they’d acted quickly to remove the buckshot pellets from Shawna’s skin, which had only done superficial surface damage, a miracle unto itself.

She’d declined any of the scant supply of ibuprofen and had decided instead to use some St. John’s Wort and herbal remedies to reduce inflammation. They weren’t really doing the trick. But all in all, her wounds were minor, and she didn’t want to drain precious resources when all she really needed to do was grit her teeth and push through the pain for a few days while the healing took place.

Lifting her tank top slightly, she ran her hands up and down the thick wad of gauze that had been wrapped, then taped around her ribs, checking to make sure no red was seeping through. Linda Reece’s history as a corpsman overseas had been invaluable, and she’d gone to work removing the projectiles and stitching the wounds, and had repeatedly expressed her pleasant surprise at just how lucky Shawna had been.

Lucky.

Far luckier than Jessie and Ferris had been, anyway. Chad had killed both of them. Jessie was stabbed and her throat was slit, while Ferris had been blasted at almost point-blank range with the Remington shotgun. Two lives snuffed out in a single evening.

That feeling tugged at her and if she were being honest, it hurt far worse than the buckshot wounds in her flesh.

“Oh, sorry,” a voice said from behind her, and Shawna turned, letting her tank top drop back to her waist. Tristan stood in the doorway and had started to back out of the room.

“Come on in,” Shawna said. “It’s fine.”

“If you’ll excuse me for saying so,” Tristan replied, “it’s a far way from fine, Ms. Shawna. A far, far way.”

“I know, Big T,” she replied. “But it could have been worse.”

“Might still be.”

He strode forward, standing next to her as she returned her gaze to the window, looking out over the shadows and deeper shadows of what remained of their city.

“Any word from Eric and the group yet?”

“Not yet,” Tristan replied. “They figured on it taking most of the night. I don’t expect we’ll hear from them until close to dawn.”

“And we’ve got no way to reach out to them?”

“We’ve got the long-range two-way radios,” Tristan replied, “but we didn’t think to give their group one. That was a mistake.”

Shawna nodded her agreement.

“I suppose that’s why we do these exercises, though.”

“Indeed.”

Shawna crossed her arms again, wincing slightly as her posture adjusted and pain sparked near her ribs again.

“How’s everyone holding up?” she asked.

“As well as can be expected, considering the circumstances.”

“Circumstances,” Shawna replied with a scoff. “Is that what these are? The deaths of two people? Circumstances?”

“I suppose so,” Tristan replied. “I don’t know a different word to use.”

“I can think of a few.”

Tristan chuckled.

“Oh, I’m sure you can, lady, I’m sure you can.”

Even through the wall, they could hear the warble of a siren outside, somewhere in the wreckage of Chicago. It had been two weeks and still there were police and military on duty, desperately trying to maintain some semblance of law and order. Yet, here they were, an active gunfight at her doorstep and nobody outside of their group had even noticed. Or if they’d noticed, they hadn’t cared.

“Something smells rotten about this, T,” Shawna said, looking at the older man. He returned her gaze and nodded.

“Chad knew just when to come at us,” he said. “He knew when our security would be weak. He knew which point to hit and where to hit it.”

“He had a key to the front door. I’m sure he didn’t have that in prison. He had to have gotten one back afterwards.”

“Someone was feeding him insider info,” Tristan said.

“I have to assume that he wouldn’t have killed whoever it was helping him. So, someone here betrayed us.” Shawna put two fingers to her chin, her brow furrowing slightly.

“And they are still lurking around,” Tristan replied.

“We’ll have to be careful. Tread lightly. Keep everyone at arm’s length. Things are going to have to be a little different around here, and I’m not sure people are going to like it.”

“Gotta be better than the alternative, right?” Tristan said with a slight shrug.

“I suppose.”

“Every day above ground is a blessing, Ms. Shawna, so all we can do is thank the Lord we’re here to see his beautiful canvas.”

Lightning scorched the sky, ripping behind the clouds, sending a cascade of lighter hue dancing over the horizon.

Beautiful canvas indeed. Only the Lord’s beautiful canvas was being wrecked by mankind’s foolish technology. It was the way of things.

“Once the group comes back,” Shawna said, still looking out the window, “I want you, me, and Eric in a room together. We need a strategy session, and I’m feeling like our circle of trust is very small.” She turned and looked at him. “We can trust Eric, can’t we?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Tristan replied, his expression one of stoic certainty. “We can trust Eric. No doubt in my mind.”

“Good,” she replied. “Then when he returns, we’ll put our heads together. Until then, play it safe. We don’t know who’s on our side and who isn’t.”

The words hung in the air between them as they stood in the dimly lit living room, watching over the ravaged cityscape ahead, forks of lightning streaking overhead as if in proud display of its power.
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Helen had lost all track of time.

Joel rested on another long table, his head lying on his backpack, his jacket removed and draped over his prone body. He had screamed when she cleaned and sewed up the wound on his chest, even louder than he had before, and it had taken all of her willpower not to throw up all over him as she did the work.

She’d at least waited until she finished before dashing madly outside, stumbling down the stairs and vomiting in the grass.

Smacking her lips, she grimaced at the taste of bile still in her mouth, but mostly she felt relief. Joel was breathing steadily. The work had been hard and painful, but he was breathing, and the bleeding had mostly subsided thanks to her stitching and liberal application of way more gauze pads than he probably needed.

Helen wasn’t confident that they’d ever come across another suture kit, but she felt comfortable that more gauze would be relatively easy to acquire somewhere along the way, and keeping the bleeding down was far more important.

“I heard the screaming.” Steve made his way into the building, looking at Joel lying on the table. Helen wasn’t far away, and was, in fact, finding a place on the floor to sleep herself.

“He’s fine,” she replied, not wanting to share more than she needed to. Like Joel, she wasn’t sure where Steve’s true allegiance was. She’d seen him around the camp while she was captive here, but never got an idea of where he stood with all of this, or if it was just an arrangement of convenience.

“You know there are beds in some of the other houses,” he said, jerking his thumb over his shoulder.

“I need to stay near him,” Helen replied. “Just in case. And he’s in no shape to move.”

Steve nodded.

“There’s a bed in the communications building, too. That’s where I’ll be if you need anything.”

Helen didn’t think she could possibly need anything important enough to bother Steve with it, but she nodded anyway.

“You did good, kid,” he said. “Real good.”

“Thanks,” Helen whispered.

Steve turned and walked toward the door, then stopped and looked back over his shoulder.

“I, uhh...took care of the bodies outside,” he said. “Just in case you were wondering.”

Helen gaped at him, unsure of what he meant.

“They’re gone,” he said. “I disposed of them. I didn’t think we’d want them to attract animals.”

“Okay,” Helen replied, her brain still in a fog.

In reality, she should have felt good about things. Joel had come to her aid, he’d survived, and Hugh, one of the most evil, despicable people she’d ever come across, was dead and “disposed of”. They had a roof over their heads and possible access to other resources in the mining village. Steve was going to try to help them communicate with the outside world, maybe even reach out to her family in Wyoming.

All in all, things were pretty good.

But they didn’t feel pretty good. She still had the taste of puke in her mouth, and both she and Joel had nearly died. Sadie had died; she’d died in order to protect Helen and all for what? So she could continue walking through the woods until they ran across another group of psychos who might try to kill them?

What kind of life was that?

It was life. 

Sometimes that was enough.
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Author Notes

Well, here we are.  Book three.  As a writer I’m typically an outliner who likes to know where the story begins and how it ends, but the journey to get there is mostly organic.  As organic as it might be, though, I try to set some milestones in my head.  Many writers suggest a three act structure to each novel, and I at least sort of align with that philosophy, not just for individual novels, but for series as well.

When I first started this author journey two years ago, I was focused pretty tightly on six book series and book three always represented the halfway mark.  It was a point that I chose to do something significant to set up the back half of the series, a sort of “break point” where life would change for the characters and the world at large.

Then there was Heaven’s Fist, which went to nine books.  Then there was Last Light which went to eight books.  And now we’re at Storm’s Fury—and here’s a little news flash.  I’m not sure how many books this one will be.  My initial outline was set for six books, but it’s becoming clear that there’s a lot more story here than six books can hold, so I feel pretty good saying this one will be longer.

How much longer?  Well, I’m treating these first three books as an act one, so to speak.  A setting the stage, creating the world, showing the readers what a day in the life is like for these characters.  But the end of act one should always have an inciting incident, an event that forces characters to change course.

The mining town, to me, was that inciting incident.  Joel brought to the brink of death, conflict ignited, him being forced to realize just how important Helen is to him after all.  It also puts a focus on Helen’s existence outside of her connection to Joel and how, if given the chance, she can save the day as well.

Joel’s injury and his dramatic recovery in the rain leading to his attack on the town were all events that formed very early in my outlining process and it was a real joy to finally get it all on paper.  Meanwhile, Chad finally attempts his revenge and the political puzzle pieces are moving in Washington.

Lots going on.  Lots still to come.

I feel like this series is one I’ve been building toward for the last two years.  I really hope you’re enjoying it.

Justin
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Book 4 – Jaws of Death
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Prologue

The disaster was like something the world had never seen.  In a desperate attempt to halt the threat of global warming, the nations of the world came together to deploy Project: Heatshield, a network of nanotechnology satellites spread throughout the Earth’s atmosphere, designed to reduce the heat of the sun and cool the planet’s temperature.

But there was something more sinister at play, and when Atlas Orbital Technologies launched a prototype spacecraft, disaster ensued.

Plummeting to Chicago in a fiery explosion, the Atlas-01 space craft set the city into ruination, costing thousands of lives and turning the world of Tristan and Shawna upside-down.  But it quickly becomes evident that Atlas-01 was just the beginning.  Lightning begins rippling throughout the atmosphere, causing localized electromagnetic pulses which bring down the entire global air fleet in a matter of minutes, plunging the entire world into chaos and destruction.

With no power, no supply chain, limited communications, and international catastrophe, the world had large plunges into Armageddon.

Tristan and Shawna come together, bringing community members to a place of agreement, building The Stronghold, a collection of Chicago apartment buildings that make up a thriving group of survivors.

Meanwhile, her father dead, fourteen-year-old Helen has found solace with Joel, a military veteran with a sad family history.  The two of them travel throughout the country on horseback, trying to get Helen to her family in Seattle, with a plan to stop in Wyoming along the way.  This voyage is easier said than done as residents of an old mining town attack them, nearly killing Joel and pitting him against Ali Davud, an Albanian immigrant who now has a score to settle.  Desperate to make their way north, Helen and Joel must content with forces aligned against them and a serious injury that threatens to bring Joel down for good.

Desperate to escape certain death in Seattle, Laura Park and fresh out of boot camp recruit Jack Prescott claw their way free of the Pacific Northwest, determined to get to Laura’s sister at a survivalist compound in Wyoming.  Threats lurk around every corner, and the simple act of traveling American highways becomes a matter of life and death.

What do these groups all have in common and will they make it to their final destination?

Only one way to find out...




Chapter 1

Wright-Patterson AFB near Dayton, Ohio

Shortly after the impact of Atlas-One

Captain Craig Lancaster looked out of the open door of the Blackhawk transport helicopter as it rose from the helipad at Wright-Patterson Air Force Base, the pockmarked and paint-worn pavement dropping away as the rotors chewed through the air, thrumming all around him.

His guts churned, a low, rolling boil of bile and nerves, the normally ironclad Army captain gripping his handhold far too tightly as the darkly colored transport angled nose-down, lifting higher into the air.

Chicago. Atlas-One had hit Chicago, and the entire city was on fire. Casualty counts hadn’t even come in yet, but already his mind raced over the possibilities. There had to be at least thousands dead, if not more, and the video footage he’d seen of the prototype orbital craft slamming into the distinctive skyline would be forever burned into his memory.

The National Guard had been ordered to full alert, and every active-duty military personnel within a five-hundred-mile radius was being moved to Chicago to assist in rescue and recovery efforts. Glancing left, Captain Lancaster looked around the transport hold of the Blackhawk, watching the young faces of the men and women sitting in the bucket seats bolted to the floors and walls of the large, airborne transport. Their eyes were almost all wide, their faces pale, the soldiers trained and conditioned for military combat, not to drop into one of their largest and most well-known cities.

That wasn’t what he was trained for. It wasn’t what any of them were trained for, but because Uncle Sam demanded it, it was what they would do.

He’d flown several combat operations with a team just like this one, and in every one, no matter the danger, the troop compartment was filled with laughter and jokes, off-color commentary, barbs and insults.

Today, the troop compartment was deathly quiet, like a church, if the church was being transported by an especially powerful rotary aircraft. Nobody felt like speaking, and he understood why. He didn’t feel much like speaking himself. Somewhere, not too far away, Chicago was a flaming wreckage and everyone in the helicopter knew before the day was over, they would see all manner of things that would stay with them forever.

Things they would never, ever forget.

“What are you hearing, Captain?” a voice called from his left, and Lancaster turned. Sergeant McAvoy looked at him with startling blue eyes, the young man’s cheeks drawn. “Is it as bad as it looks?”

“I won’t lie, son,” Lancaster replied, “it’s bad. But I don’t know how bad. I’ve read the same reports you have.” They spoke in elevated voices, the roar of the General Electric T700 turboshaft engines drowning out almost all other sound.

“I heard the Cubs were in town,” Sergeant McAvoy said, and Lancaster nodded.

“Playing the Cardinals.”

“Lord have mercy. Did—did Wrigley Field get hit?”

Lancaster didn’t reply verbally, he just nodded softly, looking away from the man’s blue eyes, finding it difficult to stare into them for much longer. Outside the open cargo door, the Dayton, Ohio skyline gave way to a pale blue horizon, clouds slowly sliding in.

Lancaster squinted slightly as he looked, watching as a few darker clouds passed over the lighter ones. Somewhere in the distance, he thought he’d seen a sudden web of lightning streak across the flat blue canvas.

But the sun was shining, and storm clouds were scattered. Local weather hadn’t said anything about thunderstorms. A few hours ago, he’d been looking forward to a fishing trip with his son. He was off duty tonight and his son was coming in from Indianapolis.

They’d planned out the whole weekend.

He glanced back over and saw the sergeant staring listlessly at a point on the wall of the troop compartment, the area separating the cockpit from where they all sat.

“My brother,” the sergeant said with a chuckle, shaking his head slightly.

“Your brother?” Lancaster asked.

“He lives in Springfield. Springfield, Missouri.”

Captain Lancaster narrowed his eyes. What was he getting at?

“He’s a big Cardinals fan. You know the Cubs are their biggest rival, right?”

“Yeah, I suppose I knew that,” Captain Lancaster replied, already focusing his attention somewhere else. Three men and two women sat on the benches across the way, all five of them working to avoid eye contact.

“Going to Wrigley Field was on his bucket list, you know?” 

Captain Lancaster continued looking away, still unwilling to meet the young man’s eyes. Once again, he was drawn to the blue horizon, where clouds continued to gather together, clumps of darkened masses. And deep within the gray, he could still see what seemed to be the brimming crackle of lightning storms.

What the hell was going on?

“He was at the game, Captain,” the sergeant said.

Lancaster turned to look at the young man.

“Excuse me?”

The sergeant’s bright blue eyes rippled beneath a thin layer of collected tears.

“My brother was at the game.”

“My God, Sergeant,” Captain Lancaster replied, knowing that he could no longer avoid speaking to the man.

Sergeant McAvoy actually laughed, a chuckle close to a wild horse’s bray, and a tear sprang loose from his left eye and rolled down his cheek.

Lancaster opened his mouth to speak.

“What the hell is going on out there?” another voice shouted. One of the women from across the compartment had lifted her hand, extending a finger toward the open cargo door to Lancaster’s right. He followed the direction of her finger.

There was an airliner framed between the open square of the side of the Blackhawk, a Boeing 777 if Captain Lancaster had to guess, the familiar logo of an American delivery company painted on the side of the massive freighter jet.

The massive white and blue aircraft was bracketed by blinding forks of lightning, wicked fractures of the sky itself, as if light blue glass was shattering apart. A single jagged bolt ripped through the fuselage of the plane, so bright and fierce it set the body of the massive plane aglow.

With gaping mouths and widened eyes, the soldiers watched as the plane listed to the left, going from upright to sideways in mid-air, one of its huge wings tipping up, pointing toward the sky above. Gasps came from the surrounding group as all heads twisted around to look out of the open door at the airplane, which seemed far closer than it really was, Captain Lancaster knew. As they watched it rotated, like a strange set of clock hands, its tail lifting as its nose angled downward. He could practically see the pilot’s struggle to even out, the wing slowly coming back level with the other, the main body of the huge aircraft pushing to straighten, all the while it continued heading in a steep downward trajectory.

“Are you seeing what I’m seeing?” a voice squawked in his headset, Lancaster recognizing the pilot’s voice in his earpiece.

“Affirmative,” he replied.

“It’s not just one plane,” the pilot responded. “I can see at least two others from the cockpit. They’re all going down, Captain. Every damn one of them.”

“How close to Chicago are we?” Lancaster asked.

“Approaching Indianapolis air space. I’m betting these big boys were all heading either toward O’Hare or Indy International.”

Lancaster closed his eyes. What was happening? Atlas-One had been an isolated incident—hadn’t it?

“Should we be setting down, sir?” the pilot’s voice came back. Lancaster opened his mouth to respond, but before a word could come out, a pronged fork of neon blue lightning ripped through the upper atmosphere. He tensed as it lit up the horizon, a single jagged spear slashing through the Blackhawk, the entire sky around them exploding into blinding white light for a brief moment. Sparks danced somewhere above them, a shower of white and yellow, bursting free and raining down outside and inside the cargo hold. He could hear the turbine growl, then pitch, whining thin and long, and the helicopter tilted dramatically left.

Shouts and screams echoed from the other soldiers in the cargo hold as the transport pitched nose-down, the rotors continuing to pound the air above them.

“The hell’s going on up there?” Lancaster asked into his helmet mic.

“Lightning strike, sir!” the pilot shouted back. “Throwing our systems sideways. Trying to compensate and resume manual control!”

The aircraft shuddered around them as it went down at a steep slide, the tail lifting as the Blackhawk accelerated in a downward direction. Lancaster looked out of the open cargo door as the helicopter tilted back to even, then started to slide farther starboard, giving him an unimpeded view of the landscape below. He could see rows and groups of suburban housing developments radiating out from Indianapolis like the ripples of a capitalist ocean, the thick rock of the city dropped into an asphalt pond.

As he glanced down into the orderly ovals of clustered homes, one of the other airliners the pilot had referenced finished its swift, uncontrolled descent, plowing headlong into a gated community, the white body of the plane accordioning as the nose plowed into earth, a billowing, roiling ball of orange fire consuming the twisting cylinder of wreckage. Both wings snapped off as thick tongues of fire and plumes of smoke clawed at the makeshift projectile, the explosion spreading outward as well as upward, swallowing several small homes in its hungry, yellowed teeth.

“Oh my God,” Lancaster whispered as half of the community below disappeared in the expanding wave of heat and fire, and even from as high up as they were, he could almost feel the crippling devastation.

Slowly, the Blackhawk started to level as the highly trained pilot fought to get it back under control, and far off in the distance, he saw another plane plummeting madly from the thick clouds, trailing strange, twisting contrails from its wings as it hurtled nose-down into the lower atmosphere.

“This is bad,” Sergeant McAvoy hissed from beside the captain. “This is really bad.” The entire sky was alight with a wicked network of ragged lightning strikes, not just arcing from the sky to the ground, but crisscrossing from one invisible point to the next, almost like an electrified net placed over the planet.

Still, the Blackhawk seemed to be going down in a relatively controlled descent, certainly plummeting towards the ground below, but staying even and flat, angling just slightly as the pilot and co-pilot battled with gravity and physics.

“We’re going down,” the pilot warned in the captain’s ear. “The freewheeling unit has disengaged the rotor from the main engine.  We’re using autorotation maneuvers, but with the density of the city buildings, I can’t promise it’ll work!”

“Do what you can,” Lancaster replied, then unbuckled his belt and used a handhold to bring himself to his feet. “Listen up!” he shouted. “The Blackhawk is going down hard! The pilot still has rudimentary manual control and is trying to force the rotors to re-engage. We are heading toward Indianapolis, and he’s going to try as best he can to bring us down gently.”

Heads nodded around the cargo hold and he could see gloved fingers tightening around seatbelts as many of the soldiers shifted nervously in their bolted seats. Glancing behind him, he saw that the Blackhawk was losing altitude at a faster clip, though the aircraft was still relatively level and angling downward.

“If you believe in such things,” the captain said to his crew, “now would be the time to pray. Not just for us, but for our entire nation. Something is going badly out there, and I suspect it’s going badly everywhere right now. Our jobs have never been more important, and if we walk out of this thing alive, the world is going to need us!”

Heads bobbed.

“Strap in!” he shouted, then lowered himself to his seat and brought the belts over his chest, securing them to the buckles at the corner of his seat. There was a low, metallic grinding noise from above the cargo hold as the Blackhawk turbines struggled to compensate for whatever damage the lightning bolt had done. Lancaster could see the Indianapolis skyline ahead as the Blackhawk came around starboard, attempting to get an angle for a place to land. It wasn’t going to work, Lancaster could tell that right away.

Sky was fading up and behind them, the horizon shifting to a manufactured sprawl of homes and buildings, as the Blackhawk surged toward the surface quicker than before. It angled down and right, charging forward. Jolting upward, the nose tried to work farther to the port side, and the turbines churned and gasped, the tail suddenly whipping around, throwing the transport into an uncontrolled horizontal spin.

“Brace for impact!” Lancaster shouted, looking through the door, seeing the rising buildings growing closer and bigger. His fingers coiled around the grip by his seat as the helicopter pivoted again, then tipped starboard trying to compensate for the spin, but only making it more dramatic. Being inside reminded Lancaster of the carnival ride he’d begged his father to take him on when he was eight years old, the one where he strapped himself into a closed wheel that whipped around at a mind-numbing rotational speed. The skyscrapers and buildings smeared into gray and slate blurs, the rotors ground, and smoke filled the cargo hold. Lancaster could smell something burning as the frantic shouts of the other soldiers buffeted his ears, and he tried to focus, to look through the sounds and smells, willing himself to withstand the drop.

The tail bucked, came back around, and the copter pitched again, going straight down and forward, and a tall building with an entire wall of windows facing them loomed before them. For a hectic moment, Lancaster thought he saw people standing at those windows, looking out in shock and horror as the military transport barreled toward it. Rotors chopped, striking glass, ripping metal, and throwing chunks of ragged material in a backwards wave.

Somewhere up ahead, the nose of the Blackhawk struck something with a ratcheting crunch, liquid and broken rock flying back, bouncing throughout the hold. Fuel ignited somewhere outside, fire, smoke, and chaos swarming around them.

Jerking to a sudden halt, the Blackhawk’s tail tipped sharply upwards as the whirling rotors hacked through the wall of the building, part of the propeller blades shearing off and spinning up and out, skittering down the pavement of the road they now fell towards.

The tail came up almost directly above them, its spinning rotor carving a ragged trench down the front wall of the tall building and as Lancaster gritted his teeth, glaring out through the hold. The helicopter went down, at least three bodies sprawling down from broken windows in the tall building, limbs flailing as they plummeted past them, chased by broken glass and chunks of concrete and twisted metal.

Their screams reached a crescendo as they passed by the open door of the helicopter, then faded into choked nothingness, no doubt smashed to pieces on the rock and asphalt below.

Then, suddenly, the Blackhawk was following them, crashing straight down amid a shower of broken building fragments, spraying fuel and rolls of hungry orange flame.
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Lancaster’s hair was matted to his head, thick and wet with something—he wasn’t sure he wanted to know what. Unlatching his seatbelt, he lurched forward, using his outstretched hand to hold himself upright, barely keeping from falling to the slanted floor of the Blackhawk. His helmet had come loose in the collision and he ran his hand through the slicked patch of close-cut hair on his head. It came back the dirty color of rusted water.

Fuel was everywhere, the rank and putrid smell crawling up into his nostrils and watering his eyes, and he could feel the screaming heat of fires from all around them. Other voices mumbled and murmured in the wreckage of the Blackhawk. Crawling to his feet, he made his way forward, the world coming into focused clarity. The blearing buzz of noiselessness hummed in his ears as his brain worked to try and cut through the endless surrounding din and focus on something real.

Piercing screams were the first thing he actually heard beyond the persistent static, then the low, rolling growls of distant explosions. Emergency sirens wailed like the screams of the lost, working to overpower the injured and dying out on the streets beyond.

“Sound off!” Lancaster ordered, looking around the cargo hold. He saw a few hands raise, and beside him Sergeant McAvoy blinked his eyes open as Lancaster moved toward the man.

“Chicago?” he mumbled, wiping away streaks of dirt covering his face. “Did we make it to Chicago?”

“Indianapolis,” the captain corrected him, helping him free of his seatbelt. McAvoy crawled toward him, pushing out from underneath the slumped form of someone in camouflage and as Lancaster turned the lifeless body over, he looked into the open, vacant eyes of a young woman. A deep, ragged gash cleaved her face and, judging by the distortion in her cheek bones, likely the skull beneath as well. Her mouth was parted into a strange, toothless smirk, caked blood rusty and thick on her chin.

Lancaster said a quiet prayer, slowly lifting her up and setting her to the side so he could help the sergeant to his feet.

From there, they walked across the hold, stepping over another corpse, this one missing its right arm, which Lancaster could see still twisted in a seatbelt on one of the bucket seats across the way. The young woman who had seen the plane first fumbled with her buckle and freed herself, standing shakily.

“Private Valez, you’re still with us?” Lancaster asked.

Valez nodded absently, as if she wasn’t sure what she was agreeing with. Lancaster moved to help her away from the wall of the hold, which she used for support. More sirens bleated somewhere in the distance and the shouting voices of frantic survivors surrounded them as footsteps ran across pavement. The smell of fuel was even stronger now, and he could see the shallow pool of spilled gas spreading out onto the pavement outside, rippling in the sunlight.

“We need to move!” he insisted, looking around the troop area. He pushed back the slumped form of another female trooper, and her head lolled unnaturally on what appeared to be a broken neck. Another private had a large, ragged chunk of narrow shrapnel punched through his chest, the camouflage uniform matted with dark stains.

“Over here, Captain,” a weak voice said, and Lancaster made his way over towards the sound of the voice, finding a young man struggling to free himself from his seat straps.

“Private Frankfort, hold still, okay?”

“What’s happening out there, Captain?” the young man asked, his face pale with gentle crimson blotches on his cheeks. God, they were all so young.

“I’m not sure, Private,” he replied honestly. “Planes falling out of the sky, that’s all I can say. Seems like maybe Atlas-One was just the beginning.”

“What was up with that crazy lightning?” Private Valez asked, her voice faint and distant.

“Let’s focus on what we can control,” Lancaster said. “Like getting us the hell out of this death trap and to a place where we can assess our current situation. Headquarters will want a report ASAP, especially if this is going on in other places, too.”

“Don’t bother with the pilots,” a voice said, and Lancaster turned to see another soldier coming around by the open hold door. Corporal Klieger shook his head as he approached. “Neither of them made it.”

“Well, then they died saving all of our lives,” Lancaster said. “Let’s not waste their efforts. We’re all that’s left of the squad. Gear up, grab as many supplies as you can. All I can smell is gas, and all I can see is fire, and that’s not a good combination.”

“Yes, sir,” the chorus went around them all, and they went to work, searching the transport copter for anything they could load up and take with them.

“Captain?” Sergeant McAvoy said, his voice weak and fractured. Lancaster turned to him. The sergeant didn’t speak, he just lifted an arm and extended a long finger toward the sky above. Lancaster turned and looked back over his shoulder, the sky an abstract canvas of blue, purple, and gray, the vibrant, shattering lightning ripping across the line of the horizon like hairline cracks separating to reveal darkness beyond.

But that’s not what McAvoy was pointing at.

McAvoy was pointing at another airliner, this one angled down and surging though lower altitude, wings out, plummeting noiselessly toward the ground.

Screams tore the world apart, frantic and keening, people scattering back and forth, voices blistering into octaves the likes of which Lancaster had never heard.

It was a large plane, what make and model he couldn’t tell, but it was nose down and hurtling through the sky straight for them.
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“Run!” Captain Lancaster screamed as the plane barreled towards them, becoming closer and larger, its rotund white fuselage blotting out the sun above like some strangely shaped lunar eclipse. McAvoy, Klieger, Frankfort, and Valez fell in behind him as he spun and charged toward the wrecked remains of the building their Blackhawk had crashed into. The smell of burned hair, scalded flesh, and spilled fuel was almost overpowering, but he drew in a deep breath and held it, moving around the crushed nose of the helicopter. Against his better judgement, he glanced right as they moved past the helicopter and saw twisted metal, crushed rock, and a single left arm between large chunks of intertwining rubble, fingers outstretched as if reaching towards God.

Closing his eyes and looking away, he charged forward, stepping up over a series of fallen rocks, moving into a wide-open mouth of a broken window outside what had once been some kind of lobby of an office building. Beneath the scattered wreckage of collapsing beams and walls, he thought he saw the pattern of faux-marble floors, and a richly colored wooden reception desk had been shorn in several pieces by falling building. A leg extended from the collapsed rock, clad in torn nylons, its foot askew, a high-heeled shoe resting a few feet away.

“Move, move, move!” Lancaster shouted, turning toward the others who followed him into the structure at a quick pace. His eyes scanned the lobby, looking past a pair of surprisingly intact elevator doors toward what appeared to be an emergency stairwell.

“There!” he ordered, jabbing a finger, gesturing for the others to come running past him. Outside the building the large, angry roar of the approaching plane was growing louder and more overpowering, blocking out all other sounds, just as the body of the aircraft had blocked out the sun moments before. It was coming.

Falling in behind the others, they reached the door and shouldered it open, McAvoy taking the lead. Behind the metal door was a concrete stairwell, its walls littered with hairline cracks, sparse bits of broken stone and wall spread throughout the platform and the stairs in both directions.

“Down, go down!” Lancaster breathed and McAvoy followed the order, plunging to his right, taking the steps two at a time as the others followed close behind, with Lancaster bringing up the rear. He paused for a moment in the frame of the doorway, looking back through the massive wall of outward-facing windows, the shadow of the broken Blackhawk blocking much of the street side view. Just above and beyond the smashed helicopter, he could see the belly of the approaching aircraft, coming in quick, but a bit high, looking as if it would strike the upper levels of the building.

He hoped so. 

Slamming the door, he pushed forward, hitting the stairs and heading down. He could hear the softly echoing footfalls of the other members of his squad getting fainter as they went deeper, and he picked up his pace, moving as quickly as his aging legs could carry him. Rounding one platform, he headed down the next flight, running at a full clip.

“There’s a locked door down here!” a voice echoed up.

“Blow it!” Lancaster barked, already reaching to his own hip holster just in case any of the others had lost theirs in the chaos. He approached the final flight of several steps and hit the first one down just as a blistering gunshot punched up from below, the door slamming open.

The entire building shuddered as a nearly deafening bellow of a jet-fuel explosion erupted from somewhere above them. Lancaster thought he felt the entire structure list slightly to the left, more thin fractures webbing up through the concrete superstructure of the building. A few larger cracks ripped, jostling out loose pieces of rock and stone, which dropped down onto the stairs behind him as he ran even faster, taking the last several steps in one, painful, lumbering leap.

He hit the floor, both knees shouting in pain, then lunged forward toward the open door at the bottom. A cacophony of noise rose above and around him, the entire building feeling as if it were shaking inside the world’s largest tumble dryer. More stone broke free, and as some of the wall peeled away from the steel girder frame, Lancaster saw one of those girders buckle slightly, twisting left and breaking free of another.

“Too late,” he whispered as he dove through the door and heard it slam closed behind him. “Lord help me, we’re too late.”

#
[image: image]


“Captain Lancaster?” Sergeant McAvoy’s voice said, and Lancaster tried to blink away the darkness, quickly realizing that it was just as dark in the room as it was behind his eyes. “Captain, are you with us, sir?”

Lancaster nodded, a persistent humming buzz in his ears covering up McAvoy’s voice with a headache-inducing din.

“I’m here,” he said, his own voice thick and almost silent. “Everyone okay?”

He heard a slight rustle, as if McAvoy was nodding.

“Was that a yes, Sergeant?” he asked. Concrete was hard against his back, and his entire body was racked with a deep muscular soreness, but there was no sharp pain anywhere, no sense of significant injury.

“Sorry, sir,” McAvoy replied. “Yes. We’re all here. In the basement. A piece of rock broke free of the ceiling and hit you in the head. You’ve been out for several hours, sir.”

“Several...” Lancaster started to sit up, then he finally felt the sharp pain he thought he’d avoided, a white-hot stab in his left temple, chased by a foggy swarm of dizziness. His stomach lurched, and he thought for one dreadful moment that he might vomit, but he managed to hold it down and himself together.

“Valez, Frankfort, Klieger, and I are all present and accounted for,” McAvoy said.

“Anyone have a flashlight?”

“Yes,” McAvoy replied. “We haven’t used them much, didn’t want to waste the batteries, but both myself and Klieger have our flashlights.”

“What’s going on upstairs?” Lancaster asked, using the hard wall to pull himself to his feet.

He saw the vague outline of everyone’s heads turning to look nervously at each other.

“The—the stairwell is blocked, sir,” McAvoy finally said. “We haven’t been upstairs.”

“Where are we now?” Lancaster asked, making his way to his feet, putting a hand to his head to try and calm the onset of a raging headache.

“Boiler room, I believe,” McAvoy replied. “There’s a lot of equipment in here. Water tanks, looks like some kind of HVAC control system, termination points for the Internet service providers. Apparently strong enough to withstand a plane smashing into the building.”

“Lucky for us,” Lancaster replied.

“At least until our air runs out,” Klieger said.

Looking around the room, Lancaster rubbed a hand over his close-cropped hair, trying to let his eyes adjust to the darkness.

“We did a perimeter sweep while you were out,” Valez said. “The room is sealed tight. No other way out besides the way we came in.”

“No maintenance doors anywhere?” Lancaster asked. “No access to water or sewer repair?”

Valez shook her head.

“I’m no expert,” Valez replied, “though my dad was in waste treatment for fifteen years. I think the water and sewer probably comes into a different room.”

The mention of her father triggered a look on her face, which was sparsely lit in the small room.

“Whatever’s going on—do you think it’s widespread?” she asked.

Truth be told, Lancaster had absolutely no idea. He’d gone from thinking it was a single, isolated event to seeing at least four planes falling from the sky simultaneously. It was tough to imagine that the destruction wasn’t happening elsewhere.

“Where you from, Private?” Lancaster asked.

“Florida,” Valez replied. “Little town south of Tallahassee.”

“Any major airports in your town?”

“No, sir.”

“Then, let’s hope your folks are okay. For now, put them out of your mind.”

“Yes, sir.”

“McAvoy, get your flashlight out. Show me this outside stairwell; let’s see what we’ve got to work with. Klieger, Valez, and Frankfort, take another walk around the perimeter. I know there are no maintenance doors, but see if there are any sorts of tools or other items in or around the boiler room down here. Anything that might help us move some rock.”

“Yes, sir,” Klieger replied, pulling his own flashlight out as Valez and Frankfort converged on him.
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For several minutes the three of them fanned out, walking along the edges of the large room, Klieger using his flashlight, carefully walking the beam of light up and down the hard walls as Valez and Frankfort looked for supplies. Lancaster could see many more fissures and cracks in the foundation, more than he felt safe with, but so far, everything still seemed to be standing.

Falling in behind McAvoy, Lancaster walked to the door they’d entered from a short time before and helped the sergeant pry it open, levering the door towards them into the room. Several smaller chunks of rock broke free from a pile that leaned up against the door and tumbled into the room, rolling oblong over the concrete floor. Lancaster looked at the stairwell leading back up toward the lobby of the building above them. Piles of rocks in several different shapes and sizes filled the narrow corridor, each piece of collapsed wall or ceiling wedged tightly against the others around it, forming a barrier between them and the outside world.

Lancaster’s chin dropped and he shook his head softly, trying to ignore the radiant, pulsing pain in the side of his head.

“How much air do you think we have?” McAvoy asked, looking at Lancaster, who had lifted his chin and was looking at the pile of rock and rubble ahead.

“I’m not entirely sure,” Captain Lancaster replied, “but however much we have, I’m not spending my last days wallowing in self-pity. If there’s a way out of here, we’re going to find it.”

“Captain?” a voice spoke from behind him, and he turned. Valez, Klieger, and Frankfort emerged from the darkened room beyond, carrying several long lengths of pipe. “We didn’t find much in the way of tools,” Valez continued, “but there’s a bunch of extra pipe down here. Could these be useful?”

Some thoughts began to form in Lancaster’s mind. He turned back to look at the rubble again, then looked at some of the scattered rocks on the floor.

“That rock there,” Lancaster said, extending a finger toward a larger chunk of broken concrete resting on the floor. “Move it closer to the door. Grab one of those pipes and use it as a lever, ram it into that pile of rubble, and let’s start working.”

Everyone glanced uncertainly at each other.

“We work in shifts,” Lancaster continued. “Two hours each. First we try to loosen the rocks, then we start digging.”

“We have no idea how far that pile of rocks goes,” Frankfort replied.

“True,” Lancaster said, “and we’ll never know until we start digging. I don’t know about any of you, but if we’ve only got a week of air down here, and even less food or water, I’m damn well not spending my last moments in life sitting here in the darkness doing nothing.”

He saw everyone else in the room stiffen slightly at his words, but nobody argued or protested.

“I’ll take first shift,” the captain volunteered. “Take some time, rest up, but get ready to work.”




Chapter 2

Chicago, Illinois

Present time

For much of his life, Tristan Davies had been a perpetual optimist. Mostly thanks to his devout belief in a benevolent God, he had sought to find reason and purpose in all things and had built his life around that premise. Even through his challenges with the United States Marines, his years spent in combat situations, and his struggles with drug abuse and homelessness, Tristan had seen a light at the end of the tunnel, a singular moment of grace and joy to look forward to, a reason to keep waking up in the morning and to keep living his life. When he ran out of big things to enjoy or appreciate, he started finding joy in the small things. The smile on a little girl’s face, the crooked cant of a baseball hat on a youngster’s tousled hair. Smelling freshly cooked hot dogs as he walked outside Wrigley Stadium on game day. The feeling when he came across someone who held the same beliefs and graciously listened to him share the word of God on a Chicago sidewalk.

He’d found joy in all of those things throughout his later years, had found a solace and comfort in them. Now, for the first time he could remember, Tristan was finding it difficult to find that small slice of joy. 

Sitting on the ledge of the roof of the Stronghold, the city of Chicago spread out before him, a vast, dark canvas of buildings and structures, centuries of history and millions of lives.

Most of that history now lay in ruins. Many of those lives had been lost, all in the span of a couple of weeks. Surrounded by such death and devastation, it was difficult to think that a kind and benevolent God would allow such things to happen.

His Bible was open on his lap, a small candle on the ledge next to him providing just a little bit of light for him to read. Most mornings since they’d started gathering the residents of the Stronghold together, he tried to go up to that part of the building, to look over the city and reflect on where they were and how they’d gotten here. To battle for that small slice of joy that might turn his darkness into light.

It had become more difficult. In Tristan’s mind, trust and faith were tightly intertwined, and he viewed them both as equally important. Someone within the Stronghold had betrayed their trust. They’d told Shawna’s ex-boyfriend how and when to get in, and Chad had very nearly taken both of their lives.

He hadn’t. They’d survived, but the fact remained that whoever had led him to them was still there, still lurking around the Stronghold, and most assuredly still planning ways to bring them both down.

But why?

Tristan thought they were doing something good. Something to benefit everyone. He struggled to find a reason why anyone would want to harm them, to take the experiment and dash it on the rocks.

Soft scuffles sounded behind him and he turned, holding his place in the Bible with a hand and looking into the darkness.

“Morning, Big T,” Shawna said, her voice soft, if not somewhat strained.

“You’re up early,” Tristan replied.

“Couldn’t sleep,” she said. “Linda did a good job getting that buckshot out of me, but I’m pretty uncomfortable. She said I would be for a while.”

Tristan turned around, lowering himself from the ledge down to the gravel roof of the tall building. Behind Shawna he could see the small brick exit structure, a door leading to an access stairwell for the main building of the Stronghold.

“There are some pills,” Tristan said quietly, always hesitant to talk about those pills, based on his own struggle with addiction to them.

“I know,” she replied. “Other people will need them more at some point, I imagine. I’ll be fine.”

“You’re a tough chick,” Tristan said, chuckling.

“Not in the least,” Shawna replied. “Stubborn, maybe, but not tough. Not nearly tough enough.”

“Chad would disagree, I’m sure,” Tristan said. “You know, if he were still alive.”

Shawna looked down briefly.

“I stayed with him, even when I knew what a bad person he was,” she said quietly. “Stuck with him when he abused me, and after he started robbing people. After I knew he was a drug-dealing psychopath. I wasn’t tough enough to leave.”

Tristan walked to her, and they both turned toward the access door, their feet crunching on the rough surface of the roof.

“You were tough enough to testify against him,” Tristan said.

“To save my own skin,” she protested. “That’s the only reason.”

Tristan stopped walking, turning to look at her through unusually hard eyes.

“Shawna. What you’re doing here is amazing. It’s been just over two weeks and we’ve got a community. You’re protecting people, lady. You saved my own worthless life.”

“Your life is not worthless, Big T,” Shawna replied, “and I couldn’t have done any of this without you.”

“Bah,” Tristan replied, gesturing with his hand. “I don’t buy it.”

“You don’t have to buy it, it’s the truth.” Both of them continued on toward the door.

“Speaking of truth,” Tristan said, “what are we going to do about this whole thing?”

“What whole thing is that?”

“You know, the fact that someone here ratted us out to Chad? And that whoever did it is still here somewhere?”

“Oh,” Shawna replied, “that.”

She moved to the door and eased it open, gesturing for Tristan to head inside. He did so and she followed him onto the stairwell, walking somewhat gingerly behind him.

“I’m not sure what to do,” she said. “You, me, and Eric still have to put our heads together. Things have been a bit crazy since that all happened. Lots of people wigged out about Jessie and Ferris. Not taking it well.”

“Can you blame them?”

“Nope. But we still need more security. Better security. Not quite so many volunteers since two of them were killed, but we’re going to have to get past that.”

“Eric mentioned working people in pairs from now on, but I don’t think we’ve got the numbers for that yet.”

“We don’t,” Shawna agreed. “We either need a more creative plan or more volunteers, neither of which is going to happen by itself.”

“Eric offered to talk to Riley. You remember him, the retired Chicago homicide detective?”

“Yeah, I remember.”

“Anyway, Eric was going to pick his brain, see if he knew of any other cops or ex-cops that might be around and willing to pitch in. He thought they might be able to find some.”

“That’s a good start.” 

“Things are looking up, right?” Tristan said. “I mean, Eric and Ricardo tested out the charter boat plan successfully. Supposedly they’re making their first runs tonight and tomorrow.”

“Good,” Shawna replied. “Getting a reliable food source will certainly help morale.”

“It needs it,” Tristan replied. He sighed softly as they reached the door to the top floor and Shawna put a hand on his shoulder.

“Big T, you holding up okay? You’re normally the most cheerful guy here.”

Tristan turned to her and tried to smile, showing a line of yellowed teeth beneath his chapped lips.

“I’m trying, lady. Trying hard.”

“Keep trying,” Shawna replied, putting her hands to his narrow shoulders. “Please, keep trying. Life isn’t great right now, but it’s still life, which is better than the alternative.”

Tristan smiled slightly, blinking his moist eyes.

“Every day is a blessing,” he said, though for the first time in as long as he could remember, he wasn’t sure he felt it. Shawna returned the smile and patted him gently on the back, following him as he went through the door into the hallway beyond.
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Atlas Orbital Technologies Regional Headquarters

Chicago, Illinois

Selanda Lopez looked both ways down the carpeted hallway, as if there might actually be someone else inside the office building besides her. For just over two weeks she’d sequestered herself inside the penthouse suite of Atlas Orbital Technologies, the company she operated as president and CEO, and for most of that two weeks’ time she had not seen a single other soul. Atlas rented the top several levels of the high-rise building, with various other law firms, real estate companies, and even some hedge fund investors taking up space within most of the bottom levels. She hadn’t ventured down past the sixteenth floor since the disaster of Atlas-One’s impact with Chicago’s downtown area, mostly because she hadn’t needed to. The Atlas break room and cafeteria had enough food stores to keep her going, she’d been able to use recovered water to flush toilets, and, in a stroke of pure luck, a recent delivery of water had arrived just days before the catastrophe, so, while she remained hungry and thirsty on an almost consistent basis, there was enough to survive.

Or, there had been.

The food had run out late yesterday. Slowly, day by day, she’d reduced her intake, rationing herself so supplies would last just a little bit longer, but in spite of that, she had eaten the final granola bar yesterday, and had even choked down an egg salad sandwich from the vending machine, which was likely long past its sell-by date, especially without power. It hadn’t tasted great, and she was sure the egg was past its life, but it had, at least, provided a bit of sustenance, and she hadn’t thrown up yet, so she hoped she’d dodged a bullet.

Today, however, she was determined to find more. It was either find more food elsewhere in the building, or venture outside into the Chicago city streets, and the latter was a prospect she was not a fan of at that point. Sirens, flashing lights, and the occasional high-pitched scream had managed to pierce the thick windows of the upper levels of the building, and she knew she was ill-equipped to defend herself outside.

Since she woke that morning, she’d checked several offices on the lower levels, peering through the windows, testing door locks, checking to see if there was access anywhere. She had managed to locate a maintenance office which had contained a locker full of keys, helpfully marked with suite numbers, and for several hours she’d methodically gone through, one by one, rummaging through the offices to gather whatever supplies she could find.

Many of these offices were for a small number of people and didn’t have much in the way of food, but she had managed to gather several more bottles of water and three boxes of miscellaneous snack foods, including candy, chips, and more granola bars.

There was a lot of sugar and not a whole lot of protein in what she found, but she felt at least a little reassured that food was food and for a few days, anyway, she could live off what she was finding. 

Still, though, she had to admit to feeling just a little bit stir-crazy. The office building’s four walls had begun to feel like they were closing in on her, and regardless of the food situation, she felt a need to venture out and see what she could find. Setting out all of the recovered food along one of the long tables in the Atlas cafeteria, she slowly began separating it, silently counting off each item and organizing the supplies by day. Today, she’d eat the bag of M&Ms, the small bag of Doritos, and the Chewy granola bar.

Tomorrow she’d eat the fruit gummies, the peanut butter cups, and the bag of nachos.

Her stomach roiled and she pressed her hand to the flat of her belly, closing her eyes. She wasn’t sure if it was the past-due egg salad or the thought of sustaining herself on corn syrup, sodium, and sugar, but she was struggling with how to handle her current situation.

Selanda Lopez was no stranger to struggle and was accustomed to facing challenges head-on. Growing up in Guatemala during the most violent civil war in the nation’s history, she’d seen and experienced things as a child that most people never experienced their whole lives. Those experiences had hardened her, shaped her, and prepared her to become one of the youngest female CEOs in American history.

But they’d left other marks as well. Invisible scars that were likely to never heal. Seeing so many loved ones come and go, watching close friends and family members lose their lives, Selanda found it difficult to become emotionally attached to...anyone, really. Her job had truly become her life, and in a way, Atlas Orbital Technologies was her sole family member. Watching Atlas-One bury itself in the Chicago skyline, unleashing a torrent of disaster and catastrophe, had been like watching her family collapse around her. A collapse so violent and extreme that it had not only impacted her, but the entire nation as well.

Because she took it so personally, she refused to believe that Atlas might have been at fault. Their testing had been rigorous. Planning and preparation alone had taken two solid years. The fact that something could have gone wrong seemed like a completely foreign concept.

She stood, arms crossed, looking at the organized assortment of junk food on the table, nodding softly as she accepted what the next few days would hold.

Few days. All of the items she’d recovered from offices downstairs and still, she only had enough to maybe last her a few days.

She would have to go out. There was no way around it.

Her thoughts drifted away from the food and back to Atlas. Back to the shock and horror of seeing the flash of fire from a mile away, of hearing the pilot’s last, desperate attempts to atone for a sin that was not his to begin with.

It hadn’t been an accident; suddenly she was sure of it. Someone had caused it. Sabotaged her.

Selanda had her share of enemies. Whether driven by professional or personal jealousy, she certainly was not embraced by many of her peers, but perhaps her biggest foil was Edmond Gossett, the CEO of Eagle Atmospheric. Once seen as the leading orbital technology corporation, Eagle Atmospheric and Gossett had been blindsided by Atlas’s meteoric rise to the top, a rise so swift and sudden that the wake of her success had nearly capsized her largest competitor.

Gossett had spent decades cultivating relationships with Washington’s politico, turning those personal connections into lucrative government contracts, becoming one of the leading suppliers of satellites in the world. Not only that, but they’d managed to score the exclusive global contract for Project: Heatshield, a supposedly revolutionary new geo-engineering platform designed to cool the core temperature of the Earth in a desperate attempt to counteract climate change.

A network of atmospheric nanotechnology, tiny little satellites spread throughout the upper reaches of the atmosphere, so small and insignificant that you couldn’t even tell they were there, but once they were all in orbit and all linked together, the invisible web of reflective material they produced absorbed some of the sun’s radiation, effectively cooling the Earth.

A sudden and ragged streak of pale lightning ripped across the horizon, jumping from one invisible point to another, and Selanda glared at it, as if accusing the lightning itself of personal offense.

It had been Heatshield. There was no doubt in her mind. But how had a simple act of sabotage against her prototype spacecraft turned into this?

The question nagged at her endlessly, but was a question she felt almost certain she’d never know the answer to. She was locked in the office building with no power, no Internet, no access to anyone or anything beyond a city block. Something horrible had happened, something that had very likely kickstarted the slow extinction of mankind.

And she was powerless to do anything about it.

Everyone was. The entire world would march slowly towards their death thinking that everything was her fault. Atlas’s fault.

If, at some point decades or centuries later, some people from another world or another time happened upon whatever rudimentary history books might exist, they would think that Atlas-One brought on an extinction event, and her company—her family—would be forever to blame in the annals of history.

She closed both fists. That would not do. That would not do at all.

Walking away from the table, she let her mind work, searching for options, for possibilities, a way to get the word out, to investigate, to prove who was really behind this and to bring them to justice.




Chapter 3

Spokane, Washington

“I’m pretty sure I told you going by Fairchild Air Force Base would be a mistake!” Jack shouted, his fingers curled tight around the steering wheel as he angled the pickup truck through a narrow, right-hand turn.

“What choice did we have?” Laura asked, her hand clasped around the handle above the passenger side window as the truck’s speed tipped past eighty and began drifting closer to eighty-five. She turned around, looking out through the back window, and could make out two shapes in close pursuit. They were rectangular shapes—shapes Jack had immediately identified as military Humvees—and it hadn’t even been a quarter mile out of Spokane that they converged on them.

“How was I supposed to know the road would be closed south of Turnbull?” Laura continued. “Military blockades everywhere around here!”

They’d ventured off of 195 and cut through a small suburban village as they headed north, running parallel to a train track to the east, which led straight up into the guts of Spokane. They could see the city skyline ahead, bracketed by thick, dark clouds of roiling smoke rising up from the buildings within the Washington city. Up ahead, the two-lane road they were on hooked to the right, following the path of the train tracks as it continued just north of Interstate 90.

“They’re getting closer!” Laura shouted, looking back. Jack’s slowing down to take the right hand turn had given the two Humvees a chance to bridge the gap. Jack slammed the accelerator, the truck groaning slightly in protest, but agreeing to the increased speed, moving northeast through tightly clutched buildings on the outskirts of the city center.

“Good Lord,” Laura whispered as they moved farther north. To her right, she could see the freight train that had evidently been using the tracks to their east for transportation into Spokane when it all happened. It had either jumped the tracks or had been blown off of them, as the three lead cars were on the ground, twisted into a strange contorted shape, steel buckled, and several overturned boxcars broken. Several lengths down, the train must have been made of tanks carrying fuel as there was a bright, hot fire, roaring up into the sky, coughing out curtains of slate-gray smoke into the air. Thick columns rose, tangling with smoke from the city itself, feeding off of each other into a single larger low-hanging cloud.

The sky within the city limits was a dull, dirty gray, blocking out the lightning and clouds above with a soot-colored haze. Jack turned on the headlights and as Laura turned, she saw the two pursuing Humvees do the same.

“We’ve gotta try to lose them,” Laura said. “Left, up here! Take a left!”

Jack didn’t protest, he just hammered the brake and twisted the wheel, bringing the pickup into a tight left-hand turn. They’d avoided the interstates out of fear of stalled cars clogging the roadways, but had been happy to see these smaller thoroughfares were far less congested. The road they were on was a narrow residential street, carving a path through groups of apartments and family homes. Laura looked behind them, watching as the Humvees navigated the same turn, the fire and smoke providing a sinister backdrop to their approaching vehicles and the wrecked city they ran alongside.

“I suppose you know where you’re going?” Jack asked.

Laura didn’t. She’d actually never been to Spokane, she’d only heard some Seattle-based co-workers rave about how it was almost like Seattle before Seattle became what it now was, whatever that meant. Laura had loved Seattle just how it was.

How it never would be again. She closed her eyes and all she could see was fire and smoke and the Space Needle resting at a strange angle, looking as though it were ready to collapse. The Seattle she knew was no more. Gone forever. Even if somehow the country recovered from the disaster, there would be no going back. No rebuilding to the way things were. Life from here on out was irrevocably different.

“Hello?” Jack blurted and Laura snapped out of her haze, looking at him. “Road’s ending!” he shouted, pointing forward where the northbound street ended in a “T”.

“Right, go right!” Laura said and Jack did so, the rear tires of the old pickup squealing as it kicked around, barely recovered, then shot forward. “Watch out!” she cried, as they neared several vehicles on the right side of the road, parked outside homes and businesses, right in the path of the oncoming truck. Jack played with the brakes a bit, swung the wheel left, and curled around the rear bumper of the closest car, narrowly missing it as the two military vehicles hurtled close behind. One of the Humvees wasn’t as nimble as the truck and plowed headlong into the first car, the bumpers colliding in a loud, metallic crunch of twisting steel and snapped plastic. Laura saw one of the headlights blink out as the vehicle slammed into the parked car, lifting the rear of the hatchback into the air as the Humvee jerked right and pounded up onto the sidewalk, finally ramming into the building’s wall and going still.

But the second vehicle was still close behind them and as Laura looked, she could see a man crawling up out of the hole on the top to sit in the gunner’s turret, which had been empty.

“Gunner!” she shouted. “Someone’s in the gunner’s turret!”

“Fan-damn-tastic,” Jack hissed and hauled the wheel right, working to get close to the parked cars. He held there for a moment then swerved left again just as the fifty-caliber heavy machine gun exploded to life behind them, a wrath of bullets raking across the parked vehicles, shooting sparks and splintering safety glass in a wild orchestra of destruction. Some rounds sheared through the cars and punched into brick and concrete, blasting chunky clouds of debris into the air.

“Bridges on the left,” Laura gasped, her heart hammering in her chest. “Spokane river is just north of us, if we can get over one of the bridges—”

“Not that one!” Jack shouted and gestured toward what Laura recognized as the Monroe Dam and Bridge, a distinctly familiar Spokane landmark. She could see the wreckage of a crashed airliner on the other side of the river, its white nose buried in the neighborhood. The plane was surrounded by crushed buildings, broken brick and stone, fuel and fires all alongside the perimeter of the commercial district just beyond. Stores were destroyed, and the tail section of the plane punched through the bridge itself, smashing it apart and sending it down into the Spokane River below.

Smoke was thicker there, and they could almost feel the heat of the fires through the closed windows of the truck. More gunfire ratcheted behind them and the truck jerked with a pair of metallic thwacks as rounds crashed into the bed of the vehicle, threatening to knock them off the road. They continued along and Laura saw a sign up ahead for Riverfront Park, then aggressively jabbed her finger toward it.

“Left here! Riverfront Park!”

Jack twisted the wheel as another barrage let loose, the bullets walking a ragged line up the pavement just behind them, showering dirt and dust into the air. Jack barely navigated the turn, then floored ahead, screaming past the Northern Clocktower, another familiar landmark of the city. Somehow, the Humvee navigated the turn as well and let fly with their weapon, rounds peppering the clock tower, a myriad of cracks appearing along its beige surface, sparks dancing.

“Uhhh, I think the road’s ending up here!” Jack gasped and Laura’s eyes widened. Up ahead, the two streets converged into a tunnel which passed beneath Riverfront Park just east of the pavilion. Several cars had collided at the mouth of the tunnel, blocking the way and essentially cutting off their escape.

The roads approaching the tunnel came from two different directions, in a sort of reverse “V” shape, and Jack slammed the brakes and twisted the wheel, bringing the truck around into a shuddering 180. Then he floored the gas again, turning left, bringing the vehicle onto the other section of road coming into the tunnels. They raced back south as the Humvee came north and he saw the soldier in the gunner’s seat desperately trying to swivel the turret to meet their approach. He fired, but the bullets hurtled behind them, tearing into the trees and chewing up grass as the military vehicle struggled to stop and come around. Brakes locked and squealed. The vehicle started to turn, but clearly wasn’t quite nimble enough to navigate the one-eighty. Tires grabbing and yelling, black streaks smearing along the pavement, the dark-colored Humvee slid sideways, finally crashing into the collected vehicles at the mouth of the tunnel in an explosive collision of crunching metal, broken plastic and shouting soldiers.

Soon they were careening back over the Spokane River, towards the city again.

“They crashed!” Jack breathed. “Holy shit, they crashed!”

“There’s more where they came from,” Laura warned, her voice was somewhat less frantic than it had been moments before. “Take a left here, continue north along the edge of the city. There’s got to be another bridge up ahead.”

Jack followed her lead and Laura glanced at the fuel gauge of the truck, her insides churning a little as she saw how close the needle was drifting towards empty. Jack exhaled loud and long, bringing the truck into a more controlled speed, moving forward. Up ahead they saw signs for Gonzaga University and kept right on going east, driving beneath the persistent hanging cloud of smoke and fire.
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Spokane was almost a memory. Shortly after moving east of the city, Laura and Jack took a chance and jumped back on Interstate 90 heading east toward the Couer d’Alene National Forest and had traveled in relative peace for the past few hours as they broke from Washington into the narrow northern section of Idaho.

Laura had already been nervous about the state of their fuel tank as they left Spokane and now, she was downright petrified as the needle clung tight to the left-hand edge of the gauge, fluttering slightly as they moved along. 

“We were so eager to get out of town, we didn’t think to stop and look for gas on our way out,” Laura said, nodding toward the dash.

Jack nodded.

“I thought of that,” he said. “Though, to be honest, I wouldn’t know how to siphon gas even if we had stopped when there were other cars on the road.”

For the past twenty miles, the road had been desolate, an empty swath of pavement slicing through thick forest, their vehicle seemingly the only one left on Earth.

“We’re going to have to stop somewhere,” Laura said. Jack gestured out of the windshield.

“There’s a turnoff up here on the left. See that sign?”

Laura looked where he pointed and sure enough there was an old, worn metal sign, almost more rust than paint, but there was the universal symbol for a gas station painted on it, the fading blue surrounding it still enough to accentuate the gas pump shape.

“What makes you think it even still exists? Or that it hasn’t been ransacked for fuel already?”

“Ransacked by who?” Jack asked. “The road’s been deserted for half an hour.”

“Fair enough,” Laura replied.

Jack angled the truck left just as the engine began to cough and wheeze, crawling slowly forward, drifting from the main road to the side road. Trees still loomed up and over them, staring down disapprovingly of their manmade invention trespassing on their natural property.

“Come on,” Jack prayed, but the truck didn’t listen, growling and grumbling a few more desperate breaths before the engine finally silenced and the truck started coasting. He steered gently, guiding the coasting pick up to a rest on the shoulder where grass met pavement in a single lane of gravel-covered travel.

Laura lowered her head, shaking it slowly and Bruiser jerked his own head up, glancing around as if noticing something for the first time.

“Welcome back to the world,” Laura teased, tousling the fur of the German Shepard’s head. “Thanks for your help back there.”

The dog cocked its head curiously, a pink slice of tongue extending from between black lips. Jack leaned back, sighing softly, and gently massaged the bullet wound in his shoulder, trying to work the feeling back into his joints. A short distance ahead of them was a small rectangular sign, and he slipped from the driver’s seat, walking slowly over to it while Laura exited with Bruiser in tow, taking him over to the long grass so he could do whatever he had to do.

He made quick work of it, digging at the dirt with his paws, and she ushered him back to the truck. He jumped up into the seat as she closed the door behind him. Looking at Jack, standing a distance away, she moved into the trees herself to take care of her own business, still feeling self-conscious after finding creative ways to relieve herself for the past two weeks.

By the time she was done, she walked up the gentle slope as Jack’s boots crunched on gravel, coming back toward the truck.

“Two miles,” Jack said as Laura approached.

“Two miles?”

Jack shoved a thumb over his shoulder, toward the sign.

“According to that, the gas station is two miles down the road.”

Laura craned her neck to look over his shoulder, trying to get an angle around the row of trees to their south.

“That road looks like it leads to a 1980s horror movie,” she said.

“I don’t see that we have much choice,” Jack replied. Laura nodded and sighed, walking to the truck to retrieve her pack.

“You got the keys?” she asked, glancing over her shoulder. Jack held them up, pinched between fingers, jingling them softly. Laura grabbed her own backpack, slung it over her shoulders, then hooked Bruiser’s leash and guided him out as well, while Jack reached into the flatbed of the truck and swung his own backpack on.

“Gonna make it okay?” Jack asked, a crooked smile on his face.

“I’m in better shape than you, soldier boy,” she replied and started walking, Bruiser trotting along next to her. Jack verified the truck was locked up, then fell in behind, walking along the curved road as it dug deeply into tall green trees.
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They weren’t moving at a swift pace and it took them a little over an hour to walk the two miles into town. As they came around the last bend, the trees thinned out and fell away, revealing a somewhat sparse plot of land. Several squat buildings emerged along the sides of the road, which seemed to be getting more ragged and uneven as the pavement went along, before eventually giving way to dirt and gravel.

Laura and Jack glanced at each other as they walked along, then looked back forward. The structures had a distinctly vintage feel, looking like mid-20th century construction, wooden shacks and ramshackle buildings lost to the sands of time.

A group of three men gathered in a cluster looked at them as they approached, eyes narrowed and suspicious, but none of them made a threatening motion. They just stood and watched as if curious, nothing more.

The three men wore western-style clothes, plaid shirts and faded blue jeans, one of the men crossing his arms over his chest. The man in the middle had long, dark hair, while the other two wore worn-down cowboy hats pulled over slick tousles of black hair.

Trying not to linger or make eye contact, the two of them continued walking alongside the dirt road, approaching an old gas station ahead. There were four gas pumps outside the small, one-story building with a slanted tin roof, a narrow, rusted post with a simple rectangular sign mounted to the top. The sign had the word GAS emblazoned in large, stenciled letters flecked with peeling paint and discolored metal.

Not only was the building’s roof made of tin, there was a wide, flat awning over the four gas pumps made of corrugated steel. Jack kept watching the trio as they walked forward, toward the old gas station, with its worn concrete foundation, and a handful of beat-up vintage cars parked along the back parking lot.

Across the street, more motion caught their eyes, and they both looked left, watching as another small gathering of suspicious-looking men and women emerged from nearby buildings. 

“Native Americans,” Laura said, smiling and waving a hand. Nobody waved back. “We must be near the Flathead Reservation. I knew it was over here somewhere.”

“They seem surprisingly calm, considering what’s going on in the world these days,” Jack noted.

As they approached the gas station, the front door swung open, a small bell hanging over it jingling lightly with the motion. A slender man stepped out, his skin a darkened bronze, hair pulled back into a long, shoulder-length ponytail. He had hard features, lines in his flesh weathered by age, though his eyes were cold and piercing, his teeth a bright white. He wore a brown button-up shirt, rolled up to just below his biceps, and a scattering of ornate Native American tattoos ran up and down his lower arms.

He didn’t speak, he simply stood between them and his building, looking at them, his hands on his hips. Laura noticed he wore a holster on his left hip with the rounded handle of a revolver extending from the leather sleeve.

“Good afternoon,” Laura said. “We’re sorry to intrude.”

The man didn’t reply.

“We need some gas. Our truck ran out two miles west. We’re—we’re stranded at the moment.”

“That sounds like your problem, not ours,” the man replied.

Laura nodded.

“You’re right, it is our problem. No question about it. We were just wondering if we could get some help.”

“Help with gas,” the man replied.

“Yes,” Jack said. “Help with gas.”

The man cast a look toward the group across the street, and Laura thought she saw the hint of a smile cross his thin, chapped lips. After a moment, he turned back to them.

“Why should we help you?”

“The quicker we get some gas, the quicker we’ll be out of your hair,” Jack said, his voice clipped. Laura held a hand up.

“No reason,” she interjected. “You owe us no favors. But we came to you for help, looking for some small shred of kindness in a world that has descended into madness.”

The man with the ponytail looked up into the sky, narrowing his eyes as webs of lightning streaked in the pale space between clouds overhead.

“Do you know what’s happening here?” the man asked, looking at them. “We’ve heard nothing.”

“Nobody really knows,” Laura replied. “Planes crashed from the sky, many of them landing in cities. Much of our country is on fire.”

The man barked a hoarse shout of laughter.

“Our country,” he laughed, shaking his head. “Our country?”

“The last I heard, we were all Americans,” Jack said.

The man turned back toward his open door, shaking his head.

“You take our country from us then throw your junk in the sky—think you can beat Mother Nature. This is what happens.”

Laura and Jack looked at each other, uncertain of how to continue, but he waved toward them, gesturing for them to follow him. Guiding Bruiser along on his leash, they walked into the old gas station, following close to the man while he waited for them to pass through, then closed the door behind them.

“Pay no attention to the lurkers out there,” he said. “Many of our tribe are mistrustful of strangers, and honestly, most of us have reason to be.”

Laura felt her muscles releasing their tension as the man spoke. She let out a soft breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding as they gathered around an old cash register inside the gas station.

“What tribe is that?” Jack asked, adjusting the weight of his backpack.

“We are of the Kootenai Tribe,” the man replied. “Been a part of Flathead Reservation for generations. Many of those old codgers out there think they still own the place. Maybe they do.” He shrugged and laughed softly. His eyes were still cool, but it was more of an icy, cheery cool than the hard, emotionless gaze from before. “Hell, you guys would probably call me an old codger, but I’m still a little whippersnapper compared to some of the folks out there.”

“I’ve never heard of the Kootenai,” Jack replied.

“Come from Canada mostly, but we’ve been settled out here for going on fourteen thousand years, all told. A little longer than folks of...your complexion, if you get my meaning.”

Laura nodded.

“Just be glad you came in from the west. If you’d come in through one of the main roads, you’d have hit the casinos and the hotels before you ran into this little backwater. Something tells me they’re already under siege by whatever’s left of civilization.”

“You haven’t seen that yet?” Jack asked.

“Nah, not yet,” the man replied. “Will we, eventually? Probably. But for now, we’re enjoying our peace and quiet.” He looked at Laura with a sudden, suspicious glare. “Nobody followed you, I hope?”

Laura shook her head.

“No,” she replied.

The man nodded.

“So, what do you need? Gas? Food? Gas we can maybe help with, food not so much. We have a large population here and are heavily rationing what we can hunt.”

“We are running low on food,” Laura replied, “but gas is the most important thing right now. We need to get back on the road.”

“Where are you going in such a rush?” the man asked as he walked across the floor, heading toward a side door.

“I have family,” Laura replied. “In Wyoming. They’re part of a group that helps in times like this. We want to reach out to them, to—”

“Stone Sword,” the man said in flat monotone.

Laura did a double take.

“Stone Sword,” she confirmed. “You’ve heard of the group?”

The man opened the door and headed into the garage, waving for the two of them to follow.

“I have. We have a couple of ham radios. Well, only one left now; batteries ran out on the other. But we’ve been talking to them. The group we were talking to was not in Wyoming, though.”

“They’re all throughout the west,” Laura said. “I’m more interested in my sister than in the group itself—that’s why I’m heading to Wyoming.”

“Dangerous through here,” the man said, looking at them both with caution in his eyes. “Lots of military presence, from what the radios are saying. Blockades. Roaming roadblocks. Trying to keep the population centers isolated.”

“We saw some of that in Washington,” Laura replied.

“Then you need to be careful. Are you sure driving your truck through this passage is the best way to go?”

“You have any other ideas?” Jack asked.

“Matter of fact...” the man replied, walking over to a shelf resting against one of the walls in the garage. He flipped through some brochures that were stored there, leafing into the back and slipping a folded map free. “Nobody wants to buy this one,” he said, handing it over to Jack. “Because it doesn’t talk about the landmarks. It’s mostly hiking trails, but it has some logging trails pretty nicely marked as well. I’m betting you look hard enough, you could probably find logging trails getting you most of the way to where you’re going. Off the beaten path, but as long as the truck has four-wheel drive, you’ll probably be okay.”

“We’ve got four-wheel drive,” Jack replied, seeing the look he got from Laura. “This will be very helpful, thank you.” 

The man shrugged.

“Like I said, nobody’s buying it anyway.” Walking over to the shelf, he pulled a pair of metal gas cans off and turned back around, letting them hang by his thighs. They followed him back out into the main station building. He set the cans down on the counter. “Go on outside,” he said. “I need to hit the transfer switch, get the pumps over to generator power.”

“You have a generator?” Jack asked.

“Of course,” the man replied. “Power here goes out when an eagle farts. It’s not huge, but it’ll work.”

“Are you sure you don’t need this gas?” Laura asked.

The man seemed to consider this question, then shrugged.

“Where we going? This is our land. We’ve lived here for generations, like I said. Whatever’s happening to your lily-white world out there, it doesn’t concern us. If the fight comes to our door, we’ll stand and fight back.”

Laura chuckled softly, nodding. There was something about the man that she liked. Part of her wished that he might come with them, help them along their travels. But she didn’t even bother to ask. She already knew what the answer would be.

“Now, hold on just a minute,” he said as they approached the door outside. “We haven’t worked out our deal yet.”

“Deal?” Jack asked.

“Well, yeah,” the man replied. “I ain’t giving this gas away, big man. I’m gonna need something in exchange. The world’s blowing up out there, cash ain’t worth shit. We’re back in barter land now. So, tell me. Whatcha got?”
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“I can’t believe I let you talk me into that,” Jack said, shaking his head as they walked along the shoulder of the access road, making their way back west toward where they’d left the truck. A few hundred yards ahead, a small slice of sun glinted from the metal roof of the truck, trees stretching up toward the sky around them, the horizon a myriad patchwork of pale clouds and scattered lightning. The sky reminded Jack of video footage he’d seen of wildfires in California, of the sky being clouded in smoke and ash. Somewhere above them the clouds had parted to allow a thin beam of sunlight to pierce the cover, but most of what he could see was streaked with the strange patterns of electricity they’d been seeing for two weeks, and it left a bizarre eggshell pallor over the world.

“We needed the gas,” Laura replied. Bruiser padded along after her, his leash bound up in her closed fist. Her other hand was wrapped around the handle of a gas can, full and heavy.

“Badly enough to trade away my rifle?” Jack asked, looking at her. Both of his hands held gas cans as well; they’d received three in total. “Haven’t you seen what we’ve run across since leaving Seattle?”

“We have pistols,” Laura replied. “We can get another rifle. Seems like it’ll be easier than finding gas. It was the only thing he wanted.” She shrugged lightly.

“I feel naked without it,” Jack complained, moving the empty shoulder where the M4A1 had been slung for days.

“If we follow the logging roads like he mentioned, we may not even run across more soldiers,” Laura said. “Desperate times call for desperate measures. We need to keep moving and that was the only way we were going to get the gas.”

Jack sighed deeply. He knew what she was thinking, and she was right. He’d used the rifle a few times since they’d left Seattle, but if they ever did end up in another pitched battle against military or security forces, he had doubts about how well they could defend themselves, even with it. They’d been running low on ammunition as it was, and they’d traded it all away. He still had several magazines for his sidearm, and Laura had that pistol she’d taken from the junkie, so they still had some ways to defend themselves.

Just not ways he felt especially comfortable with.

Reaching the truck, Laura opened the door and ushered the dog inside, then shut the door behind him. She moved around the back side of the pickup and opened the gas tank, setting down her can and extending the small spout from within it. Jack came up next to her and repeated her motions. They spent the next few moments in silence, tipping the cans up and filling the tank, then placed all three cans in the bed.

“Sorry,” Laura finally said, walking past him, putting a hand on his shoulder.

“It was the right thing,” he replied softly, though his words had an edge to them. He moved around to the driver’s side. Moments later, the truck growled to life and began heading back toward the main road to continue east.




Chapter 4

Indianapolis, Indiana

52 hours after the impact of Atlas-One

Captain Lancaster’s fingers were blistered and bleeding, but he hooked them around another jagged piece of rock and pulled, his shoulders straining, the muscles in his forearms aching with a dull, deep pain. For over two full days the five soldiers buried under piles of broken rock and rubble had used pipes as levers, then their bare hands, desperately clawing and crawling their way up the stairwell toward the surface.

Lancaster had thought the job impossible at times. Shortly after starting, several more rocks broke free and filled in the gap that they’d dug out and, for a moment, he’d been afraid that the whole stairwell might come down around them. But they’d persisted.

Working in rotating shifts of two hours apiece, they worked around the clock, and two days later they could, literally, see light at the end of the tunnel.

Tiny pinpricks of light from the upstairs lobby punched through small gaps in the rubble. The piles of stone that were in the stairwell had been pulled out and piled in the boiler room, rocks filling about a quarter of the space in the room down below.

His stomach growled, low and angry, a lack of food taking its toll after over fifty hours without more than part of an MRE. By some miracle, Valez had brought her backpack with her when escaping the transport copter, and she’d had an MRE and three protein bars inside. The first night they’d split one of the protein bars five ways, and they did the same thing for breakfast the next day. The second night they prepped the MRE and split that five ways. Now they were down to a single protein bar. Several reserve water tanks were situated around the room, and they’d been using those for drinking, so thankfully thirst hadn’t been so much of an issue. But everyone knew if they didn’t find their way out shortly, things would start getting very, very bad.

Then, they’d started seeing narrow spears of light showing through gaps in the rocks. Any notion of two-hour rotations had gone by the wayside, and now all of them worked together to pry the rubble apart, their blistered and bleeding hands digging for cracks and edges, pulling and pushing the rocks aside.

“Here!” Frankfort said from Lancaster’s right side. “Loose rocks over here!” Valez and Klieger moved right, getting next to Frankfort, reaching forward and digging through. More rocks came loose and they turned, letting them tumble down the stairs, digging furiously at the hard, jagged edges.

More light punched through, more rocks came loose, and suddenly the wall of loose stone ahead of them started to give way and separate, more and more rocks, large and small, striking the concrete stairs and falling away behind them to the boiler room below.

Lancaster breathed loud and long, his sharp exhalations the only sound as all five of them sat in the cramped stairwell, looking up past the sparse remains of collected rocks, up to where the wall and doorway used to be.

There was no wall anymore; whatever had happened above them had blown it clean away, leaving only open air staring out over the shattered glass of the building beyond. Every window that had looked out to the street running alongside the high rise had been blown apart, with only a scattering of metal framing remaining, most of it twisted and bent by whatever impacts or explosions had wrecked the formerly intact structure.

“Ain’t that about the best thing I’ve ever seen,” whispered Lancaster, then turned toward the others. “Come on! The way is clear, let’s head up to the surface!”

They all gathered in a group, taking the steps one at a time, moving slowly and painfully, each of them sore and exhausted from the fifty hours of rotational work and sleeping on a concrete floor. They moved gingerly but excitedly, and within moments came up out of the stairwell and into the lobby of the building they’d entered two full days prior.

Looking out through the broken wall of the building, Indianapolis was a cacophony of chaos, flame, and screaming sirens. The wails of emergency vehicles sounded like they were very far away, and most of the soldiers’ vision was obscured by the shattered wreckage of the Blackhawk helicopter, still smoldering and surrounded by broken and twisted remains of the airliner that had shorn off the top section of the building above them. From where they stood there was no visible ceiling or support structure. The top half of the building had been nearly obliterated by the aircraft, glass, steel, and stone stripped away, burned, and scattered to the wind. Ripped chunks of fuselage, wing, and other plane materials were spread about the street outside, and from where he stood, Captain Lancaster saw a few seats from the plane lying askew. His stomach pitched slightly when he saw them, realizing that in every seat within his field of vision, there was still a body strapped to it.

In some cases, the seats and bodies were barely recognizable as such, burned and molded into a single organic-looking mass of metal and bone. In other cases, he could see the pale face of the victim, frozen in eternal terror by the events of their last few moments of life. 

“Don’t look,” he warned the soldiers behind him as they ventured out into the lobby, working their way between piles of rubble and twisted white metal.

“Oh, God,” McAvoy whispered, “the chairs.”

“I told you not to look,” the captain said. “We have to focus on getting out of here.”

Somewhere nearby, a piercing, shrill scream cut through the din, a scream of pain and terror, a vocal cry that hung in their ears.

“People are out there,” Valez said quietly. “But where are the rescue personnel? Where’s FEMA?”

“I don’t think anyone’s coming,” Lancaster said. “This happened in Chicago. It happened here, too. You can be damn sure it’s happening elsewhere.”

“We’re on our own, aren’t we?” McAvoy asked as they made their way from the inside of the ruined building to the street. “No one’s coming to get us out.”

“We’re soldiers in the United States Army,” Lancaster replied, turning to look at the troops following him. “We can get ourselves out.”

As they stepped into the street, Lancaster’s breath caught in his lungs. The city looked like a war zone. Broken rocks and shrapnel were splayed throughout the roadway between buildings, piled up in the road, and stacked on the caved-in roof of several parked cars, windshields shattered and collapsed inward. In a light blue sedan across the street, he saw the broken arm of an unknown person inside, extended out from between twisted vehicle remains, fingers splayed as if reaching for help.

There wasn’t an inch of road not covered in dirt, rocks, or dust, and the surrounding buildings had been all but consumed by the raging explosions of crashing aircraft. Blackened brickwork and skeletal remains tilted on their axes, looking like large, forgotten tombstones in an urban cemetery.

Another bleating wail of an emergency vehicle sounded, but it was faraway and quiet, the distant echo of a ghost from another world.

“Hold,” Lancaster said, holding up a hand as they ventured out into the street. Along with the broken bodies of cars and buildings, he saw a few people walking around, their faces wearing the same vacant, shocked expressions, wide-eyed and open-mouthed, dazed and lost amid the burned-out carnage.

They walked past, Lancaster looking at some of the gathered pedestrians, who didn’t seem to know exactly what to do or where to go but were walking simply because they lacked anything else to do. Had they been out here like that for two days?

Glass fractured up ahead and Lancaster’s eyes moved to a small, one-story shop, a building that had been far enough away from the impact that it remained mostly intact. There was a large street-facing window that gaped at them like an open mouth with broken, glass teeth. The shadowed forms of people milled around inside.

“Careful,” Lancaster cautioned. Voices could be heard from inside the building, harsh and hoarse. It was a small sporting goods store that looked like one of those mom-and-pop types, not a big chain or franchise. Striding forward, Lancaster held up a hand again as a small group of people emerged around the corner of a building up ahead.

Two large men led the group. Men with unkept hair and wild eyes, and both sets of those eyes landed on Lancaster’s group as they approached.

“Hey!” one of the men shouted. “You with the military?”

“We’re stuck here just like you,” Lancaster replied.

“Just like us?” the man asked. “Can’t you call in a helicopter? Get us outta here? The whole damn city’s on fire! People are dying in the streets. Where is everyone?”

Lancaster shrugged, but kept his hands near his hips, wanting the SIG Sauer P320 slipped into his holster to be within easy reach. None of the soldiers had gotten time to retrieve rifles or advanced weapons from the Blackhawk before it crashed, but they all had their pistols in their holsters.

“We’ve been stuck in a toppled building for two days,” Lancaster said. “I can’t get in touch with anyone.”

The two men strode forward, the small group of others gathering around them.

“I don’t think I believe you. I think you’re just lookin’ after yourselves.”

“If we had a way out, I would tell you,” the captain replied, his eyes suddenly darting left then right, looking for opportunities to escape. He hadn’t been thinking clearly; they’d already gotten too close. He was so tired and spent from the last two days, his normally sharp strategic mind was dull and numb.

“Soldier boy, you’re gonna take us to your helicopter and get us outta here,” the first wild-eyed man said, taking a step closer. Lancaster shot a finger back toward the crashed helicopter wedged into the face of the building they just left.

“That’s our helicopter!” Lancaster shouted. “Right there.”

“Then get on your radio,” the man growled. “Call it in. Don’t lie to me.”

“He’s not lying,” said Valez, stepping forward to try and defend her captain.

A soft scuffle sounded behind them and Lancaster twisted around to see what was happening. Another small group of angry-looking people lowered themselves from the broken window of the sporting goods store. Each of them held something in their fist.

A slim, pointy-boned man hit the ground first, a baseball bat clamped in tightly curled fingers. Just behind him, a young woman landed in a bent-knee crouch, a broken off hockey stick in her hand, the end snapped into a jagged point. Two other younger men emerged behind her, each of them with a slender, iron barbell without weights, clutched in two hands like bo staffs.

“Don’t do anything stupid,” Lancaster warned. “We can all help each other.”

“Damn right,” the wild-eyed man said. “First you’re gonna help us. Get on the radio. Now.”

“We don’t have a radio,” Frankfort snarled. “We’re stuck here, too!”

“I don’t believe you!” the wild-eyed man screamed, his voice strained, tendons bulging in his neck.

“Back off!” Lancaster warned, his hand moving softly toward his hip holster.

The wild-eyed man moved before Lancaster could track him, lurching toward him, arms thrusting outward. One hand clasped tightly around Lancaster’s right wrist, peeling his hand away from the holster, and the other hand hit him in the chest, forcing him backwards.

“Hey!” Frankfort shouted, stepping back, hand moving toward his own weapon. There was a shout behind him and the approaching group from the rear converged, leaping forward.

Lancaster twisted, trying to wrench free and watched, his eyes wide, as the girl with the hockey stick thrust it forward, the sharpened, broken end of the wood ramming into Frankfort’s chest with a ripping pop of splitting flesh. Frankfort’s mouth opened to scream, and the girl ripped the jagged end free, lifted it over her head, and thrust it down again. That time the jagged end tore through the soft flesh underneath Frankfort’s chin, spraying a fresh gout of dark blood.

“Frankfort!” shouted Klieger, moving toward him, but the guy with the baseball bat was on him first, swinging it swiftly around as if trying to put the ball over the center field fence. There was a dull crack as the fat end of the bat collided with the side of Klieger’s skull, just beneath the edge of his helmet. The side of the soldier’s face seemed to distort with the impact, his head snapping aside, sending the helmet tumbling from the top of it.

He tried to step back but faltered, going to one knee, and the man slammed the bat against his skull again, then a third and a fourth time, reducing the bone and flesh to a pulpy, bloody mess.

“What are you doing?” gasped Valez, fumbling for her own weapon, moving far slower than she should, then two more men were on top of her, clutching at her arms, dragging her back, the mob swarming her.

“Let me go!” Lancaster shouted and kicked out with his thick-soled combat boot, driving his heel into the side of the wild-eyed man’s knee, crushing it sideways with a dry snapping sound, like breaking sticks on the forest floor. His hands sprang free as he screamed in pain and Lancaster pulled his pistol, thrusting the barrel at the wild-eyed man’s face and pulling the trigger without hesitation.

The weapon exploded, blasting a nine-millimeter round directly into him at short range, punching into skin and bone, sending him crashing to the pavement amid pale chips and scarlet spray.

The gathered mob screamed, some of them scattering away, though the group piled on top of Valez continued to punch and kick and thrash, seemingly unaware of the gunshot’s report.

“McAvoy!” Lancaster shouted, but the sergeant was already freeing his pistol from its holster, aiming at another crazed man, who suddenly started to backpedal.

For a moment, Lancaster aimed his weapon at the writhing group of punching and kicking civilians, but he knew Valez was buried under there somewhere and he didn’t want to shoot her.

“He can’t shoot all of us!” someone screamed. Suddenly there were more of them, three or four more spilling from the sporting good’s store, another two coming from a darkened alley beside it. Klieger and Frankfort were clearly dead, both of them lying motionless on the cracked and dirt-covered pavement, growing pools of red extending along the asphalt under them.

The girl with the hockey stick hooted and barreled toward them, lifting it like a spear. McAvoy pulled the trigger of his own SIG Sauer, driving a round into the woman’s chest, knocking her off her feet and sending the improvised spear clattering to the road.

“They’re right,” Lancaster said. “We can’t shoot them all. We’ll run out of ammunition and then we’ll be dead!”

“Klieger and Frankfort are gone! We can’t just leave Valez!” McAvoy aimed his pistol in the direction of the thrashing group of limbs and fired. A round ripped through the upper back of a hunched-over figure and they pitched forward, swallowed by the mob. One head spun around, eyes narrowed and angry, yellow teeth showing. Three of them broke free and charged toward them. 

Lancaster fired, striking the lead one in the forehead, snapping his head back and throwing him to the ground. The next two stomped over the fallen corpse of the first, looking more animal than human, and McAvoy fired his pistol twice taking one down as Lancaster drew on the second, double-tapping two nine-millimeter rounds into his center mass.

Still, at least four or five of them were on top of Valez, clawing, punching and kicking, and from where he stood, Lancaster could see one of the woman’s legs extended out from under the mob, her knee bent awkwardly, boot removed and resting a foot away from the sock-covered foot.

The leg was still and unmoving, more like a mannequin’s than a human’s, bent into a strange shape.

“She’s gone,” Lancaster whispered, so soft it was nearly inaudible, a fluttering leaf in the middle of a tornado.

“Get off of her!” McAvoy screamed, firing another pistol shot, though that one whistled high and left, whining off the sloped roof of a car several yards behind the gathered group in a dance of white sparks.

“She’s gone,” Lancaster said, a little louder that time. McAvoy didn’t seem to notice, stepping backwards as he adjusted his aim and fired again. “She’s gone!” Lancaster screamed, digging his fingers into McAvoy’s shoulder and pulling him back. “Come on!” 

Another member of the group stood from where they’d been crouched, glaring at the two soldiers and balling his hands into fists.

“We’ve got the guns,” McAvoy said, his tiny pupils darting wildly in the milky white of his eyes.

“They’ve got the numbers,” Lancaster said as two more peeled themselves off the prone form of Private Valez and turned toward them. “We need to go. Now.”

McAvoy gritted his teeth, the muscles of his jaw flexing hard. Finally, he averted his gaze and fell back, lowering the weapon, then turning and following the captain as they ran from the street toward the buildings ahead.

#
[image: image]


Captain Lancaster wasn’t sure how long they’d been moving, but at least the mob had stopped chasing them over an hour ago. As they navigated the myriad alleyways and stepped through ruined buildings and burned-out city streets, the sky above had drifted into darkness, clouds gathering, the bright fractures of lightning bursting staccato illumination across the ruined streets.

They’d decided to head north, thinking they could make their way out of the central wreckage, but they’d found several roadways blocked by smashed buildings, the barrage of crashing planes almost obliterating the surrounding areas of Indianapolis. Mingled with the rubble and destruction were more roaming mobs of angry civilians, and rather than confronting them, the two soldiers had elected to sidestep all avenues of conflict, choosing discretion over potential violence.

“Is it this bad in Chicago?” McAvoy asked as they walked toward the end of the block and made their way down a narrow, dark alley.

“Never got the status,” Lancaster replied. “I know just as much as you do. We went down before we made it halfway to the city.”

“Chicago’s one of the biggest cities in the United States,” Sergeant McAvoy continued, his voice sounding shaky. “There could be millions dead. My—my brother—”

“Don’t think about your brother,” Lancaster said, turning to look at the man, his eyes meeting McAvoy’s. He could tell with one look that it was too late. McAvoy was clearly thinking about his brother, and probably had been for a long while.

“Worry about what we can control,” Lancaster said. “Got it? Worry about getting out of here. Nothing else.”

“Worry about nothing else,” McAvoy replied, shaking his head. “Easy for you to say—”

“Easy for me to say?” Lancaster almost hissed back at him. “I’ve got a wife. Four kids. No, they’re not in Chicago or Indianapolis, but if it is happening here and Chicago, you can bet it’s happening elsewhere, too. I don’t know if my family is alive or dead, but if I start worrying about that now, I’ll never stop, and I’ll sure as hell never make my way out of here.”

McAvoy’s lips pinched shut and he nodded swiftly and jerkily.

Lancaster extended his arm and put a hand on the man’s shoulder.

“We’ve seen some bad stuff today,” he said quietly. “What happened to Valez...what happened to Frankfort and Klieger. A dog doesn’t deserve that kind of fate. But we can’t worry about that now. We need to get out of here so we can honor their memory. They died so we could live, and I don’t know about you, but I don’t plan on wasting their sacrifice.”

McAvoy’s wide eyes seemed to solidify in the vague light of the streaking lightning overhead and he collected himself, finally nodding in response.

“You’re right,” he said quietly. “I know you’re right.”

“Then let’s get the hell out of here.”

McAvoy nodded as they slowly made their way to the corner of a brick building and ventured around to the other side, eyes alert, moving slowly and carefully. The alley was barely lit, and they could see no movement, but for the first time in an hour they also saw no obvious wreckage in that part of the city.

“I see another road up there,” Lancaster said. “It looks like we may have found our way out of this war zone.” 

Indeed, the road ran up ahead, a narrow, two-lane street, the right side peppered with empty vehicles. The first cars they’d seen most of the day that hadn’t been crushed or battered by debris. Lancaster looked longingly at them and slowed his pace, wondering how much gas might be in the tank and how far they could get. 

“You ever hot-wired a car before?” he asked, looking back at McAvoy, who was actually smiling softly.

“You know,” he replied, “now that you mention it, my brother and I used to get in some trouble back in the day. I stole an old Honda Accord from a buddy’s driveway when I was nineteen.”

Lancaster’s lips started to part in a smile—until a shrill, frantic scream ripped through the night air, loud and fueled by fear. It was a female scream, that much was clear, and Lancaster’s head snapped around as McAvoy moved up next to him, both men reaching toward the pistols at their hips.

A figure charged from the darkness, a slender woman in a white sweater and long, dark slacks, her hair seemingly yanked free from a ponytail and sprawled over her right shoulder. There were some mysterious, dark stains streaked diagonally across her sweater, and her face looked pale and stricken in the sparse brightness of the passing lightning.

“Help me!” she screamed. “Please help me!”

Lancaster moved between her and McAvoy, keeping his hand by the pistol at his hip.

“Easy, lady,” he said, holding his free hand out, palm first, keeping her at arm’s length. “Take it easy.”

“Are—are you soldiers?” she gasped desperately. “Please tell me you’re soldiers!”

“What’s wrong, ma’am?” Lancaster asked, leaning slightly to peer over her shoulder, looking farther down the darkened roadway.

“Men,” she replied, looking back in the same direction. “Men were after me. Four of them. Maybe five. Chasing me with knives. Who knows what they wanted to do?” Her breath came in harsh, swift gasps as she tried to steady herself, leaning against the car they’d been thinking about hot-wiring. Her eyes suddenly widened. “My sister,” she gasped. “My sister is still back there! She’s only twelve years old!” Her voice was nearly hysterical.

“Back there?” Lancaster asked, still looking into the darkness. “Back where?”

The woman turned and gestured toward a three-story building near the end of the road, part of the roof silhouetted against the cloudy sky.

“Please,” she gasped. “Who knows what they could be doing to her—”

“You just left her there?” Lancaster asked disbelievingly. 

“What else was I supposed to do?” the woman asked. She took a step backwards, then turned to walk toward the brick building again.

“I don’t like this,” Lancaster whispered to McAvoy, taking a step forward, hanging a short distance behind the woman.

“You and me both,” McAvoy replied. Despite their concerns, the two men followed the woman, both of them sliding their pistols free, moving them into a two-handed grip as they continued along the street.

Lancaster listened for any sign of commotion, but that part of the neighborhood was surprisingly quiet. He heard some sirens somewhere in the distance, but the immediate area seemed very, very quiet, especially considering a group of men supposedly had a twelve-year-old cornered.

Something was very, very wrong.

“Okay, stop right there, lady,” Lancaster said, halting his progress, though he didn’t raise his pistol. “What’s going on here?”

She turned.

“My sister—” As she turned to face him, she could clearly tell he wasn’t falling for it. Her face darkened as she looked at them. Lancaster saw her expression change and lifted his semi-automatic immediately.

“What the hell is this about?” he asked.

“We were hoping to do this the nice way,” she said. “Splash them!” her voice screamed loudly, echoing in the confines of the narrow street. Lancaster braced himself, eyes darting to the dark corners. A swift blur of motion appeared in the corner of his vision and he twisted to the left, bringing the pistol around. A small object arced in the air, tumbling up out of the darkness, formless against the scatter of lightning clouds above.

“Watch out!” Lancaster shouted, breaking left. McAvoy took the hint and lurched right, trying to scramble away. The object crested the top of its arc and then came down, and Lancaster could see it glowing softly as it fell end over end. It was a bottle of some kind with a rag—and the rag was on fire.

“Molotov cocktail!” he screamed, his eyes roaming up and down the street. There were several cars lined up along the edge of the road. If even half of the gasoline here had been siphoned to make cocktails, then they could have dozens of the things.

The bottle exploded against the pavement with a soft, shattering whoosh, a swift curtain of flame rolling over the uneven roadway. Lancaster couldn’t see their attackers, so he moved his finger to the trigger but didn’t pull it, reluctant to waste ammunition shooting at shadows.

“We weren’t going to hurt you!” a voice shouted from somewhere he couldn’t see. “We just wanted your stuff! Now, we’ll just have to pry it from your dead hands!”

Three more objects charged up from the dark alley and hurled through the air, fat ends tumbling over thin, rags glowing with embers leaving faint, ghostly lines as they hurtled toward them.

Another bottle struck the hard ground in an explosion of breaking glass, followed by the low catch of fuel and fire, spraying small fingers of orange and white. McAvoy darted forward, narrowly avoiding the cascading sleeve of orange light, fire licking at the heels of his boots as he ran.

“Keep moving, McAvoy!” Lancaster shouted, swinging around to look at him. The woman with the stained sweater was fumbling in her waistband for something and Lancaster decided not to take any chances. He fired his SIG twice, putting two rounds in her torso and sending her crashing to the pockmarked pavement at her feet.

“Lola!” a voice screamed from the darkness. “I’ll kill you for that!”

Two more cocktails streamed through the air, coasting over Lancaster’s head. One of them broke and splashed against a sedan parked on the side of the street, fire coating the rusted paint and skittering over the ground beneath the vehicle.

Lancaster narrowed his eyes toward the shouting voice and roared off another two shots with the SIG, sending nine-millimeter rounds screaming into the blackness. He heard no shout of pain or cry of danger, just the soft hiss of bullets through air.

Several yards away, McAvoy adjusted the path of his evasive maneuvers and ran straight toward the darkened alley branching off from the road. Three more bottles tumbled into the air and Lancaster watched their gentle arc, his eyes widening as he saw their path.

“McAvoy!” he shouted at the top of his lungs, so loud and hard that his throat hurt. “Watch out!”

McAvoy continued moving forward, slowing a bit to turn his head toward the captain. The first bottle struck his forehead straight on, exploding into a glistening spray of jagged glass, the fuel inside immediately igniting, coiling its crackling tendrils around his skull and in seconds, his entire head was awash in flame. McAvoy screamed, his mouth prying wide open, his voice echoing from beneath the roaring boil of fire just as the second bottle struck at the pavement to his left. There was a splash of broken bottle and gas along his left pant leg, then suddenly, his pants were alight as well. He gasped, choking and stumbling, moving clumsily to the right, his hands groping for something, anything that might save him from the sudden onslaught of agony.

“No!” Lancaster yelled, firing more shots from his pistol, emptying the remains of the magazine into the darkened alley, ejecting the spent mag, then slamming home a fresh one, firing even more as he ran forward. Figures scattered from the darkened passage, one of them coughing and stumbling forward, clutching at his chest as he fell to his knees. Another sprawled backwards, hands clawing for the sky, and Lancaster charged forward. Two men burst from the darkness, one throwing a Molotov that cleared Lancaster’s head by two feet. Lancaster squeezed the trigger, but it clicked on an empty magazine, so he lowered his head and ran faster.

The man smiled, balling his fists, but even as an older man, Lancaster was quicker, tougher, and meaner. Within seconds, he was on him, turning the pistol around in his hand and swinging down, butt-first, crashing the handle of the weapon into the bridge of the man’s nose, crushing skin and bone.

As the guy fell, arms pinwheeling, Captain Lancaster purposefully slammed his heavy boot down on his ribs, grimacing malevolently as he felt the wet snapping sound of everything surrounding the man’s stomach crack and collapse, blood coughing from his pursed lips.

Lancaster threw himself over the fallen man, popping out the empty magazine and retrieving a third, ramming it into the base of the weapon, twisting and firing.

Another assailant plunged backwards, driving hard into the brick wall behind him, a Molotov cocktail spilling from his slack fingers. It burst on the pavement, coughing gas and fire, catching his pants in a rippling fwoosh of sudden heat and smoke, the man screaming as he twisted away, desperately running toward the mouth of the alley. Another cocktail soared toward Lancaster, exploding against the wall to his right, licks of fiery fuel spattering on the pavement next to him.

Up ahead, the dark alley opened up into relative lightness, a gray pallor cast over the next block, lightning above shedding sparse illumination on the surrounding parts of the city. Sirens wailed and as he approached the alley’s end, he thought he saw the gleam of headlights cutting through the darkness, coming from his right, the low growl of an engine following behind.

Someone was coming!

Another bottle shattered to his left, shooting a small blanket of fire up the wall and over the floor of the alley. Discarded trash was ignited and consumed, rearing up like an angry, orange monster, clawing for Lancaster. He planted his heel, turned and fired again, squeezing off three shots toward the gathering of people behind him. Through the assembled mob, he saw Sergeant McAvoy writhing on the ground, consumed by fire, reaching up to the sky, and he knew that there was no saving him. No saving any of them. Headlights splashed over him, bright and blinding and he threw up a hand, bringing the pistol close, starting to spin toward the approaching vehicle.

“On the ground, on the ground, get on the damn ground!” a voice barked, loud, sharp and authoritative. Lancaster shot his fingers apart, dropping his weapon and clamoring toward the hard pavement, reaching his arms up above his head. Down the alley, the mob was scurrying away like insects disturbed by a flashlight beam. Soft, crackling fires rippled and snapped in the darkness and McAvoy’s once-writhing body stilled, looking like a human-shaped pile of wood within a particularly angry campfire.

Hands clutched and grabbed, pulling him, yanking him toward the vehicle and Lancaster went with them, not knowing who they were, but knowing that whoever they were, they were better than the fire-starters.

Soon he found himself in the back of a Humvee, immediately recognizing his surroundings, his eyes blinking in the darkness, seeing the men in military uniforms around him. He didn’t recognize any of them, but something told him they were friends. They’d found him, they’d rescued him, they were going to take him home.

Darkness swarmed over him and he felt himself lurching backwards into unconsciousness as the roaring engine hit a peak and shot the vehicle off into the night.




Chapter 5

Old Mining Town

Somewhere in Oklahoma

Helen smiled in spite of herself, her fingers gently touching the soft hide of the horse, briefly tangling in the long mane of the creature before she pulled them free and stroked the beast’s flank. There wasn’t much left in the world for her to enjoy simply for the sake of enjoyment, but caring for the horses had turned into one of those things.

Both of the large beasts stood at the north edge of the abandoned mining town, tethered to wooden posts. She’d grown especially close to the brown and white mare, the smaller steed she’d been riding before they were ambushed by the previous inhabitants of the town they now called their temporary home. They had no intention of staying forever, but Joel had needed emergency surgery of sorts, a surgery that Helen had performed in spite of her resistance, and Joel needed a little time to recuperate.

Steve had helped them, too, the only member of the town still alive. He’d brought them some of the antibiotics they’d kept stashed away, giving Joel a steady supply of them for two days after his battle with fever and sickness following Helen’s messy but effective removal of the arrowhead that had been wedged inside of his body.

He was healthy enough to travel by that point, but they were taking advantage of the roofs and the beds, not to mention a stocked supply of canned goods that was left over in the mess hall. Steve, Joel, and Helen ate fairly well, all things considered.

In a way, Helen wasn’t looking forward to moving on. Joel was adamant that they should get her to her family, they should make their way to Wyoming where her mother’s family was, try to get connected with the survivalist group up there. Helen hadn’t been wild about the idea at first, and the longer she spent in the mining town, the more hesitant she was to keep traveling. They had a good thing there, even if some blood had been shed to get it.

Looking over her shoulder, her eyes focused on the patch of grass where she’d seen Sadie die. Sadie had been the one small beacon of light in that town. Surrounded by evil, violent psychos, she had taken Helen under her wing, tried to help her navigate the other townsfolk, including her husband Hugh. Her husband who orchestrated the ambush that lodged the arrow in Joel’s chest and resulted in her kidnapping.

In spite of their best attempts, Joel had survived the arrow, and just as she thought he would, he’d come to the town and killed pretty much everyone in it. When she closed her eyes, she still saw him stabbing Hugh with that spike-knuckled knife—again and again and again, the once-gleaming metal blade rusty and stained by the man’s blood.

The attack had been brutal and ferocious, the rage and violence erupting like a barely dormant volcano, and while Joel had saved her life, he’d scared her as well. Whether it was a result of what was going on in the world or a result of what happened to his family five years ago, she wasn’t sure, but Joel was broken inside, somewhere deep down.

He’d also saved her life. Multiple times. In spite of her fear, she couldn’t help but feel attached to the man.

And all he wanted to do was take her to her family and dump her. She couldn’t help but think that was his main focus, the main reason he wanted to take her to Wyoming. He wanted to find people who would take her off his hands, so she was no longer his problem.

Her guts churned as she thought of it, closing her eyes, trying to focus her attention on the soft hide of the horse she gently stroked.

Maggie. That was the horse’s name, she’d decided. No reason in particular, she just liked it and it seemed to fit. Joel hadn’t named the larger horse, the dark brown one that he’d been riding through the narrow trails in the Oklahoma woods. 

“Morning,” a voice called from behind her and Helen turned back around, squinting through the pale sunlight as a figure walked toward her. It wasn’t Joel, that much was clear, and since there were only three of them in town, she knew who it was.

“Morning, Steve,” she replied.

“You’re out here every day,” Steve said with a soft smile. “You must love these horses.”

Helen shrugged.

“Not much else to do. When Joel gets a little better, he’ll take me hunting again, probably. I’ve been making some clothes and stuff. Sewing deer hide like Sadie taught me.” She looked over at the ramshackle building along the edge of the mining town. It was an ancient, run-down building with a radio antenna and half-constructed solar panel on the grass next to it, a long-term project that Steve had been working on since shortly after the power had gone out just over two weeks ago. Working alone had made it a challenge, though Helen had pitched in where she was able.

Joel was still too injured to help much, but he would recuperate soon, that much she was sure of. He was too stubborn to stay down for long.

“How’s the communications gear coming?” Helen asked.

“Main gear’s fine, though I’ve been struggling with getting through on the open channels. That solar panel’s still out of commission though, and probably will be for a while. I was an engineer for the mining company, I don’t know jack about solar panels.”

“Joel knows a little,” Helen replied. “He had one at his grandfather’s cabin.”

“I’ll take whatever help I can get.”

Helen lifted her hand from the horse’s hide and walked toward the clearing at the center of the town, heading toward the large meeting hall that had become a makeshift triage center.

“I need to go check his dressings,” she said. “Is there any more penicillin?”

“We’ve used the small supply I had left,” Steve replied. “He still struggling?”

Helen shrugged.

“I don’t know. Last time I changed his dressing there was some pus, but it was draining pretty well.” They continued walking across the grass toward the old wooden building, built larger than the other structures around, but with the same nineteenth-century architecture.

“I kept hearing Hugh and some of the others reference ‘going into town’ while I was here. Is there a town nearby?” she asked, looking at Steve. Steve nodded.

“Little place called Marshall. About three miles down the mountain. Tiny place, but we’ve been making regular trips down there for supplies since this all started. That’s why we don’t have a truck here; group went down there a few days ago on a supply run.”

“Is there a pharmacy down there or anything?”

“Little general store mostly,” Steve replied. “They had some stuff, but we cleared most of it out during the first week. That’s where that penicillin came from.”

“So, if this doesn’t work...”

“It better work. Next place to check would be Tulsa, but that’s sixty miles from here, and I’m sure the National Guard has it on lockdown.”

Helen stepped up to the front door and eased it open, making her way inside the large building. Joel was sitting on one of the long wooden benches, looking at the table ahead of him. Both the AR-31 bolt-action and the RECCE-14 tactical semi-automatic rifles were disassembled and resting in pieces on the table. Each of the individual components had been carefully removed, the entire weapons system organized and aligned in neat rows. Rubbing alcohol, cotton swabs and a handkerchief were nearby.

“Well, you look like you’re feeling better,” Helen chirped, smiling at Joel as he studied the weapons.

Joel didn’t return her gaze, he just dabbed at one of the components of the weapon with a moistened swab, clearing some dark grease from one of the contacts.

“Let me see your chest,” Helen said, walking over to Joel.

“Hold on, I’m busy,” Joel replied.

Helen bent down and turned toward the bag resting on the wall and unzipped it, slowly sliding out one of the metal medical kits before turning and setting it back on the table. She unclasped the lid and folded it open, sorting through the items within.

“Joel,” she said quietly, stepping toward him.

He sighed and turned on the bench, tucking his fingers in the bottom of his T-shirt, then peeled it off and dumped it on the ground.

“So sorry to inconvenience you,” Helen groused. “Maybe I should just let you die of blood poisoning?”

“You’re being melodramatic,” Joel replied.

“You were literally shot in the chest with an arrow,” Helen said. “I’m a teenage girl, you’re damn lucky I’m even doing this.”

“What else would you be doing?” Joel asked. “Kicking back and watching some MTV?”

Helen narrowed her eyes as she started peeling back his bandages.

“What’s MTV?”

“Okay, now I feel old,” Steve said, shaking his head. He turned away slightly as Helen exposed Joel’s wound, his face turning just a little pale.

Helen peeled away the bandages and gauze, examining the wound. The skin was slightly pink around the wound, but had held closed relatively well with the stitches she’d used, which had come as part of a suture kit within the first aid kit Joel had in his Bug Out Bag. There was no discharge visible, so she grabbed a small bottle of hydrogen peroxide out of the kit, then retrieved a cotton ball.

“Hold still,” she said, and Joel closed his eyes. She could see his muscles tense as she tipped up the bottle and poured a thin trickle of the liquid down over the pink flesh around the wound. There was a low sizzling sound as the peroxide ran over the injured flesh and Joel sucked in a breath, wincing visibly in pain.

For a few moments, she worked on the wound at the front of his chest, treating it with peroxide, cleansing it with the cotton ball, and then she moved around to the back, doing the same thing there. 

“Things are looking better,” she said finally, after studying the injuries and cleaning them for several minutes. “But I think we need to remove the stitches in a few days. We can’t leave them in there forever.”

“We should be getting on the road soon,” Joel replied as Helen pressed down a fresh bandage on his back, then secured it with some gauze and medical tape, then moved around the front to repeat the process there.

“What’s the rush?” Helen asked. “We’ve got a roof over our heads, there’s still plenty of food in the pantry. We could probably stay here another week at least and be fine.”

Joel didn’t reply, but she saw a look on his face which told her that there was no way they were just going to sit here for a week. She opened her mouth to protest, but decided against it, easing her lips shut as she finished applying fresh bandages on the front of his chest, then began putting away the peroxide and tossed the cotton ball in a small bin they used for trash.

Joel turned back to the weapons on the table and returned to cleaning them, while Helen and Steve exited the building, walking back out into the grass.
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“Okay, I don’t want to pry,” Steve said as they walked out into the grass clearing of the mining town. “But what exactly is your relationship with that guy, anyway?”

Helen chuckled and shrugged lightly, honestly unsure how to answer his question.

“He saved my life,” she said simply. “I was—there was an accident. My father died. Joel was there, and he pulled me out of the car before it went into the water.”

“I—I’m sorry,” Steve said softly, looking off somewhere in the distance.

“Every day that passes, it feels a little less real,” she replied. “Like maybe my previous life was just a dream. None of it really happened.” 

The two of them walked across the grass, veering west and approaching the building with the radio tower.

“I know what you mean,” Steve said. “The stuff I’ve seen in the past two weeks, it just boggles my mind.”

“How did you get connected to this group anyway?” Helen asked. “You don’t seem like you really belong here.”

Steve shook his head.

“You got that right,” he said. “I really didn’t belong here. I mean, I worked for the mining company like the rest of them, but I wasn’t really a part of their big protest. I didn’t go into any of the tunnels like they did. I was just a geek. I worked in the office. Never fit in with the rest of them.”

“So how did you end up here?”

Steve cleared his throat, as if he were searching for the right words to use.

“I lived with my mom,” he said. “She was getting old, you know, and needed help around the house. My two brothers were married, with kids. They moved out of town years ago, so it kinda fell on my shoulders.”

“Sounds like you were a good son.”

Steve nodded.

“She died a couple of months ago. Before all of this happened, thank God. I’m so happy she never lived to see this. My mom, she was an eternal optimist. Always found the best in people, and if she had lived long enough to see what this world has become...it would have changed her.”

“It’s sure changed me,” Helen admitted, and she meant it. Her childhood ended the day the tornado hit South Brisbane. The day Atlas-One smashed into the city of Chicago and the lightning appeared in the sky. Even though she was only fourteen, she was no longer a child, and never would be again.

“Anyway, I was living in her house, but besides work, I didn’t really have a life. When things started going wrong, Hugh sort of recruited me. Said they were turning the town into a refugee camp and they wanted to get communications going.”

Helen looked at Steve, whose face had a strange expression.

“They never intended for it to be a refugee camp at all,” he said. “The moment they had a group together, they started gathering weapons. Everyone who joined them was a soldier or a hunter or had some sort of beef with the government. This wasn’t a refugee camp, it was some sort of army they were putting together.”

“So why didn’t you leave?” Helen asked.

“Where was I supposed to go? Back to my mom’s house? Sit in the dark and do nothing? At least here I had a purpose. I had stuff to do every day, people to talk to. Better than sitting in my dead mother’s empty house surrounded by nothing but memories.”

“I can see that,” Helen replied. They were still standing outside the small shack that had been converted into a communications station. The antenna rose high above them, metal scaffolding stretching up toward the lightning-streaked clouds above. Beside the run-down building was the mount for the solar panel, built and standing, though the panel itself rested crookedly against it instead of being mounted to it. Cables ran from the shack itself across the grass, and rested just beneath the panels like dead snakes.

“What are the chances of getting the solar power working?” Helen asked.

“Not real good,” Steve admitted. “But I’m going to keep trying. Maybe once Joel is better, he can help.”

Helen looked over toward the building they’d just left.

“I wouldn’t count on it. Doesn’t seem like he wants to help much.”

Steve followed her gaze.

“What’s his fascination with Wyoming, anyway?” he asked.

“There’s a survival group there. Well, the group itself is supposedly national, but there’s a compound in Wyoming. A compound that my mom’s sister lives in, last I heard.”

“So, he’s bringing you back to your family?”

“I guess,” she replied. “Though he’s never really bothered to ask me if I really want to go.”

Steve’s brow furrowed.

“You—don’t want to go?”

Helen shrugged.

“Mom left when I was really young. I’ve never even met her sister. I probably wouldn’t know either of them if they were standing right next to me.”

“So why are you going?”

Helen laughed softly, a dry sound with little humor, but she didn’t reply.

Steve took the hint and stood in silence next to her, both of them looking at the long, broad building where Joel sat inside, no doubt still diligently cleaning the weapons on the tables.

“I think he wants to get rid of me,” she finally answered, her voice soft and uncertain. “His wife and daughter died in a house fire a few years back. I think, in a way, I remind him of what he doesn’t have. I think it hurts him.”

Steve nodded, still looking forward. After a few moments he put a comforting hand on Helen’s back.

“You’re a very astute young woman,” he said. “Joel may not realize it, but he’s lucky to have you. Sure, he might have saved your life, but I think, whether you realize it or not, you’re saving his life, too.”

Helen nodded, though it was a rigid, unconvincing motion.

“I’m going to go check on the horses,” she whispered, her voice thin and fragile. She stepped away, walking back towards them, leaving Steve to return to the shack and work on repairs.




Chapter 6

Old Mining Town

Somewhere in Oklahoma

Joel opened his eyes, sitting up from where he was lying on the long bench inside what had once been the meeting hall of the coal mining village that had somehow become their temporary home. Helen cleaning his dressing and replacing his bandages always left him sore and exhausted, and he had told himself he was just going to lay down for a moment, but quickly fell asleep.

He wasn’t sure how much later in the day it was now, only that he heard an echoing pop-pop-pop sound coming from outside, the unique reports of single pistol shots. They came in regular intervals, spaced evenly, and in a couple of instances, he thought he heard a metallic ting of something in the distance.

Grimacing, he swung his legs from the bench and stood, hesitating for a moment as a wave of dizziness clouded his head, a rolling fog of light-headedness coming very close to convincing him to lie back down. But he waited it out and it finally faded so he could step forward, walking toward the door.

Opening it, he saw her immediately, standing in the clearing of the town, a wide swath of empty grass around her and the blackened firepit a few yards away. Small,  run-down shacks and structures lined the perimeter of the town, but she stood in the empty central area, arms outstretched and elbows locked, the SIG Sauer semi-automatic clutched between her hands.

Joel smiled crookedly as she adjusted her stance slightly, shifted her shoulders, drew in a long, deep breath, then fired, the weapon kicking in her firm grasp. His eyes moved right, following the trajectory of where she was shooting and saw, at the edge of the trees, a metal sign hanging from some sort of rope in the branches of the thick oaks. He couldn’t tell what the sign said from that angle, but suddenly the metallic ting made sense. She was doing target practice.

He stepped down from the short stairs and walked across the grass, looking at her as she squinted one eye closed, adjusted her aim again, then fired, the sharp crack echoing through the silent, afternoon air. That time there was a resounding metal thwack and the sign jostled with the impact, gently swaying on the attached ropes.

“Nice shot,” Joel said as he drew near and she lowered the pistol, looking at him. “How many bullets are you planning to spend on target practice? You’re going to get so good at shooting but have no actual ammunition to shoot with.”

She glowered back at him, rolling her eyes slightly.

“Hugh and his group have a whole stockpile here, smart guy,” she said. “More boxes than I can count. Steve showed me where they were and made sure I used the right stuff.”

“Steve?” Joel asked. “You mean the glorified computer geek?”

“He’s smarter than you think,” Helen replied. “He learned a lot about that stuff in the last couple of weeks.”

“I’ll take your word for it,” Joel replied, holding out his palm. Helen ejected the magazine and cleared the round from the chamber as if she’d done it a thousand times, then handed over the cleared weapon.

Joel nodded softly, obviously impressed.

“You’ve learned a lot since I’ve been recovering,” he said.

“What, did you think I was going to spend all day feeding the horses and sewing clothes like some girl?” she asked. “Someone’s gotta be able to defend us with you all shot up like you are.”

Joel rotated his shoulder gingerly, trying hard not to wince in pain.

“I’m doing just fine, thank you very much,” he said, and held out his other hand, gesturing with his fingers for her to hand over the magazine and round. She did so, and he slipped the round into the half-full mag, then slipped the magazine home, pulling back the slide to load the first round into the chamber.

Turning toward the sign, he locked his elbows, and glared down the length of the slender barrel, using the triangular iron site to center the blunt end of the SIG in the middle of the hanging sign.

From that angle he could see the diamond shaped piece of sheet metal as it moved gently in the breeze. It was already pock-marked with dozens of bullet-sized holes, and even through the swiss cheese texture, he could make out what it said. Great Acres Mining Company.

Holding his position, he drew his breath and kept himself still and stoic as a statue, eyes following the gentle motion of the sign. His finger moved from the trigger guard to the trigger and he pumped it six times in rapid succession, clearing out the rest of the ammunition from the magazine. Sparks and pops danced against the mangled surface of the steel sign, the diamond-shaped piece of metal jerking with each impact as the rounds punched through and hissed off into the trees beyond.

He smiled and ejected the magazine, handing them both back to Helen with a smirk.

“See, kid? Still got it.”

Helen couldn’t help but smile back at him as she took the pistol, then stuffed the empty magazine in the back pocket of her jeans, pulling a full one out of the side pocket and ramming it home. She slipped the weapon into her belt as the door to the communications shack opened and Steve stepped out into the open air.

“Feeling better?” he asked, looking at Joel.

“Right as rain,” Joel replied, turning and striding toward the engineer. Helen fell in behind him and the two of them joined Steve just outside the shack with the large radio antenna and half-built solar panels resting next to it.

“What are you hearing?” Joel asked as the three of them gathered together. “Any joy on the radio?”

Steve shook his head.

“I’ve been scanning all open channels every day, putting out general distress calls, looking for emergency broadcasts, but I’m getting mostly crickets.”

“I might be able to help with that,” Joel said, nodding toward the building. “Now that my head has cleared from the arrow your buddies put into me, maybe we can get some of this stuff sorted out.” Joel looked over at Helen for a moment. “Can you run into the meeting hall and grab my BOB? I’ve got the solar blankets in there and the portable short wave radios.”

Helen nodded and turned away, jogging back toward the long building at the southern edge of the village.

Steve furrowed his brow, but led Joel into the building, who slid out a swivel chair on wheels, which had been pushed underneath an extended table. On the table was an assortment of other radio and communications gear with various coiled cables, handsets, headsets and standalone microphones.

“Damn,” Joel said, looking at all of the various gear on the table. “Where did you get all of this stuff?”

Steve shrugged.

“Hugh and his crew just sort of acquired it over the time leading up to the disaster. They were planning for a more coordinated resistance up here for a while. The original plan was a sort of protest against the mining company, but they figured law enforcement would be involved. Hugh’s brainstorm was to listen to police and emergency channels with this gear so they could coordinate their responses to any push back from local authorities.”

“He was quite a piece of work, wasn’t he?” Joel asked, looking at Steve. “Hugh, I mean.”

Steve looked contemplative.

“He wasn’t always like that,” he said quietly. “He used to be— I don’t know. Normal? Something happened along the way. Somehow, he just broke inside. The mine changed ownership a number of times in the past few years and I think once it became evident that the future was uncertain, he just sort of finally tipped over the edge.”

“Tipped over the edge? From normal to homicidal maniac?”

“Desperation and hopelessness do strange things to people,” Steve replied. “I mean, I’m an electrical engineer. Yeah, I liked my job and the people I worked with, but if the mine closed, I had other options, you know? For some of these guys, for guys like Hugh, the mines were all they knew. If the mines closed, it was like a piece of their identity was closing. Some people have trouble adjusting to that. It wasn’t just their job; it was their whole way of life. Great Acres was built upon the backs of three generations of miners, that’s more than just a job.”

Joel nodded absently, though in his mind he really couldn’t rationalize the idea of a mining corporation closing its doors with setting up a survivalist camp with an army at the ready, prepared to kill for your cause. The door scratched along the wooden floor as Helen made her way back in with Joel’s fully stuffed Bug Out Bag slung over one slender shoulder, almost pulling her crooked with its massive size and weight. Easing her way forward, she slipped it free and let it thump on the wooden floor and he bent over it, sliding the zipper open and digging inside for the supplies he needed.

A moment later he removed the small short-wave radio he’d been using over the course of the past couple of weeks to try and reach out to the regional survivalist organization his grandfather had been a part of. Stone Sword, they were called, and he narrowed his eyes at the dial on the radio, locking the channel frequency in his mind. It was the specific channel that his grandfather instructed him to use, though he hadn’t had any luck when he’d tried it himself. Using the antenna on the building, though...

“Check this channel,” Joel said, indicating the data on the radio. “Try call sign K5RBT. If what my grandfather said is true, you won’t necessarily get a response unless you include the call sign.”

Steve adjusted some of the dials on one of the short-wave radios.

“Who are you trying to reach, anyway?” he asked, looking back at the two of them.

Joel thought for a moment, still undecided about just how much to share with the man who had worked alongside a group that had captured Helen and tried to kill him.

“The organization is called Stone Sword,” Joel replied. “They’re a national group, though focused tightly on the Midwest and West. My grandfather was a lifetime member, and used to go to annual meetings in Wyoming. They supposedly have an encampment up there, though I don’t know what the current state is.”

“My aunt is a part of the same organization,” Helen replied. “She may even be there right now. She lived in Wyoming, too, last I heard, though it’s been almost a year since I spoke with my mom.”

“So that’s where you guys are headed, ultimately?”

Joel nodded.

“All right,” Steve replied. “Then let’s see what we can do about getting someone on the horn.” He turned back to the radio equipment and got to work.
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Great Acres, Oklahoma

Downtown Great Acres was little more than a random collection of old clapboard houses, some of them residential, while others had started as houses, but evolved into businesses somewhere along the way. There were two businesses in total in the clutches of the downtown area of Great Acres, Oklahoma, one of them being McMichael’s General Store and the other being Big Mike’s Tavern, both of which were owned by the McMichaels family, one of the long-standing architects of the local coal mining industry and the town of Great Acres itself.

The last of the McMichaels died two weeks previously, killed on the ground by a falling plane east of Tulsa, traveling to the city to take distribution of a truckload of canned goods. Great Acres’ remote location sometimes made local deliveries difficult, and the youngest of the McMichaels clan found some joy in traveling to Tulsa and made it a point to do so at least once a week.

By sheer misfortune, that once a week coincided with the disaster that changed the course of mankind’s future forever just over two weeks ago. 

Along the darkened main street of Great Acres sat a few homes, their yards empty, though a few vehicles were parked in various driveways. In some of the houses, there were black windows, showing no signs of life within, while in others the soft flickers of candlelight illuminated the glass rectangles, brightening them like pale, glowing eyes watching out over the quiet roadways of small-town America. There were no traffic lights in Great Acres, and barely any stop signs, the gathering of homes and roads more of a neighborhood than a true town.

Main Street rode south to north, with the general store along the western edge, a long, one-story building that had begun its life as an expensive home for one of the McMichaels ancestors before it was converted to a feed store in the 1800s, finally evolving into a general store in the mid-twentieth century. The parking lot was still rough dirt, barely covered in gravel, and a set of two gas pumps had been installed two decades after its conversion to a general store.

The lights were out, the store having been ransacked and cleared out long ago. Most of the supplies were appropriated by Hugh and his group of coal miners for their long-term plan of keeping law enforcement at bay during their protest that had somehow morphed from an isolated event to an extended stay in the abandoned mining towns in the neighboring mountains. They’d emptied most of the food stores at the beginning, stashed them away in secret hovels and then traveled back into town to replenish their supplies as the days went on. They all had known that they’d run out eventually, but with their own personal stockpile, plus whatever had been held at the store and the tavern, Hugh had originally figured they had enough food and extraneous goods to last as long as six months to a year.

Every few days a group was sent down to draw from one of the secret stashes and bring supplies up to the abandoned town. It had been three days since the last one.

A few hundred yards away from the darkened husk of what remained of the general store, Big Mike’s Tavern sat on the opposite side of the road, ringed by paved parking. It was a small, squat building approximately half the size of the store itself.

The soft flickers of pale yellow light throbbed from the windows of the tavern, growing dim, then bright. Voices came from the building as well; seemingly happy voices engaged in pleasant conversation, punctuated by the occasional bray of enthusiastic laughter.

“To Barry McMichael!” a man said, sitting at the head of a long, rectangular table with enough seating for twelve. There weren’t twelve people there now—there were half that number at most, but the man at the head held up his small glass, causing the amber liquid inside to shift.

The candlelight reflected from the colored liquid in other glasses as well, as the others around the table lifted their own small glasses of mixed styles and sizes. Leaning in, they all clinked their glasses softly together.

“Here, here!” said one of the others, a large man who was nearly bursting through his dark-colored tank top.

“You played football with Barry, didn’t you, Lynn?” the man at the head of the table asked and the large man nodded.

“Man, he threw a hell of a block when I brought that interception back for a touchdown in the championship game,” Lynn recalled, his eyes vacant, staring off into memories only he could see.

“Oh, for the love of—not this story again,” a young woman said, rolling her eyes.

“You got a problem with my football stories, Fannie?” Lynn barked back. He emphasized her name with a sort of mock accent.

“I didn’t the first four times you told them,” Fannie replied. “And come on, Lynn, middle school was fifteen years ago. You can stop making fun of my name now. I know, I know, Fannie. Fannie Buttface. Just as funny now as it was then.”

A chorus of laughter went around the table, everyone cackling at the woman’s mocking voice.

“Hey, at least my name matches my gender, Lynn,” she said back at the large man and he glowered back at her.

“I’ll have you know, Lynn is a man’s name,” he snarled. “Ain’t you ever heard of Lynn Swan? Played for the—”

“Pittsburgh Steelers, yeah, we’ve heard,” Fannie replied through another round of snickering before tipping her glass up and drinking down the liquid inside. “How long ago did you score that touchdown? Was it ten years?”

“Eight,” the man at the head of the table said with his own crooked smile. Lynn glowered at him. “Hey, I only know because you’ve told the story a hundred times. I didn’t come to this country until five years ago.”

“And we’re all thrilled you did, Ali,” Fannie said, looking at him. Ali Davud looked back at her, trying to gauge her sincerity. A native of the Republic of Albania, he wasn’t even an official American citizen. He’d been in the country on a work visa for a few years, a program the coal mining company was using, he knew, as a way to try and encourage cheaper labor. The whole endeavor had been for nothing, after all, with the mine starting its shutdown less than thirty-six months after his arrival.

“I can’t tell if you’re being serious,” he replied, his crooked grin faltering somewhat.

“Who cares?” another man said, shaking his head. “Long as we get free drinks, does it matter who’s serious? Yo, barkeep!” he shouted, turning and lifting his glass. “Oh, wait,” he continued, looking off into the corner. There were three motionless bodies piled in one of the dim corners of the tavern, stacked like so much cordwood, each one piled on top of the other. “Barkeep isn’t exactly in the mood to serve us.”

Ali chuckled, looking over into the corner himself.

“I guess that’s what happens when you run out of liquor,” he said.

“Or at least when you tell your customers you’ve run out of liquor,” the other man said. “Ole Barry McMichaels wouldn’t have been too happy with that.”

“Hell no,” Ali replied. “Probably would have killed them himself.”

Laughter went around the table as the man pushed his chair back, the wooden legs squeaking loudly on the slatted floor.

“Another round, Kenny,” Ali said, lifting his glass.

“Aye, aye, mon capitan!” Kenny replied and made his way to the bar, where he knew there were several more sealed bottles of various alcohols. Kenny ducked behind the bar and shuffled a few things around, glass clinking and clanking until he finally pulled himself free, lifting up what appeared to be an off-brand whiskey bottle.

“Jackpot!” he said, his voice slurred slightly, and he came around the bar, walking slightly crooked as he approached the table with the fresh bottle. Everyone pushed their glasses towards the center.

“You know,” Fannie said, tucking her fingers around the glass and looking into it as Kenny tipped in a few ounces of colored liquid. “Hugh is going to totally kick our asses when we get back there.”

“Says who?” Ali asked. “We’re coming back with a month’s worth of supplies. He’ll be glad to see us!”

“He sent us down here days ago,” Lynn added with a slight shrug.

“And it’s our fault we got thirsty?” Ali asked with a wink. He touched his broad, fuzz-sprouted chin with a few fingers. “Hugh doesn’t scare me. Me and him, we’ve got an understanding.”

“Oh, you do, do you?” asked Fannie, drawing back slightly. “Only understanding I’ve ever seen with Hugh is that you understand that if you don’t do what he wants, your ass is grass.”

Ali smirked.

“In my country we have a certain way of dealing with things, and Hugh understands this. He and I, we agree on many philosophies. He cuts me some slack; I show him some tricks from old Albanian friends. We get along just fine.”

Lynn nodded, looking back toward his glass as Kenny topped it off.

“I guess I can see how your interests might align,” Fannie said, taking a quick sip off the top. She puckered her lips and drew back. “Oh, that’s nasty.”

“You don’t want it?” Ali asked, holding out a hand.

Fannie pulled the glass in closer to herself.

“Ain’t what I said, Ali. Nothing wrong with a little nasty.”

More laughter ensued and Kenny poured the last glass, then lifted the bottle and drank straight from it, fingers curled around the colored glass neck.

“Hey!” Lynn barked. “Get your cooties off the bottle, Morris!”

Kenny tipped the bottle back down.

“I’ll have you know my cooties are fifty proof, chump.”

“Well, in that case, just go ahead and lick my glass,” Ali said in his thick accent, the table replying with another low chorus of laughter. He smiled and set his glass down, then looked back over his shoulder again at the dead bodies in the corner. They hadn’t planned on killing them when they first came in; hell, when Hugh had sent them into town for supplies, they hadn’t even intended to come to the bar. Things seemed to be moving at a constant swift pace and Ali found it hard to hold on to what small slivers of sanity any of them had left.

He’d come from just about the worst part of Albania, desperate to start a new life, and had managed to take advantage of a work visa program the coal mining company had in place, but now, only a handful of years later, the mine had threatened closure, and he’d joined Hugh’s group to hold it off. What else was he going to do, just stand by while his visa was canceled, and he was sent back to the home that had killed both of his brothers and nearly killed his father as well?

Out of the question.

It’s not like this new world was so bad here in America anyway. You wanted something, you took it. Someone stood in your way, you killed them. Very easy.

“Tomorrow we head back,” he said simply, his eyes still cast over his shoulder. “Short hike, we get there by sunset.”

Heads around the table nodded softly.

They were right, after all. They’d been in town for several days, and Hugh would be wondering where they were. Ali and Hugh got along just fine, but Hugh had a temper, and as tough as Ali talked, when Hugh got angry, it didn’t turn out well for anyone.

“To Hugh and Sadie,” Ali said, lifting his glass. His words echoed around the table, other glasses clinking together, and in unison they drank down their whiskey.




Chapter 7

Somewhere in Western Idaho

Jack eased the truck to a stop, the tires crunching as he guided the vehicle over to the gravel-covered shoulder. Up ahead, the main road drifted up a slight incline, then turned off toward the south, veering around and down, cutting a narrow path through the trees. However, an even more narrow dirt road deviated to the left, rising at a sharper incline. That path was covered with thick dirt and dried mud, twin tire tracks hewn into the hard ground as if carved out by a hammer and chisel.

“We’re going up there?” Laura asked as Jack pulled the folded map from the seat next to him and spread it out on the dashboard.

Jack traced a faintly drawn trail on the paper map with his index finger, showing its meandering path through a green mass of trees on the paper. The path by and large moved alongside the main trek of Interstate 90 heading east, but at certain points veered farther and farther into the national forest to the north.

“According to him, they’ve been putting hard roadblocks and military checkpoints at all state lines. We’re in the narrow part of Idaho now, but if we follow these logging trails into Montana, we can perhaps get back on the main road there and take it southeast toward Wyoming.”

Laura looked at the map as Jack sketched out the path of travel, nodding softly, watching him move along the faint path into Montana, then alongside Interstate 90 as it drifted south and east.

Curious about the sudden conversation, Bruiser lifted his head up, ears perking as he looked out the windshield, panting lightly. Laura reached to the floor by her feet, lifting a water bottle from her backpack. She cupped her hand and poured a shallow layer of liquid into her palm, and Bruiser eagerly lapped it up.

Jack leaned back from the map and placed a hand on his stomach, closing his eyes for moment.

“Wherever we’re going, I hope we can find some food,” he said. “I’m starving. Those eggs we made a few days back and the few protein bars we have left just aren’t cutting it.”

“Then I guess we’d better get moving,” Laura said, sitting back in the passenger seat.
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As rough and narrow as the road looked on the map, the reality was far worse. The truck thumped and rattled, slowly progressing up the steep slope of the deeply rutted logging road, the trees passing as it moved at a snail’s pace, tires rising then thumping as they moved over the uneven surface.

Laura glanced out of the window as they traveled deeper into the trees, her eyes narrowing at the thick forest on the passenger side. She saw a brief flash of movement, craning her neck to track it and saw the furry white tail of a deer bound off deeper into the woods, vanishing behind a clutch of trunks and thick branches. For a moment she felt as if she were just on another camping trip, driving her little hatchback into the woods, her tent, sleeping bag, and Bruiser tucked neatly into her back seat, looking forward to the wilderness instead of seeing it as a potential threat.

In a way, those feelings were still present. The trees, leaves, and grass would protect them from the horrors of the civilized world just as the wilderness had protected her then. Only back then the protection was more mental—spiritual, almost. Now the protection was very real and very true. There was no metaphorical protection here, only hard reality, the brutal facts of what life was like now.

Would it be so terrible if they were forced to live off the grid? Shoehorned into a life in cabins and tents instead of concrete and steel? She could think of worse existences.

The sky above the trees was dark, the color of an aging bruise, the clouds growing slowly thicker beyond the trees. Sparse pulses of lightning shifted among the clumped cotton of the clouds, briefly illuminating sections of cover before drifting back into darkness.

“I’d offer you a penny for your thoughts, but, what with the end of the world and everything, I’m not sure how much coins are worth these days.”

“Pennies were pretty worthless before 737s started falling from the sky,” Laura replied with a chuckle.

“So, what’s on your mind?”

The truck thumped and Laura had to hold on to the interior handle above the window to keep herself upright.

“Just looking at the trees,” she replied softly. “Saw a deer jumping through the forest back there. From this angle, you’d never know anything is wrong.”

“As long as you don’t look up.”

Laura’s soft smile faltered.

“I try not to look up if I can help it,” she replied quietly.

“Why is that?”

She closed her eyes, trying to craft an appropriate response.

“It’s a reminder,” she said. “A reminder of the role I played in Project: Heatshield.”

“You can’t possibly blame yourself—”

“I don’t blame myself,” Laura interjected. “The role I played was small. Miniscule even, and whether I was involved or not, Heatshield would have been developed shortly thereafter. But I met dozens of people as part of that project. There was a man I grew...very close to. A man I believe was critical to the overall success of the program. And if he had any part of what’s happening now, I just—”

“Things happen in life,” Jack said. “You can’t always foresee this stuff. People often hide the worst parts of themselves, even from those they claim to love.”

Laura looked at him with wide, shocked eyes.

“That was surprisingly astute,” she said.

Jack glared back at her, though he was smiling softly.

“I’m not sure if I should be offended by that.”

“Well, you told me yourself you spent most of your life in the basement playing Xbox before joining the Army. What am I supposed to believe, that you were using that microphone and headset to wax poetic with the twelve-year-olds you were sniping?”

“I was very creative with my taunts and insults, thank you very much.”

The truck groaned slightly as it worked its way over a particularly deep rut in the mud, but managed to balance out and continue its upward trek to the crest of the logging road ahead. Jack turned on the headlights as dusk worked its way in from the edges, covering the horizon in a dull gray haze.

“It’s getting late,” Laura said. “How far does this road go?”

“All the way into Montana,” Jack replied.

“We’re going to have to stop along the way,” Laura said, then leaned slightly to the left. “We’re going to need more gas at some point, too. This thing drank down that fifteen gallons awful quickly.”

Jack shrugged.

“It’s an old truck. Not really surprised, especially with all the work it’s doing on these logging trails. The guy at the gas station did tell me there were some hunting cabins up through here, at least, and he seemed to think they would likely be uninhabited this time of year.”

“Maybe normally,” Laura replied, “but based on what’s happening in the world today? I wouldn’t be surprised if people have retreated to the mountains to escape the chaos of the urban centers. We’ll have to be careful.”

The truck crested the hill and started down the other side, the pale white beams of light splashing along the trees to the right of the winding road.

“Hold up,” Laura said, lifting a hand. “Up there, on the right.”

Jack looked in the direction she indicated, through the dirt-caked windshield, through the narrow gaps in trees alongside the remote passage. He saw what she was pointing at, a small wooden structure set back from the road, barely visible from where they currently drove.

“Looks like some sort of cabin,” she said. Jack eased on the accelerator, bringing the truck forward at a slow pace, navigating the dips and ruts. The steering wheel vibrated heavily with the roughness of the road. Keeping his eye on the woods to their right, Jack noticed a slim gap in the trees and slowed the truck even more, angling the wheels to bring the vehicle around to the right and slipping between two groups of densely clutched trunks.

There was a driveway that had been almost impossible to see from the road, a simple, narrow stretch of packed dirt and dried mud, smoother than the logging road itself. Headlights illuminated the small cabin ahead, a dilapidated wooden structure that looked as if it were built a century ago and rarely maintained. Wooden shingles on the roof were worn and broken, the walls made of actual wooden logs slotted together and holding fast, though the wood itself was marked by years wear and tear.

Moss crawled along the edges of the logs and worked its way into various crevices, the headlights shining on the dull green and brown patches. A square window faced the driveway, but it was broken and no light came from inside the building.

As the truck wound around the small structure, Jack steered to avoid a pair of parked snowmobiles, both of them newer-looking than the cabin, but not in much better shape. They were dirty and stained with spots of rust throughout their frames.

A small square of even more well-packed dirt served as a parking area just to the right of the cabin, and the slender front door faced the two of them, the twisted knots in the wood vaguely like a pair of soulless eyes.

From where they sat, the setting sun cast a dim pall over the already darkened structure, its black windows glaring out at them, every inch of the cabin looking as if it had barely withstood a century of abuse in the harsh climate of the Idaho mountains.

Thin gusts of wind blew through the trees, leaves rustling, a hissing breeze the only audible sound beyond the soft ticking of the now-idle engine of the old truck. Trees extended beside and beyond the structure, moving off into the distance in all directions, completely blocking out the logging road and any other neighboring structures.

“Well, this isn’t at all spooky,” Jack said quietly.

“Nobody’s been on those snowmobiles in a while,” Laura said, turning to look at the two vehicles. “Not exactly the weather for them now.”

“If nothing else, maybe they have some gas,” Jack said.

Laura opened the door, stepping out of the truck, hesitating for a moment as Bruiser leaped down after her. She watched the dog roam off toward the trees and lift his leg, marking his territory for the night.

“So, this is where we’re going to stay?” Jack asked, leaving the truck himself, sounding more than a little apprehensive.

“Got a better idea?”

“Unfortunately, not. But the last time I saw a cabin that looked like that, it was in an 80s slasher movie.”

“Well, at least we’ve got guns,” Laura replied.

“Pistols, anyway,” Jack retorted. “You made me give away the M4.”

“You’re never going to let that go, are you?” Laura asked, bending into the truck to retrieve her backpack.

“Nope.”

Slinging the pack over her shoulder, Laura made her way around the flat front of the truck, running her fingers over the dented and broken grill. She hadn’t noticed it before, but figured it must have happened when they ran down the dirtbags outside the farmhouse a few days back.

Under the rustle of leaves and the whistle of wind through the woods, the land around the cabin was quiet—beyond quiet, actually. It was preternaturally silent, as if this place existed before the age of humanity, a cabin constructed by ancient wood folk, grown rather than built, existing in a pocket of noiseless forest.

From the trees, Bruiser trotted across the hard ground, tongue lolling from between his parted teeth, tail wagging as he enjoyed the new wealth of smells and sensations from that part of the forest. Jack had his backpack over both shoulders and was approaching the front door already, touching it lightly with his knuckles as a sort of quiet, knocking greeting.

Bruiser jerked his head to the right suddenly, woofing softly as his eyes focused on something in the trees. Laura turned to speak to him, but a moment too late as he bounded off into the woods, crashing through the trees.

“Dumb dog,” Laura said, shaking her head while Jack tested the doorknob. It turned freely and the door pushed open, revealing a dimly lit chamber beyond. Laura reached into her belt and retrieved the semi-automatic pistol, holding it in both hands as Jack removed his SIG from the holster over his camouflaged pants. They made their way into the cabin, where a small living area welcomed visitors. To the right there was an old cast iron stove with a metal pipe chimney, barely held together by chicken wire and duct tape, reaching up through a small hole cut in the roof of the cabin.

The entire cabin looked as though it had been crafted by hand with no blueprints or plans, someone just throwing logs together and placing furniture and trimming wherever they could squeeze it. Just behind the stove was a small icebox, little more than a rust-covered metal cube, with some hastily constructed wooden shelves on the wall next to it.

There was an old, torn-up card table to the left of the stove, a cot next to that, and a small doorway leading to a section of forest on the back side of the construct. They could see through the screen of the back door out into the darkened trees on the opposite side of the cabin, blocking any view further up or down the mountain.

Looking left and right, Jack and Laura cleared the inside of the cabin, ensuring nobody hid in any of the dark corners, then walked over the threshold and reached the back door in only a few seconds. Jack led the way through the back, opened the screen door and emerged into the rear section of lawn, which was covered in grass and fallen sticks. A leaning shed in the back yard looked even older and shoddier than the cabin itself, with no door on the outside, just an open hole, revealing misshapen and slanted shelves inside.

A narrow wooden outhouse was just to the left of the shed and Laura made a face as she looked at it, her brain a bit too good at filling in the gaps of what it was likely to look and smell like inside. Approaching the shed, Jack leaned in and slipped a flashlight free of the strap on his pants, thumbing the light on and shining it through the darkness.

There were some assorted tools in the shed, hammers, a screwdriver, and several nails. A stack of warped wood waited, and finally the light reflected off the brushed metal surface of an old gas can.

Jack looked at Laura with a smile, then held the flashlight in his teeth and reached out, picking up the can, smiling through clenched teeth as some liquid sloshed around inside.

“Score,” Laura whispered, and Jack nodded, backing out of the shed and setting the can down on the ground.

“Not real full, but there’s some gas in there, at least,” he said. “If there’s some we can siphon from the snowmobiles, that might actually get us somewhere.”

“Works for me,” Laura said and the two of them made their way back toward the cabin, looking a little bit more relaxed.

“Are we still planning on spending the night here?” Jack asked, not bothering to conceal his worry.

“There’s a cot inside, four walls, and a roof,” Laura replied. “What else do we need? Gotta be better than lying on the dirt under a lean-to.”

“I suppose.”

Leaves rustled to their left and Jack spun, his pistol coming up and around, the fuel can sloshing as he moved. Bruiser emerged through the trees and held the limp, broken form of a small rabbit in his eager jaws. A smile peeled up his black lips on either side of the furry critter’s broken neck and Laura laughed softly.

“You just earned your keep,” she said, stepping forward. Bruiser met her halfway and dropped the rabbit at her feet, sitting down, his tail wagging furiously, rustling the grass behind him. “Good boy,” Laura said, bending low to rub his head. “Very, very good boy.”
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Skinning a rabbit was not on Laura’s bucket list, but working alongside Jack, she’d successfully managed to prep the small woodland creature, removing the skin, gristle, and organs, then seeking out the plumpest, choicest meat and carving it from the rest of the carcass. They’d found some pinto beans on a shelf, as well as some old ground coffee, a few tin cups, and an old cast iron skillet. After slicing the rabbit meat into smaller flank steaks and mixing in the pinto beans, Laura sizzled the concoction over the wood stove, finding the mixture of smells to be strangely appealing.

Using bottled water from their backpacks, she heated it over the same wood stove, filtering in some of the ground coffee, and the searing meat mixed with that pleasant background aroma to form a bizarrely satisfying sensation, filling the empty spaces within the cabin with the scents of meal time.

For the past ten minutes Bruiser hadn’t moved from her left leg, sitting on the floor, tail whipping back and forth over the worn plank flooring, his nose sniffing constantly as he looked up at the top of the stove, silently inquiring about his share of the catch.

“You’ll get some, you pain in the ass, don’t worry,” Laura joked, looking down at him.

Jack sat on the cot, sliding the laces of his combat boots out, loosening the boots then peeling them off, turning his head away as he did so.

“Oh, man,” he groaned. “My kingdom for a washing machine.”

“Who knew,” Laura replied. “The human race survives near extinction by lightning, then dies off due to the foul odor of Jack’s socks.”

“Don’t joke,” Jack said, “I think my eyes are watering.”

“When we were walking around earlier,” Laura continued, “I heard a stream trickling somewhere to the south. There’s a water bucket over by the back door. I say once the sun comes up tomorrow, we fill that bucket up and start washing clothes. I doubt they’ve got any detergent in here, but water is better than nothing.”

“Works for me,” Jack replied, pulling his socks off and discarding them in a corner. He pulled off his jacket next, dropping it next to the socks before stretching his arms up over his head and groaning lightly.

“I never thought I’d ever say this,” he said, looking toward the wood stove. A low fire crackled inside, sparked by wood gathered from the outside lawn and ignited by the flint-based fire-starter Laura had brought with her. “But man, that cooked rabbit smells good.”

Bruiser cocked his head, looking at Jack in agreement.

“It’s almost done,” Laura said, picking up the handle of the skillet and moving the pan back and forth, mixing the meat and pinto beans around inside. Resting it on top of the stove, she moved to the shelves mounted in the wall and retrieved a small stack of plates. She couldn’t find a spatula, so she took a knife from the supplies in her backpack and stabbed the chunks of rabbit out of the pan, dropped them on three separate plates, then tipped up the pan and used the same knife to scrape out some of the beans onto two of the three plates. Setting it back down on the stove, she took a moment to sip gingerly from the hot cup of old coffee, wincing slightly at the bitter strength of the brew.

Picking up the plate with just rabbit, she came back around the stove and Bruiser immediately bounded upward, almost bouncing on his hind legs in anticipation of the food.

“Watch out, you dope!” Laura exclaimed, backing up slightly so the dog wouldn’t knock her over. He woofed sharply and jumped up again, and Laura shouldered him back down, dropping to a low crouch and placing the plate on the floor.

Bruiser descended upon it and the thick slab of rabbit meat was gone before Laura had even stood back up.

“Damn, man,” Jack said. “Take your time and enjoy it.” Bruiser ignored him, furiously licking the plate, rattling it against the wooden floor as Laura retrieved the other two plates, bringing one to Jack while she remained standing to eat her own.

Jack stood.

“Take the cot,” he said, nodding toward it. “I’ll stand. You just spent half an hour cooking.”

“I’m okay,” she replied.

“Just take the stupid cot.” He stood up, half-smiling, and walked over toward the stove, pinching the rabbit meat in his fingers and slowly chewing on it eagerly. It was hot and he took it slowly, but enjoyed the salty, gamey taste of the cooked meat, the subtle flavor of the beans accenting the taste.

“Wow, this is...surprisingly good.”

“Anything would be good compared to those blasted MREs,” Laura said. She bit into a piece of the rabbit as well, closing her eyes as her teeth pressed into the blackened meat. “But you’re not wrong.”

For several moments they enjoyed the meal, chewing and swallowing in relative silence. Laura let herself ease down onto the cot, her legs relaxing for the first time in a few hours. The wonderful smell of freshly cooked meat filled the inside of the cabin and for a moment she almost forgot what the real world was like outside. Inside the shabby structure was her and her dog, food, sustenance, and even hot coffee.

What else did she really need in life?

She looked at Jack as he stood, slowly eating his share of the rabbit meat. The fire crackled in the stove, a soft popping sound emanating from the opened cavity in the flat, iron front. Firelight danced along the smooth curves of Jack’s face, scattered with sparse tufts of facial hair and she was reminded just how young he was.

Barely old enough to vote. To drink. But old enough to serve and die for his country, old enough to kill for it. Old enough to know better than to open fire on United States citizens, which was a damn sight more than could be said for some of his peers.

She sat there, eating what remained of her small portion of cooked rabbit, going over in her mind about whether or not they should cook the rest or put it in bags with salt and take it with them as she’d planned.

The walls felt as if they were slowly closing in as she sat there, the orange light from the fire casting shadows up and down the corners of the inside of the building, the shabby furniture and uneven walls creeping together into strange, dark constructs.

“I’m going to go get some air,” she said, setting the plate down on the floor and letting Bruiser dash over and lap it up furiously with his eager tongue. Jack looked at her, almost saying something, but held his tongue, thinking better of an offer to join her.

She was happy for that. She felt a sudden urge for some fresh air and some peace and quiet, and even if he meant well, simply by virtue of Jack’s company, she’d feel compelled to be social. Right now, she wanted desperately to be anti-social.

Bruiser looked up as she neared the door, his tongue working along the curved edge of the plate. When she opened it, he pulled himself away and trotted after her, tucking in close behind her, the door banging closed as they passed out into the night.

Laura walked a few feet then perched on a small boulder, easing herself down as she clutched the metal cup in both hands, enjoying the warmth of the coffee against her palms. She forced herself to look upward, to let her eyes drift past the trees and into the sky. Like many nights these days, the sky was filled with clouds, and she suspected that if it weren’t for the constant staccato of lightning, she’d see nothing at all, the cloud cover so thick and pervasive. As it was, she saw the faintly illuminated puffed edges of clouds with each rapid-fire strike of lightning, a streaking web of bright light coursing throughout the lower atmosphere.

A swift kick of deja vu struck her, the feeling that she’d seen something much like this before. Which of course she had, inside the labs of one of the many research and development arms of the United States government. They’d run countless experiments with innumerable variations, mixing in all sorts of unique elements.

Project: Heatshield had been a landmark example of cooperation and alignment throughout the entire world. Every single country in the United Nations had contributed something, whether it was money, personnel, technology, or a little bit of everything.

It was supposed to save the planet. But as with anything, life doesn’t always turn out like you envision it, and when she’d been desperate to save the world that she loved so much, she was, in turn, playing a role in condemning the people who lived upon it.

Tipping the coffee to her lips, she forced herself to continue watching the lightning and soaking it all in. Even if the part she played in this catastrophe was microscopic, the least she could do was look it in the eyes and accept her portion of the blame.

Bruiser whined softly beside her, as if sensing her unease, and rubbed the crown of his fur-covered head against her arm. She peeled away one set of fingers and ran her hand between his ears, rubbing back and forth as he pushed against her touch. Setting the cup down on a flat portion of rock next to her, she reached into her pocket and fished out the photograph she’d carried with her since she’d left Seattle. Unfolding it, she smoothed it out on her thigh, her fingers working the paper into a straighter shape, the face of her ex-husband and daughter coming into clarity on the special paper.

Thin creases etched white lines in crisscross patterns across the picture, but both faces were clearly visible on the worn photo and her two fingers touched them both. For nearly her entire time as a mother, she’d felt like she was missing something. Like she was supposed to be part of some grand adventure that motherhood didn’t offer her.

She’d left them. Gone looking for that grand adventure, become a storm chaser, met some intriguing people, got a job with the government, then ended up at the Aurora Institute in Seattle. Even at less than forty years old she’d had more experiences in her chosen field than many ten years older.

So why was she looking so longingly at this photograph? Why did she feel as though she had missed what might have been the grandest adventure of all? She’d been so intent on looking outside for validation that she’d never thought to look closer to herself. To look within.

And she might have lost it all.

There was a distinct possibility that Wayne and Helen were okay. South Brisbane was a long way from New Orleans and even Shreveport or Baton Rouge, and the chances of airplanes crashing into her former hamlet were slim to none. For all she knew, they could be doing just fine down there, living their lives. She felt pretty certain they’d be without power, like the rest of the world—a teenage girl without power or Internet, heaven help poor Wayne.

The thought made her laugh, a soft, genuine chuckle of good humor. She decided then and there that eventually she’d make her way back down to Louisiana just so she could find Helen again, start to try and put the pieces together. Louisiana was a long way away, and she’d need supplies and time. Both of which she hoped she’d find in Wyoming.

A smile creased her lips and she rubbed her fingertips along the soft surface of the worn photograph again, and again a static burst of lightning ripped overhead, shining brief, pale light in fractured pools around her.




Chapter 8

Underground Bunker

Washington, DC

Why did he have such a blasted headache? Stabbing, intense pressure crushed his temples, as if a barbed clamp were bound around his skull, slowly compressing. The president closed his eyes, gently massaging the spots at each side of his head.

The pain was a different sort than the stress headaches he usually felt; it was more aggressive, sharper almost, thick pricks of agony followed by rippling waves of general discomfort outward from those singular points.

Was it a tumor? Maybe it was a brain tumor.

The president barked a quick snort of laughter. Imagine that. Rushed to his emergency shelter, barely avoiding certain death as the world crumbled around him, only to be brought down by a brain tumor in his concrete bunker.

He laughed again, a strange, abrupt, high-pitched sound somewhere between a guffaw and a sob.

Crossing his arms over his chest, the man strode over to the trio of monitors on the communications desk in the corner of the bunker. All three screens were dark at the moment, though the fuel in the generator allowed them to be used in short, well-orchestrated bursts. Over the two weeks since the world started falling apart, he’d seen several members of the military pass through there, each one using the comm station for different purposes. The last important message to be sent was an emergency broadcast on all military and law enforcement channels advising that they redouble their efforts at crowd control and maintaining civility throughout the American cities.

It was only a short time ago that the entire oversight committee had been ambushed on the streets of Washington by an unruly mob, their convoy of armored vehicles sabotaged, bombed, and then a horde of gunmen charged from the shadows to rip them apart.

The president still wasn’t sure what purpose the attack had served, but it had taken a horrific situation and made it worse. Now, not only were they trying to salvage what remained of the America he knew and loved, but trying to push back angry civilians as well. The two-pronged battle, from what he could tell, was not going well.

His fingers drummed swiftly against each bicep as he stared at the screens, as if expecting them to suddenly blink to life.

“Is it me?” he asked the empty room. “I’m the one in charge. Did I cause all of this?” His voice was low and hushed and he turned away from the screens to pace swiftly across the office of his bunker, passing just left of his desk. His mind was a whirlwind of razor blades, each sharp edge an accusatory finger or an exclamation of blame.

He blinked, trying to see through the cloud that crowded his vision with oppressive regularity these days.

“It’s my fault,” he decided, uncrossing his arms, closing and opening his fists. “My fault. I did this.”

Stopping at the far side of his office, he looked up at his own portrait, painted on a large canvas and mounted on the concrete. He glared at the man looking back at him, looked him in the eyes, his tongue running over his teeth. What a phony. Standing there in his suit and tie, chin up, looking off into some bright, hopeful future.

An absolute phony. He’d been a frightened child back then, just as he was now. He was just able to put on a braver face. Another laugh barked from his mouth, and he looked around nervously to make sure nobody stood near him.

Curling his fingers, he vigorously scratched at his forearm, suddenly feeling as though insects were crawling over his skin. His heart sped up in his chest, a rapid sprint setting free butterflies in his stomach. 

“It’s really over, isn’t it?” he asked the portrait, looking at his painted eyes as if staring into a distorted mirror. “The world, I mean. It’s over. I’ll be forever remembered as the man who presided over the end of the world.”

He laughed. Not just laughed but giggled, a shrill, nervous sound, and he moved his hand to his lips, trying to smother the sound.

“Mister President?” a voice came from behind him, and he whirled around, his hands moving to his sides. Secretary of Defense Drydan Willoughby strode into his office, easing the door closed behind him. “Is everything all right?”

He nodded his head vigorously.

“Of course,” he replied on a swift gust of air. “Of course, everything’s all right. Why wouldn’t it be? The United States is on fire and we’re at war with our own people. Everything’s just hunky-dory.”

Willoughby looked at him, his eyes narrow and focused in a hard, unflinching glare. The president became suddenly aware of the way Willoughby looked at him, an air of judgement in his gaze, and he shifted uncomfortably away from the man and back toward the portrait on the wall.

“What can I do for you, Drydan?”

“I was going to ask the same question,” Willoughby replied. “We’ve moved operations out of this office to give you a little more peace and quiet—provide more opportunity for strategic thinking and reflection, in hopes that it might calm your nerves a bit.”

“Calm my nerves,” the president replied, not as a question, but as a vague statement of sorts.

“No offense, sir,” Willoughby continued, “but you seem somewhat...on edge lately.”

“On edge,” the president parroted back, his voice cracking slightly. He turned away from the portrait and looked long and hard at his secretary of defense. “I’m on edge?”

“Sir, I meant no dis—”

“When was the last time you walked up there, Drydan?” the president asked, thrusting his thumb vertically towards an invisible target above their heads.

“The last time I was up there,” Willoughby replied, “a group of armed insurgents almost killed me. I value my life, Mr. President, and don’t plan on putting myself in harm’s way.”

The president chuckled softly.

“Is something funny?” Willoughby asked.

“At least you had a choice,” the president said softly. 

“A choice?”

“A choice to put yourself in harm’s way. Thousands of Americans, millions maybe, didn’t get that choice. They were thrust into harm’s way whether they wanted it or not. Now, here we sit, surrounded by concrete and dirt, separating ourselves from the public we proclaim to serve.”

“I’m not sure you’re considering the circumstances, sir.”

The president laughed a sharp, mule-like cackle which he forced himself to bite off before it spiraled into something bordering on insanity.

“For the past two weeks, since the moment the first plane fell from the sky, all I’ve been doing is considering the circumstances,” he replied. “Going over every single outcome. Thinking about all of the death and human suffering, the piles of burned corpses laying at my feet. The stack of dead bodies we’re standing upon, you and I. Every minute of every day, when I’m awake, when I’m asleep, when I’m taking a dump in the bathroom that somehow still works while the majority of Americans are living in squalor!”

Willoughby cleared his throat, looking down at his fingers laced before him. After a moment, he lifted his head, looking at the man who was once the leader of the free world. Technically, he still was, though the world itself was a drastically different place now.

“You’re complaining about actually having working plumbing?” Willoughby asked. “About being safe and secure in your underground bunker? Your family is safe, too—are you going to complain about that, sir? Everything we’ve done, everything we continue to do is to ensure the future of the human race.”

“And what kind of future is that?”

Willoughby didn’t seem to have a good answer for that. The president turned away from him again, walking back toward his desk, then eased himself into the chair behind it and drew in a long, deep breath, pressing his palms to the wooden surface.

The secretary of defense stood there, lips parted, on the verge of saying something.

“You can go,” the president whispered, sitting at his desk, looking down at the wood, feeling its smooth, polished surface against his palms. The world seemed to be moving too quickly and too slowly all at once, giving him a strange, listing feeling as if he were a boat on particularly rough seas, with no land in sight.

“As you wish,” Willoughby said, turning and walking from the bunker office, letting the door click shut behind him.
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Secretary of Defense Willoughby stood in the hallway outside of the president’s bunker office, a narrow corridor wrapped in concrete stretched out before him. Faint, flickering light bulbs hung from the ceiling, slowly swaying back and forth, sending strangely shaped shadows crawling up and down the flat gray walls. Willoughby let his breath settle, his tightly clenched fists relaxing somewhat as he tried to move past the interaction he’d just had with the president.

His cheeks were flushed and hot with anger, his muscles moving like tightly wound springs, a stiff soreness thick throughout his limbs. Beneath the gray beard, his mouth was a thin line, slanted into a scowling grimace as his brow furrowed, bunching together above the bridge of his nose. His mind raced and raged, and he took a few purposeful moments to try and calm himself, to settle his raw, hot nerves, because he was worried that he might do something he’d regret.

He felt a certain sense of power—the feeling that he held not just lives, but entire futures within the meaty palm of his hand, and all it would take was a slight twist and curl of his fist and those futures would be violently terminated, future generations shorn away before they even had a chance to form.

All it had taken was a few moments. A single speech to the right person, and just like that, the oversight committee had been attacked and eliminated. Without repercussions. Without fear of punishment of any kind. He could do whatever he wanted, he felt almost sure of that, but some things still felt just a little bit out of reach.

The president was still the president, and that office held a certain gravitas, regardless of who sat in that chair. There were some lines that he would not cross.

At least, not yet.

Up ahead a side door opened and a figure emerged into the corridor, turning to look at him. Willoughby let a long breath escape his lips, the sigh visibly relaxing his shoulders as he strode forward toward the approaching figure.

Corvan stood in the hallway ahead, looking at his boss with thinly veiled skepticism, as if he already knew how the meeting went without even asking.

“I take it that conversation went about as well as expected?” he asked as Willoughby approached.

“The man is losing it,” Willoughby replied.

“I’m not sure he ever had it in the first place,” Corvan replied as the two men fell in together, continuing down the narrow, dimly lit corridor. Corvan stepped ahead and opened the door for his boss, watching as he passed through into the next section of underground hallway.

“Gossett is reaching out again,” he said as Willoughby strode forward.

“Edmond?” Willoughby asked, turning back towards him. “What does he want now?”

“Same as always. Looking for help. Says he’s running low on fuel at the compound. I think he wants to know if he can bring his operations here.”

Willoughby halted in the middle of the corridor, hands closing into fists at his sides.

“Bring his operations here?” he asked. “Is he out of his mind?”

“Give him an inch and he wants a mile,” Corvan replied.

Willoughby turned towards him.

“We gave him more than an inch,” he hissed. “We gave that man—what’s happening here—it’s his fault!” The secretary of defense spoke through clamped teeth, his mouth twisted into an angry, vengeful sneer. “He asked for us to sabotage the Atlas-One test flight. Asked us to use that orbital technology that he helped fund to do him a favor.”

Corvan nodded, a strange expression on his face.

“What?” Willoughby asked, seeing the expression.

“He knows where the bodies are buried,” Corvan replied. “Yes, he asked us for a favor, but we’re the ones who granted that favor. And he knows it.”

“So, if we don’t help him...”

Corvan shrugged. “People are desperate. I could see him...spreading the word.”

Willoughby closed his eyes, tucking his chin to his chest.

“Son of a bitch,” he said quietly. “We should have never agreed to this. Never.”

“Most of the nanotech belongs to him anyway,” Corvan replied. “If we hadn’t done it voluntarily, he might have tried it himself. Who knows what might have gone wrong if he did.”

“Do you think it could have gone more wrong than it already did? How more wrong could things have possibly gone? Millions are dead, Corvan.” Willoughby felt the heat drain from his cheeks, a sudden, throbbing pain clamping the heart within his chest. The gravity and impact of the situation seemed to be collapsing the corridor around him, the walls folding in as if being squeezed by a giant fist. A wave of nauseating dizziness clutched at him, digging claws into his brain, but he locked his knees and held a hand out, touching the concrete wall next to him to steady himself.

“Are you all right, sir?” Corvan asked.

“Fine,” Willoughby replied. “I’m fine.” The two men stood in silence for a moment, then Willoughby turned to continue down the hallway, Corvan just behind him. Before he took a step, another door opened, folding out from within the wall and Cameron Pike stepped out, his cool, hard eyes boring into the two men.

“Cameron,” Willoughby said, halting. “How long have you been there?”

“Long enough,” Pike replied. “Long enough to hear every word you said.”
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The three men sat around the table inside the small underground conference room in metal folding chairs, a single naked bulb illuminating the concrete-encased room in a pale, off-white glow. Pike’s palms were pressed hard into the table’s surface, the fingers of one hand drumming nervously against the metal, while Corvan and Willoughby sat across from him.

The furniture in the underground bunker was Spartan but functional, just like the lighting above.

“Tell me again,” Pike said in a low, vacant voice, as if speaking from a distance.

Corvan and Willoughby exchanged a glance, then Willoughby looked back at the man across the table.

“Edmond Gossett is the president and CEO of Eagle Atmospheric, one of the leading satellite technology corporations in the world.”

“I'm familiar with them,” Pike replied.

“As well you should be,” Willoughby replied. “They have several government contracts for surveillance satellites and communications gear for many of our intelligence organizations and military teams throughout the world. They were also the leading bidder for the orbital infrastructure behind Project: Heatshield.”

"I’m well aware of that,” Pike replied.

“Of course, you are,” Willoughby sneered. “Heatshield was your pet project, after all, was it not?”

Pike nodded but did not answer.

Corvan glanced toward Willoughby and saw that he seemed to be in no rush to elaborate, so he pressed on further.

“Gossett and Willoughby go back a long way,” Corvan said. “College friends, right?”

Willoughby nodded.

“So, when Atlas Orbital Technologies came from nowhere a few years back, it obviously took everyone by surprise,” Corvan said. “Lopez and her little startup was seemingly everywhere all at once, though they focused more on commercializing orbital transportation rather than satellite technologies.”

“Indeed,” Willoughby continued, finding his voice. “But Eagle was also in the commercial space and was somewhat disturbed by the rapid upward progress of Atlas. Gossett made several calls to key personnel in Washington trying to find how she’d snuck through the cracks, but by all accounts, Lopez played by the rules.”

“Gossett didn’t care about that, though,” Pike replied. “The rules, I mean.”

Willoughby shrugged.

“Rules are...flexible for people in a certain position.”

“Or people who know the right people?” Pike continued.

Willoughby’s crooked smile faltered.

“Come now, Mr. Pike,” Willoughby said, “you know better than most about taking shortcuts around the rule book. After all, Project: Heatshield was your baby, and you certainly hold a fair share of the blame for what’s happening now.”

“Fair enough,” Pike replied. “And you’re right. While the United Nations approved Heatshield for global deployment, they weren’t aware of the surveillance equipment interwoven within Eagle’s proprietary nanotechnology.”

“Global surveillance, anywhere in the world,” Willoughby replied, chuckling softly. “Completely undetectable by other nations of the world. Not just undetectable, but willfully deployed in their orbit, under the guise of battling climate change.” Willoughby sat back in his chair, steepling his fingers in front of him. “Truly impressive,” he said. “Wish I’d thought of it.”

“There was more to it than just surveillance,” Corvan interjected. “Wasn’t there, Pike?”

“There was,” Pike replied. “Feeding off of each other, the orbital nanotechnology could generate localized EMP pulses and electro-static discharge. The thought was, it could be a missile defense system down the line, with the right software upgrades. Upgrades that could be deployed to the satellites after they were in orbit.”

“Brilliant.”

“Well, not so brilliant, apparently,” Pike replied.

“Another case of one hand not watching the other,” Corvan replied. “When Gossett asked us to call in a favor and try and knock down Atlas-One—well, we were hesitant to help, but decided that maybe forcing Lopez and her group back into the endless cycle of regulatory oversight might be better for everyone.”

“Even if it meant the life of the pilot?” Pike asked.

“Omelets. Eggs. You know,” Corvan replied.

“So, you guys leveraged Project: Heatshield to knock Atlas-One out of the sky with a small-scale EMP.”

“More or less,” Corvan replied.

“Only it caused a chain reaction.”

“We don’t know exactly what it caused,” Willoughby replied. “But once we triggered that initial discharge over Chicago, things just seemed to spin wildly out of control.”

Pike tucked his chin to his chest.

“Which is why you wanted me to ground all flights. You knew something bigger could be coming.”

“We did,” Corvan replied. “The oversight committee and the president should have listened to you. But they didn’t.”

“And now, here we are,” Willoughby finished, lifting his hands and turning his palms up, making vague gestures around him. “Project: Heatshield went wild, planes were forced from the sky, the power grid went belly up, and humanity now stands on the verge of self-destruction.” He spoke with a surprisingly even cadence and tone, as if he were talking about a simple server crash or botnet attack, and not a potentially humanity-erasing cyber event that brought centuries of American innovation to a crashing halt.

The room was silent for several moments, the last words hanging in the air like a sour stench.

“So, the real question,” Corvan continued, “is where do we go from here?”

“Meaning?” Pike asked.

“Meaning humanity is not dead. We’re down, but we’re not out. I think we have an opportunity to rebuild. But there are some...loose ends.” His eyes drifted to Willoughby when he said those final two words.

“You mean Laura Park,” Pike interjected.

“For one,” Corvan acknowledged with a nod. “Our man who visited her brownstone in Seattle is still en route to Wyoming the last I heard. Do we still think that’s where she’s headed?”

Pike shrugged.

“I’m not sure where else she’d be going. Her sister lives in a small town called Malcolm. West of Cheyenne by quite a bit.”

“That was our understanding as well,” Corvan replied. “And I believe that’s where Keys is headed.”

“Keys?” Pike asked. “That’s your man?”

Corvan nodded.

“And he’s going to do what exactly?” Pike asked, shuffling uncomfortably in his seat.

“Don’t ask questions you don’t want the answers to,” Corvan replied.

“You should know,” Pike continued, “her sister has connections with an organization called Stone Sword. They’re a group of preppers. Survivalists. From what I’ve heard of them, which is not much, they’re a national organization, but they have a regional headquarters near where she lives.”

"Stone Sword has been on our list for a while,” Willoughby said.

“Our list?”

Willoughby nodded.

“There’s an ongoing list of domestic organizations that could potentially be troublesome to the interests of national security that the DOD tracks. Guns, organized protests, anti-government sentiments, that sort of thing. They’ve never reached the dangerous level, but I know the ATF spent a few months trailing some of their more vocal members. They call their regional headquarters the Citadel or something. It’s a compound in the Wyoming wilderness, though our surveillance hasn’t been very robust to date. Or I haven’t heard about it if it was.”

“You know more than I do,” Pike replied.

“I know the two of you were very close,” Corvan said. “Is this going to be a problem?”

Pike shook his head without hesitation.

“We do what we must,” he replied. “Like you said, omelets and eggs.”

“Glad you see it our way,” Willoughby replied. He looked at Corvan next. “What about Lopez?”

“Lopez?” Pike asked, following the direction of Willoughby’s gaze.

“Selanda Lopez,” Corvan replied. “CEO of Atlas. She’s been sequestered in Atlas HQ in Chicago since the disaster. We have reason to believe she might suspect foul play in the crash of her spacecraft. She is a loose end. We’ve got a team watching her in Chicago. Spun off a watch team from the military presence already in place. Atlas HQ has been under surveillance by a rotating watch team for two weeks, waiting to see if Lopez makes a move.”

“She’s still alive?” Pike asked. “We know that for sure?”

Corvan nodded. 

“The surveillance team has been watching through windows in her penthouse office. She’s been in there, moving around, finding food, foraging. Surviving for the past two weeks. Surprisingly, she hasn’t yet found a reason to leave, but the team is pretty sure she will. When she does, they’ll be waiting.”

“Fair enough,” said Pike.

Willoughby met his gaze, holding it with a long, hard stare of his cold, emotionless eyes. Pike met his stare and didn’t falter, didn’t look away. He remained there, consciously refusing to flinch.

“We need to know,” Willoughby started, “where you stand on all of this.”

Pike chewed over this comment in his head, trying to craft an appropriate answer. He knew what Willoughby was asking. They had just confessed to a deep-rooted conspiracy within the United States government, to personal favors being exchanged for technical contracts, and to industrial sabotage cascading into a systemic failure of Project: Heatshield.

Now, they wanted to clean up their mess, which likely meant more people had to die. Millions had died already, what were two more in the grand scheme of things?

What really surprised Pike was the relative calm with which they conducted this conversation. These were sinister secrets they were sharing, events that led to the collapse of worldwide infrastructure and catapulted humanity to the bleeding edge of Armageddon.

Yet they sat here in an emergency bunker, talking through things as if it was just another day of picking terrorists out of a lineup and preparing for drone strikes. Were Corvan and Willoughby truly that callous? Or had the events of the past two weeks broken them so badly that their moral centers simply no longer existed?

What about his?

“National security comes before all else,” he finally replied, saying the words before he truly considered their meaning. “Whatever happens, happens, but we must be able to rebuild this nation, and it seems to me, having this information roaming around out there would be detrimental to the sanctity of our democracy.”

Corvan’s expression didn’t change, but Willoughby smiled ever so slightly, his tensed muscles relaxing.

“I was hoping you’d see it our way,” he finally said, easing back in his chair a little. “We value your insight, Cameron. Welcome to the team.”

Pike nodded, though he couldn’t fight the feeling that he had just made a deal with the devil and that the team he had just joined wasn’t necessarily on the right side of history.




Chapter 9

Old Mining Town

Somewhere in Oklahoma

The morning sun was warm, even through the low cover of creeping clouds and the crackling barrier of atmospheric lightning.

Gently, Helen pulled her fingers through the mane of her horse. Maggie snorted softly as she moved her head against the young girl’s clawing fingers.

“Good morning, Maggie,” Helen said quietly, actually smiling as she brushed out the mare’s white mane. Next to the smaller horse, her brown older brother snorted as well, regarding Helen with dark, staring eyes, as if asking for his turn in line.

“I’ll get you next,” Helen said, meeting the creature’s stare. This was all part of Helen’s morning routine, or it had been since Joel had been in recovery, keeping herself busy with the animals, going through some target practice, taking inventory of remaining supplies. It felt good to keep her mind occupied with regular tasks, so she didn’t think too hard about what had happened over the past two weeks and what the world around her was quickly becoming.

What that world’s transformation had already cost her.

The once-abandoned mining village had been built with horses in mind, and the two animals were tied down to a set of posts near the northern edge of the clearing, though they didn’t have any of the grooming gear or natural food the creatures craved. They had been happy eating grass in the short term, and Helen had found some fruit in the food stores as well, but she was getting somewhat concerned about their long term health without a source of hay. Using her nails, she drew her fingers along Maggie’s left flank and the horse’s tail swooshed in approval as she lifted her head back and snorted again, while her brown older brother glanced over, waiting his turn.

“You do this every morning?” a voice called from behind her.

Helen nodded.

“Yes. They like the attention. It keeps them happy.”

Joel came up next to her, looking at the horses, his hands pressed to his hips as he surveyed the two creatures.

“What’s his name, anyway?” Helen asked.

“Name?” Joel replied, his brow furrowing. He moved his shoulder gingerly, touching the layered bandage wrapped around his arrow wound.

“Yeah. The horse’s name. They respond better if you give them a name. Mine’s Maggie.”

“Maggie,” Joel responded flatly.

Helen nodded.

“Yeah, Maggie. You have a problem with that? We had a kitty when I was young, and her name was Maggie.”

“Maggie’s cool, I guess,” Joel replied.

“So, what’s his name?” Helen asked, gesturing to the larger brown horse as Joel made his way past Maggie and gently stroked the creature’s mane.

“Hell if I know,” Joel replied.

“Well you have to give him a name,” Helen said. “You can’t just say ‘hey you’. If we end up in trouble and you need the horse to listen, they’ve got to know who you’re talking to.”

“What do I know about choosing names?”

“You never had any pets growing up?” Helen asked.

“I barely had parents,” Joel replied, “much less pets.” He ran his hand down the muscular side of the brown horse.

“So, come up with something,” Helen said. “It’s not hard. He’s brown—lots of other stuff is brown. I’m sure you can come up with something.”

“Kinda looks like dirt,” Joel said, standing back and looking at him. “How ya doing, Dirtbag?” he asked, stepping up and petting the horse again.

“You can’t name him Dirtbag,” Helen said, rolling her eyes. “Come on.”

Joel shrugged.

“I don’t know, Dirtbag works. It’s not like he knows the difference. Do you, Dirtbag?”

The horse snorted and thumped a single hoof as if in response.

“See?” Joel said. “He likes it.”

“You’re such a jerk,” Helen replied, shaking her head.

“You wanted me to name the thing, I named it. Now you wanna get picky about it.”

Helen blew out a long, exasperated sigh.

“Anyway,” Joel continued, “I didn’t come out here to talk about horse names. I just came back from the food stores.”

“What about them?”

“Plenty of canned goods, lots of fruits and vegetables, but not a whole lot of meat or proteins.”

Helen nodded.

“Hugh and Arthur spent a lot of time hunting.” She pointed to a blackened area of grass in the center of the village. “That’s where they had a fire pit. Used it to cook up deer meat and other stuff.”

“You read my mind,” Joel replied. “I was going to suggest we do a little hunting this morning. See what we can find. We need some food for today and then we need to stock up on some stuff for our trip north.”

“When are we going north?”

“Soon.” Joel turned away from her, as if anticipating her argument.

“Where do you think you’re going?” she asked, stepping away from Maggie and following along behind him.

“I’m going to get the bow.”

“You’re in no shape to go hunting,” Helen said. “With that shoulder injury you’ll barely be able to pull back a bow string.”

“I’ll be fine,” Joel snapped back.

“No, you won’t,” Helen replied. “You go out there with a bow and end up hurting yourself, we’ll just be stuck here for longer. Is that what you want?”

Joel stopped and looked toward the sky as if trying to gather himself.

“Let me go out,” she said.

“The last time you went out, you nearly lost an arrow and missed the deer by three feet.”

“I’ve been practicing,” she snapped back, her cheeks flushing with anger. Joel opened his mouth to reply, but he seemed to catch himself, lips drawing closed again.

“Is that so?”

“Yes,” Helen replied. “You know, you may think that all I’m good for is petting horses and sewing things up, but in case you didn’t realize, it’s the twenty-first century. Just because I’m a girl doesn’t mean I can’t shoot and hunt. I’ve been taking care of your sorry ass for the past few days.”

Joel couldn’t help but smile, the corner of his thin lips twisting up into a crooked half smirk. 

“What’s so funny?” Helen asked.

“Not a thing,” Joel replied, holding his hands up. “You want to go hunting? By all means, go hunting. Believe me, I’ll take all the help I can get.”

The two of them walked back toward the large meeting room, Helen wearing a small, satisfied smile.
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She’d been doing target practice every morning since Joel had come to her aid in the mining town, but somehow it felt completely different than doing the real thing. Helen’s fingers curled around the contoured handle of the compact bow as she threaded her way through several narrow young saplings, holding a metal arrow between the fingers of her left hand.

She wore a camouflage uniform that she’d found in Sadie’s closet, and though it had been a little big on her, she’d practiced some of her sewing skills, hemming the pants and taking in the shirt enough that, although baggy, it was not falling off. A belt pulled tight around her waist, her SIG Sauer tucked neatly into the leather holster at her hip. Shoulder straps held a small backpack tight to her back, containing two bottles of water, a hunting knife, three protein bars, and a few other assorted items that would keep her self-sufficient as she made her way through the woods looking for deer, moose, or whatever else she could find.

Her heart raced, a rapid-fire thrumming in her chest and she felt nervous for some reason. As if she wasn’t only doing the hunting, but was also being hunted. Helen had grown up a townie, rarely venturing outside of the comfort of suburban small-town America. The woods had been a foreign place to her before they’d started traveling north, and she still didn’t feel entirely comfortable. She’d volunteered to go hunting mostly to prove herself to Joel, but in reality, it made her feel somewhat uncomfortable.

Stepping slowly over a gnarled and twisting root system, she ducked under low-hanging branches, moving through the thick grass and fallen leaves, trying to step quietly over broken branches and twigs.

She hesitated, narrowing her eyes and turning her head slightly, listening. She’d heard something. Something that didn’t belong here in the trees, something manmade.

Artificial. 

A quiet wind blew through the wilderness rustling the leaves in the trees and her fingers tightened around the grip of the bow. Somewhere beyond the wind she heard it again, a low and throaty growl. But it wasn’t an animal growl. It was an engine.

Her muscles tensed and she froze where she was, pinning herself behind a tree, trying to steady her heartbeat. Somewhere in the distance the engine growled again, a low and rattling sound, moving from right to left, but at a seemingly meandering pace. She closed her eyes, letting her ears follow the sound, and discovered that she could actually trace its movements. The weeks she’d spent in the quiet trees had been paying off. Days spent following animal tracks, moving in silence, making their way over mountain trails and through logging roads. She was able to isolate the sound and hear where it was moving, something she certainly couldn’t have done three weeks ago.

East. It was moving east.

Ducking around the tree, Helen thrust the arrow into its concealed quiver and slung the bow over her shoulder, removing her pistol from its holster as she crab-walked down the steep decline, feet moving smoothly over uneven ground and flattened grass. She moved quickly but carefully, knowing she was heading downhill, but not wanting to stumble out of control. The rattle of the engine was getting gradually louder and she slowed, moving up toward a tight line of trees ahead. Now she could hear the quiet murmur of voices accompanying the engine, which was no longer moving, but sitting at an idle state, its metallic chatter echoing off the surrounding trees.

Coming up to a thick tree ahead, Helen lowered herself down close to the grass and leaned around the wooden trunk, glancing down the slope.

Several yards away, she could see what she’d heard. A man sat on a green four-wheel ATV which was still and idling, the oversized knobby tires pressed into dirt and grass. A makeshift wooden trailer was attached to a small tow hitch on the back of the ATV and she could see several bags and boxes of supplies within. Other people milled around, all of them on foot, chatting with each other underneath the afternoon sun.

There were over a dozen people that Helen could see, and it looked as though they were using the ATV to transport a ton of supplies. The real question was, where were they going?

Drawing in a breath, she stepped around the tree moving toward another, staying low and quiet, creeping closer to the gathered group, who appeared to be stopping for a water break.

“This would go a lot faster if we all had rides,” a voice said.

“No kidding. What makes you so special, Ali?”

“Hey, chill out, Lynn, I’m lugging the supplies,” the man on the ATV replied. “You know how to drive one of these things?”

“Nah,” the man apparently named Lynn replied, shaking his head. He was a large man. In fact, Helen thought he went past large, straight to huge, standing there with a flannel shirt pulled tight over his barrel chest, his biceps stretching the fabric at his arms. There were a couple of women, but it was mostly men and it appeared as though they were heading up the slope of that side of the mountain. Each and every one of them carried some sort of weapon, whether it was a rifle slung over their shoulder or a pistol stuffed into a hip holster. The combined group held a veritable arsenal with them as they moved up the slope.

The man on the ATV looked over at another man who had a radio clipped to his belt.

“Jackie, get on the horn. Buzz Hugh, would ya? Let him know we’re coming. See if he’ll actually respond to us this time.”

Hugh. They were trying to call Hugh.

“Man, I’ve buzzed Hugh fifty times in the past few days. Either Steve busted their comm gear good this time, or he’s just not responding.”

Hugh. Steve. That settled it. Whoever these people were, they were heading for the mining town. They were heavily armed and greatly outnumbered them.

Helen could feel a layer of sweat along her forehead, her heart hammering even faster than it was before. Slowly she stepped backwards, drawing away from the group as quietly as she could. Holding her hand behind her, she touched one of the thick trees, then moved herself around and behind it, putting it between her and the group of armed men and women below.

She had to get back to the town. Now.

Turning, she threw herself into a leg-pumping run, surging up the slope, heading back the way she came.




Chapter 10

Somewhere in Oklahoma

“Did you hear that?” Fannie asked, looking into the trees several yards up the steep slope of the mountain. She laid a hand on the butt of the pistol at her hip, taking a step towards the sound.

“What did you hear?” Lynn asked. He held a shotgun in two hands, the weapon across his chest, fingers gently pressed to the pump action.

“Something moving in the trees,” she said, eyes narrowing. “Something bigger than a rabbit or rodent.”

“Probably just a deer,” Ali said, swinging his leg from the seat of the ATV. Once he dismounted, he stretched slightly, reaching his hands over his head.

“We could use the meat,” Kenny said, unslinging his bolt-action Remington, working the bolt to load a round. “Who knows how much is left up in the town.”

“Go check it out,” Ali said, nodding toward Fannie. “Don’t take too long, but take a walk through the trees, see what you can find.”

“On it,” Fannie acknowledged with a nod, removing the pistol from her holster and closing both hands around the handle before walking toward the row of trees ahead. She vanished into them, the trunks and leaves converging behind her.

“Water break,” Ali said, walking around to the trailer he was pulling with the ATV, reaching over the wooden slat side and pulling out a bag. There were nine men and four women, plus him and Fannie, gathered around, accepting water bottles which were more or less plastic bottles with built-in filters refilled at a nearby stream. 

“I still don’t know what’s going on with Hugh,” Lynn said as he stepped toward Ali, the two of them moving away from the group. “Steve has been working on the communications gear, but we’ve always had range once we got to this point on the mountain.”

“You think something’s wrong?”

“I don’t know,” Lynn replied, “but it sure as hell don’t feel right.”

For several moments the group drank their water, talking among themselves, and Ali grew more and more uncomfortable about the radio silence with the village at the top of the mountain.

Looking back down from the clouds above, Ali clapped his hands.

“All right, finish up, we’re going to start moving in just a second.” He pointed at the bag. “Lynn, leave one of those bottles out for Fannie when she gets back. She’ll need a drink, too—”

The trees crashed behind him and Ali turned as Fannie plunged from the forest. Her eyes were wide and her face pale, and her mouth hung open like she was a seal waiting for someone to throw her a fish.

“Fannie?” asked Lynn, coming up next to Ali. “What is it? Did you see the deer?”

Fannie shook her head slowly, her mouth quivering as she worked to form words.

“I went to the stream,” she said quietly. “The one that comes down from west of the village.”

“Okay,” Ali said. He put a hand to Fannie’s back and ushered her along, moving her to the seat of the ATV where she lowered herself, staring off into nothingness.

“What did you see out there?” Ali asked. Fannie sat for a few more moments, mouth agape and eyes vacant.

“Fannie,” Lynn said, a bit louder than before. “What did you see?”

That snapped her back to reality and her head turned, her eyes regaining some focus as she regarded them.

“Bodies,” she whispered. “Two dead bodies. Been dead a couple of days, I think.”

Ali glared at her.

“I think it was Hugh and Maya,” she finished, her eyes finally meeting Ali’s, a look of stark fear haunting them.

“Hugh and Maya?” Ali asked.

Fannie nodded.

“What about Arthur? Sadie? Any of the others?”

Fannie shook her head with a slight, unknowing shrug.

“Weapons ready,” Ali said firmly, turning to the rest of the group who had gathered around, forming a semi-circle. “Something is going on at the village. Make sure your mags are loaded and rounds are in the chambers. We’re going in hot, and Lord help anyone who’s there when we arrive.”
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“I keep telling you, I don’t know what I’m doing either,” Joel said as he stepped back, watching Steve tighten the bolt on the housing holding the solar panels together. The panels and their mounts had been salvaged from a house down in Great Acres and brought up here in pieces, and for two weeks, one of Steve’s jobs was to try to get them re-assembled and set up for power. Several coils of cable rested in the grass and a large battery leaned against the rear of the communications shack.

“Do I at least have all of the pieces?” he asked, stepping back from the job and wiping a shine of sweat from his forehead with a sleeved arm.

Joel walked through the handful of equipment, carefully inspecting each piece.

“Solar power is typically run off the local power grid,” Joel said. “It’s not generally a standalone power source. It complements your existing power, though it can be attached to a battery to store some of that power in the event that the grid goes down.”

“Yeah, I get all that. My hope was that I could just wire in the battery and have the solar panels funnel power directly to that without having the local grid in the mix. There is power up through here, but it’s old power, and even if the grid hadn’t been fried, I’m not sure it would have worked well anyway.”

“You’re a bit out of my comfort zone,” Joel replied. “My grandfather had solar power at his cabin, but he had it all installed before I moved in and did all the maintenance until he died. Even after he was gone, he’d arranged for a local guy to come and take care of it. I honestly don’t know what I’m doing.”

“Join the club,” Steve replied, shaking his head. “Guys like Hugh, they realize you’re an engineer and suddenly assume you know everything about all electronics and machinery. Truth is, I’m totally out of my league here.”

Joel opened his mouth to respond, but a sudden noise drew his attention. There was a burst of leaves and trees, a gasping huff and frantic breathing and he whirled, hand automatically going to the pistol at his hip. Helen nearly sprawled onto the grass, barely keeping her balance, her breath coming in jagged stabs.

“Helen?” Joel asked, heading toward her. “What’s going on?”

“Coming!” Helen gasped. “Someone’s coming!”

“What kind of someone?” Joel asked, moving past her and heading toward the tree line.

“At least twelve. Maybe fifteen. They have an ATV and a trailer and lots of guns. Lots and lots of guns.”

“Dammit,” Steve swore.

“What?” Joel asked, looking over at him.

“Sounds like it could be Ali’s crew,” he replied.

Helen nodded vigorously.

“One of them called the guy on the ATV Ali. I heard it.”

“Who are they?” Joel barked.

“They were part of the village crew. Hugh sent them down to Great Acres on a supply run several days ago. They didn’t come back and weren’t responding to radio calls, so he figured they’d deserted. He was seriously considering sending a second team down there to take care of the problem—then you guys showed up and changed all of his plans.”

“So, they’re coming here?” Joel asked.

Steve nodded.

“I’d guess they’d have to be.” He looked toward Helen. “You said they had an ATV and a trailer?”

“Yes. A large trailer on the ATV’s tow hitch. All sorts of bags and boxes of supplies, by the looks of things. I’m not sure what was in them, but if it’s food and stuff, there might be enough there to last a month.”

Joel’s eyes darted from Steve to Helen then back to Steve.

“Are they...friendly?” he asked, not sure he wanted to hear the answer.

Steve shook his head.

“Ali is decidedly unfriendly, anyway. If he finds out you guys killed Hugh and Arthur and the group, no, they will not be friendly. Not in the least.”

“Tell me again,” Joel said, pushing past Helen and speed-walking toward the large building. “How many were there?”

“At least twelve,” Helen replied. “Maybe more.”

“Guns, you said,” Joel continued, walking even faster, Helen struggling to keep up.

“Rifles and pistols, I didn’t get a good count of how many of which or whether they were automatic, semi-automatic, whatever.”

Joel nodded, finally reaching the meeting hall and skipping up to the top step, yanking the door open.

“Pack the bags. As much as you can. Take your BOB to the food stores and start loading it up. Grab as much food as you possibly can. I’m going to grab some of the medical gear, then move to the armory, but try and stick to essentials only.”

Helen nodded, moving right and sweeping her Bug Out Bag up onto one slender shoulder.

“How long do you think we have?” Joel asked, looking back at the front door as Helen slipped out.

“It took me fifteen minutes to get back,” she said, speaking over her shoulder as she strode over the grass. “I ran the whole way. If they’re transporting supplies and aren’t in a rush, we might have ten or fifteen more minutes.”

“Not enough,” Joel said. “Dammit. We got too comfortable. I knew it. I knew it.” Moving over to a counter on the far side of the large room, he began shoveling what remained of his first aid kit, plus additional antibiotics and medical gear into his bag, not bothering to take the time to sort or organize things. Spinning on his heels, he charged toward the door, plowing it open and barreling across the grass. The town’s armory was by the horse posts, a small storage shed building with nails pounded into the walls and rows of various shelves made of knotted wood and sawed-off tree branches.

Steve stood in the clearing, moving forward to catch up to him.

“You know these people,” Joel said as they both rushed toward the armory. “What will they do when they get here and find out that everyone’s dead?”

“Ali won’t like it,” Steve said. “Not at all.”

“If we can slip out before they get here, will we be safe?”

Steve shook his head.

“Ali’s not the type to let things go. If he finds the town empty, he’s going to want to know what happened. It won’t take long for him to figure out something went wrong. He’s a coal miner now, but he was infantry in the Albanian Armed Forces before he moved to America. He was in danger of being tried for war crimes in his own country, if the rumors are true.”

“Sounds like a lovely fellow,” Joel replied, swinging open the door to the armory and stepping inside, quickly searching through the shelves for the appropriate ammunition. He’d stored the AR-31 and the RECCE-14 in the shed and hooked his fingers around the straps, swinging them onto his shoulder as well.

“Yeah, I’m pretty sure he will hunt you both down if he comes in here and sees the place vacated.”

“Good thing we’ve got horses,” Joel said with a nod.

“They’ve got an ATV,” Steve reminded him.

Joel closed his eyes as he grabbed a handful of magazines and slid them into some inside pockets within the backpack.

“It’s not like we can stand our ground,” he said. “If there are twelve of them with rifles and pistols—it’s one thing to ambush five or six guys, but full-on combat, three against twelve? Or even fifteen? That’s not going to work out well for us.”

Joel completed furiously shoveling ammunition in his backpack and slipped it back on, adjusting the straps on both shoulders, tightening it snug to his spine. A door pounded outside, and he stepped back out from the small armory, watching as Helen charged from the food stores, her own backpack bulging.

“So, what are you doing?” Steve asked as Joel moved around behind Helen and unzipped her backpack, starting to rifle through some of it.

“We’re getting on the horses and getting out of dodge,” Joel replied.

“We?” Steve asked.

Joel’s eyes shot toward him.

“Yes. We. You’re coming with us. If these guys are as ruthless as you make them sound, you need to vacate as badly as we do.”

“They’ve got an ATV and long-range rifles,” Steve replied. “These horses can’t run fast enough.”

“Not much else we can do,” Joel replied. “We make do with what we’ve got.”

Gesturing to Helen, he broke away and moved toward the horses. Somewhere beyond the trees, the growl of an engine drifted over the tops of the trees and he turned his head, eyes widening slightly.

“Too soon,” he hissed. “They’re too soon.”

“They don’t know we’re here yet,” Helen said. “So they shouldn’t be rushing. We have some time—”

The engine was louder now, growing louder by the second. A little too loud for Joel’s comfort. If he didn’t know better, he’d think that yes, they did know they were there, and they were coming straight for them.

“Just go!” Steve said, casting an eye into the makeshift armory.

“Not without you,” Helen said. She’d only spent a few days with Steve, but had quickly grown somewhat fond of the man. In the near distance, the roaring engine was even closer, sounding like it was just on the other side of the—

The trees burst apart at the far side of the village’s clearing, narrow trunks separating under a flurry of broken wood and flying leaves, and the ATV leaped into the air, cresting then dropping, its oversized, knob-riddled tires thudding onto the grass. A wood-slat trailer was hooked to the back and it came crashing down behind it, the tires absorbing the impact. The trailer tipped slightly, but it recovered, carried behind the swiftly moving all-terrain vehicle.

Two men sat on the seat of the ATV, the man in front up in a standing position, leaning slightly, muscular arms tensed as he clutched the handles, guiding the quickly moving vehicle into a sideways skid, the trailer whipping up around behind it.

There were boxes and bags in the trailer, but also a handful of people as well, crammed into the boxy shape, holding on to the tall edge of the wooden walls to keep from spilling out as it twisted around and, for a brief moment, threatened to capsize.

The driver of the ATV stopped the vehicle and swept a rifle from a sling on his shoulder, shouldering it and supporting the weapon with his opposite hand as his passenger leaped from the vehicle behind him, holding a rifle of his own.

In the trailer, the men and women picked themselves up and vaulted over the wooden walls, landing on the grass, three of them holding rifles, two with pistols.

Joel, Helen, and Steve stood by the weapons shack, and purely by instinct, he’d unslung the RECCE-14 while Helen had arranged the AR-31 into a firing position. She met his gaze, her face pale and eyes wide, involuntarily taking an uneasy step backwards. It was a stark reminder to Joel—she was a fourteen-year-old girl and while she’d seen more violence in the past two weeks than many military veterans had in their careers, she was still a child. A scared child. Suddenly he had the desire to sweep her up and carry her away, bury her head in his shoulder, and pretend that none of this was even happening. To somehow carry her back to her old life, shelter her from what the world had become.

But it was too late for that. She’d already witnessed it firsthand. She’d seen him brutalize another man with his knife, seen him kill half a dozen people with arrows and bullets. She’d taken a life herself. Even if he could wrap her up and carry her away, those scars were a part of her now and would be forever.

“Steve?” the ATV driver asked, letting the barrel of his rifle drift down a short distance. “Who are these people?”

Steve glanced over to Joel, then looked back at the man near the vehicle.

“Ali! They’re—they’re friends. Hugh invited them to stay!”

The barrel of the rifle eased its way back up as Steve took an uncertain step back towards the weapons shack. 

“And where’s Hugh now?” Ali asked.

Steve’s face was pale and gaunt, and Joel could see sweat beading on his forehead. He was glad that this Ali guy was so far away; there was no way he would have bought this story if he were any closer.

“Left,” Steve said. “Just—just a few minutes ago. He took Arthur, Maya, and the rest of them with him.”

“Where was he going, Steve?” Ali asked. There was a strange tenor to his voice that Joel didn’t like. He didn’t like it at all. Looking over at Helen, he gave her a silent signal and she nodded almost imperceptibly, obviously understanding his intent.

She would have been a great soldier.

“Uhh...down to the town, maybe?” Steve said, his voice cracking. He took another uncertain step toward the old house where the weapons were stored.

Joel and Helen took cautious steps to the left.

“Steve,” Ali said, and the others around him fanned out, their weapons still at the ready. “You are a terrible liar.”

“I’m not—”

Ali pulled the trigger of his rifle, the weapon kicking, though it was a firmly held, controlled recoil. Steve grunted and lurched backwards, stumbling past the open door of the weapons shack and vanishing within, a thin spiral of crimson blood twisting through the air in his wake.

“Kill them both,” Ali growled, and the weapons turned to face Helen and Joel, then gunfire consumed the village.
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All conscious thought peeled away in a swift crimson wave as instinct took over. Joel darted left then back, curling around to the side of the weapons shack, keeping his head low as he reached out with his left hand and shoved Helen ahead of him.

Gunfire erupted from the group of intruders by the ATV and the trailer, punching thick chunks of dirt and grass up into the air in a snaking path just behind the two of them as they lunged towards cover.

“How many?” Helen gasped.

“Seven!” Joel barked, tucking in next to the house as the wooden walls shook under bullet impacts, ragged scraps and splinters spinning away from where rounds were chewing up the centuries-old construction. “I thought you said there were more.”

“There were!”

As if on cue, more gunfire chewed from the tree line and several more intruders on foot emerged, threading through the tree trunks and ducking under branches, rifles tucked tight into shoulders and pistols held in two-handed grips.

Joel ducked down, drawing his semi-automatic rifle close as he shouldered Helen further back, trying to pin her against the wall and keep her out of harm’s way. More ragged chunks of dirt and ground fired up, a mist of dirt and flying grass thick in the air, spattering Joel’s face. Pressing his shoulder into the wall of the shack, he swung around with the rifle and squeezed off four swift shots, targeting one of the enemies by the trailer.

The wood slats on the trailer jolted as splinters flew free with his first two shots, drilling puckered holes in the old wood, but the next two shots struck home, ripping into the torso of one of the gunmen, sending him sprawling back against the trailer, then tumbling into the grass.

Joel ducked back just as another volley of rounds tore at the ground and the wooden shack. A large hunk of broken wood came free of the wall, twisting into the air and landing among splinters in the chewed-up ground at Joel’s feet.

“They’re going to tear this building apart!” Joel hissed, his voice barely audible above the persistent din of the weaponsfire. “We need to move!”

Helen shouldered her AR-31, then lunged left, coming around Joel’s back and firing a single rifle shot toward the enemies. The shot didn’t appear to strike anyone, but a burst of return fire charged back, and Joel lunged forward, grabbing her camouflage shirt in a fistful, then yanking her back as rounds went whining past them, scattering into the trees.

“What the hell are you doing?” he almost screamed. “Stay under cover!”

“I’m not just going to sit here and wait for them to kill us!” she shouted back. Joel opened his mouth to blurt a reply, but he caught himself, knowing that he would have done the same thing in her place.

“There are too many of them,” he said, glancing back around the corner. “We’re trapped here. If we try to run for it, we’re dead.”

“If we stay here, we’re dead,” Helen replied.

Joel stayed crouched there, looking out into the clearing, his eyes scanning the enemies. There were fifteen of them now, set out along the far trees and using the trailer and ATV for cover, and he could see several sets of rifle barrels peeking out from behind cover.

They had them dead to rights and there was nothing they could do. Was this how their trip north ended? A bunch of disgruntled coal miners with an axe to grind?

He caught a brief flash of motion to his right out of the corner of his eye and he jolted left, expecting to see a gunman charging at him from that direction. But it was the door to the weapons shack flinging open and the gunman wasn’t coming toward him. 

Steve burst from the door, his entire left side coated in a thick, sticky stain of dark blood. Joel couldn’t tell where he’d been shot, but wherever it was, it hadn’t been fatal, and he came flying out of the weapons shack, his hands clamped around what Joel recognized as an M60 heavy machine gun, a string of 7.62-millimeter bullets extending from the chamber on a long belt draping down from the weapon.

The M60 was a military-issue heavy machine gun and Joel had no idea where these coal miners had gotten one, but he didn’t have the luxury of time to think about it. Immediately, he knew what Steve was trying to do, and knew what he and Helen had to do.

Steve didn’t say anything, he just turned and looked at them, his face pale, blood and sweat swept over his brow, his hair damp and tousled over his wide, wet eyes. He smiled softly and nodded, and Joel nodded back.

“Helen!” he shouted. “The horses!”

“What?” she asked. Huddled further back against the wall, she hadn’t seen Steve come out.

“When I say go, go!”

The world erupted into a cacophony of heavy machine gun reports, the thrashing, metallic rattle of the M60 blistering the open clearing of the village. Sparks immediately rattled on the surface of the ATV as gunmen scattered away from the fusillade.

“Go!” Joel screamed, clutching Helen’s sleeve and throwing himself into a sprint, dragging her up to her feet as well. To her credit, she followed along, not hesitating, running at a full charge so quickly that she slipped past him and continued bolting towards Maggie, who was snorting and pulling at her reins, obviously disturbed and confused by the surrounding chaos.

“What’s happening?” she shouted as the gunmen by the ATV and trailer all adjusted their aim, firing back at the weapons shack.

“Just keep going!” Joel shouted. Helen reached Maggie and leaped up, swinging her leg up and over the top of the horse, bringing her around so she was looking back at the weapons shack. Her eyes widened as she saw Steve with the M60, firing wildly as the other gunmen adjusted their aim towards him.

“No!” she screamed. “Steve!”

Joel yanked the reins free and slapped Maggie’s flank with all of his strength, shouting loud and fierce. Helen had to adjust her grip on the reins as the horse leaped forward, charging back toward the trees, running as fast as the beast could go. Joel pulled the reins of the brown horse free as well, turning in time to see Steve fall to the ground, the M60 spilling from his lifeless hands, gunmen turning back in their direction. He took a moment to aim his RECCE-14 and squeezed off every remaining round he had toward the others, desperately hoping to at least keep their heads down.

Without waiting to see the results, he turned back to the horse and leaped up onto it, yanking the reins and slapping it hard, barely on when it took off towards the woods at a full sprint, hooves thudding hard on the dirt and grass. Joel kept low, pressing his chest to the horse’s mane as the creature ran, listening to the orchestra of weaponsfire behind him, though he felt no direct impact and knew that if they had fired upon him, they’d missed him. Seconds later they were surrounded by trees, the horses running, gunfire fading into the distance behind them.




Chapter 11

Atlas Orbital Technologies Regional Headquarters

Chicago, Illinois

She’d put it off for long enough. For over two weeks, Selanda Lopez had quarantined herself in her office of Atlas Orbital Technologies, sustaining herself with whatever she could find in the cafeterias, break rooms, and even other offices. Recently, she’d ventured down to the lower floors and broken into a few of the other office suites and had come back with candy bars, potato chips, and other snack foods. For a few days after that, she’d relied on that food to fill her belly, but even the barely edible junk food was now gone, and she felt the low, angry growl of hunger stabbing her stomach.

Downtown Chicago was a war zone, she knew that just by looking out her window at the distant skyline, hearing the chatter of gunfire, the faint echo of loudspeakers announcing curfews and the strict adherence to martial law. But from what she could tell, the surrounding area of the Atlas headquarters had been somewhat peaceful.

From where she often stood in her penthouse window, she’d seen groups of people about, mostly rummaging through nearby stores, through the trash, aimlessly walking the streets, looking more like refugees than American citizens or criminals. On more than one occasion, she’d considered asking if any of them wanted shelter inside the office building, but she felt hesitant to trust them, and knew that there wasn’t enough food or water for a large number of people to survive and figured any invitation would no doubt lead to conflict.

She’d seen enough conflict in her life. More than enough. She was ready for some peace, and thought that she’d found it.

Growing up in Guatemala, she’d seen firsthand the horrors of war, her family entangled within the long-running civil war in her home country. She’d escaped to America to try and escape that sort of battle and chaos.

And she had—for twenty-five years or so. But no more. She walked to the penthouse window again, leaning a bit to get a good look at the street several stories below where she stood. Today, like most days, she could see a handful of people milling around down below. Several of them were huddled around a metal trash can, one of them drawing things out and showing them around to the group so others could pick and choose what they wanted.

She heard glass break somewhere in the distance but couldn’t see anything from the angle she was at. Glancing left, down the length of the street, she could see the small bodega wedged on the corner of the next block over, the small corner market which had become her trusty “go-to” for lunch over the years. The owner of the market, Mrs. Sausito was a Guatemalan refugee herself and carried several items unique to that part of the world, boxed and prepared foods that had immediately drawn Selanda back to her childhood. Reminded her of the parts of her childhood that she actually cared to remember.

There weren’t many of those, but she relived them all every time she walked into that small corner store and smelled the freshly cooked pepian. Mrs. Sausito was a widow, her husband dead for ten years before Selanda had even met her, but she’d hired several young immigrants to man the store while she spent much of her time preparing authentic Guatemalan cuisine, which she’d either sell straight at a small food counter, or would pack in containers for people to bring home and heat up.

The pepian was her specialty, a decadent mixture of chicken, chilis, and seeds, mixed into a luscious and tasty stew, which she’d serve in bowls or on tortillas. It had been Selanda’s comfort food for a long time, every time she had a rough day at work, or every time she had one of her many nightmares about her war-torn childhood. Walking into the bodega and smelling that food, tasting the chicken stew, talking to Mrs. Sausito in her native tongue...it always made things better. She wondered then why it had taken her so long to think of this. She’d been in turmoil for two weeks, in desperate need of some sort of comforting, so why had she not ventured outside and taken a walk to the bodega? Looking down at the market, it was clear that nobody was inside. The windows were dark, and the normally inviting building looked cold and empty, but it was possible that some of the food was still there.

Any prepared pepian had likely long since spoiled, but the canned meats, vegetables, and sauces may still be there and still be well-preserved.

Selanda turned from the window and walked toward the door of her office, finally making up her mind to venture outside and see what she could find. She’d go to the bodega first, then maybe look for FEMA or other rescue personnel and see what she might do to get on the road to recovery.
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Selanda unlatched the front door to the lobby from the inside, pushing it sideways to open it and reveal the city streets outside. This was the first time she’d been outdoors since the disaster had begun and she was immediately assaulted by a thick, pungent aroma, the sharp and acrid smell of smoke and fire. Her eyes immediately began to water as the smell crawled its way up her nostrils and deep into her nasal passages, feeling like burning flares inside her head. Her throat scratched and burned and there was a low-lying haze of foggy smoke everywhere she looked, a feeling not unlike being in the kitchen with an overcooked meal in the oven, only the entire city of Chicago was the kitchen, and the meal was forty square miles big.

Heads turned as she exited the building, stern eyes glowering at her, and she immediately saw three people with baggy coats slowly back away from the trash can they huddled around, vanishing into a dark alley not far away. Selanda took a step toward them, holding up her hand and starting to speak, to tell them not to worry, but she knew it wouldn’t do any good. There was naked, stark fear in their eyes, hands clutched to their chests, convinced that whoever she was, she meant them harm, because in this new world everyone meant them harm.

Glass broke and shouts rang out from somewhere deeper within the cluster of buildings across the street. She heard the bark of angry words, another, smaller shattering of glass, and footsteps charging over pavement.

“Police! Don’t move!” The voice was far away, but Selanda took a nervous step to the left, her eyes scanning the road, but beyond moving shadows in the alleys, she saw no one.

“I said don’t move!” the voice called out from far away, then three loud barks of gunfire echoed. Someone shouted in pain, there was a metal clatter of a trash can tipping over, then ominous silence again.

Suddenly, Selanda felt very exposed out on the street without the four walls around her. Smoke filled her nose and lungs, the smell of open flame and burning meat. She didn’t want to think about what meat might be out there burning, though she thought she had a good idea. There was an underlying stench of spent gasoline as well, the coppery stink of spilled blood, and an overlying grayness to everything. It was as if she was looking through a curtain of thin gray cloth, obscuring all details, revealing only general shapes and forms.

She didn’t want to stay. Standing outside the high-rise office building, she felt a need to move, so she turned left and strode quickly down the sidewalk. Looking around, she saw a few more people scatter about, racing to the shadows and alleys like bugs under a light. Selanda became aware that she was wearing expensive slacks and a pricey sheer top with a thick, layered parka over it, the epitome of upper-class Chicago executive walking among pedestrians who were desperate just for clothes on their backs.

She’d at least thought to slip on sneakers, and the soles of her Nikes slapped the sidewalk as she picked up her pace, striding long and quick, sticking close to the row of buildings to her left. A broken window gaped out at her in an office building two blocks from the Atlas offices. Glancing into the shattered front window, she saw a pile of broken wood in the center of the open lobby, desks and chairs overturned and smashed, a low fire crackling amongst the broken pieces of wood. Smoke choked the entire lobby and began oozing out of the broken window, crawling up the sides of the structure and rising up into the cloud-filled sky. 

A dumpster across the street was also on fire and the three people crouched by it glowered at her as she passed, their eyes following her every movement as she walked across the narrow side street, then cut right, angling through the two-lane throughway toward the corner where Mrs. Sausito’s bodega had greeted her every year of the past decade.

She smiled involuntarily as she stepped onto the sidewalk outside the small market, grinning at the memories she had of the place. There was a pale yellow sign hanging above the single-pane glass door, surrounded by windows which covered half of each outside wall. A Guatemalan flag was painted in soap on the right-hand window, with words written beneath the image. País de la eterna primavera was there in a light-colored window paint, the country of eternal spring—the motto of the nation that Selanda had left in fear, though still had a deep-rooted attachment to.

Guatemala was her home. She loved her country.

It was the people who drove her out, the soldiers and dictators and all of the evil men and women who waged war on the innocents.

Shouting echoed behind her from somewhere within one of the myriad alleys, and she moved forward toward the bodega, which thankfully still had its windows fully intact. For a moment, Selanda let herself believe that Mrs. Sausito’s place had been untouched by the violence that had rippled through Chicago, that somehow this small pocket of the city remained protected.

But as she neared the front door, she saw that it was partially open, the metal edge of the doorframe pried away as if bent by a crowbar. Small slivers of metal had been sheared from the frame and peeled up, ensuring that the door would never close and lock again.

Selanda glanced over her shoulder, once again seeing a shadow of movement from somewhere near the Atlas offices, most likely the trash people who had been rummaging through the dumpsters and trash cans looking for whatever scrap they could find.

Moving forward, she eased open the front door, the soft tinkle of familiar bells ringing overhead, a memory of the countless times she’d heard them during her too-short lunch hours and frantic stops after work. She closed her eyes and drew in a deep breath.

Her eyes flew open. There were no pleasing, aromatic smells of freshly cooked chicken or pepian. No hints of Guatemalan chocolate or fresh fruit. There was a rank, rotten smell in the air, the wet scent of decomposition. A smell burned into her brain from her time as a child, a smell she wished she didn’t recognize immediately.

Mrs. Sausito’s bodega smelled like death.

Moving slowly, she advanced on the store aisles, her eyes following the tracks of the shelves running left to right up and down the length of the store. Most of the shelves were empty, cleared out and laid bare, though cans and boxes lay on the floor. One particular box of cereal was ripped open, its contents scattered across the wooden floor like broken teeth.

Her feet crunched on broken glass, parts of the floor sticky with spilled juices and sodas, broken in someone’s haste to rifle the shop for supplies. Walking alongside the mouths of the aisles, she didn’t bother walking down. She wanted to find the source of the smell first, make sure it was what she suspected it was.

Turning down the first aisle, which led toward the check-out counter, her foot thumped on something and she almost tripped, barely maintaining her balance. Her arm shot out and her hand grasped one of the shelves, keeping her upright.

Looking down, she saw her on the floor, laying there on her back, her eyes partially open, looking up at the ceiling. The narrow wire-frame glasses she always wore were twisted and lying on the floor, the lenses shattered. Blood smeared the left half of her face, masking her once-regal beauty in an ugly sheath of crimson.

The floral dress she wore, one of many that she rotated through, was pockmarked with tiny blood-soaked holes all up and down the left side of her chest, and similar-sized divots were ripped out of the wooden floor and shelving to her left. Her legs were bent akimbo, one shoe off and one shoe on, and as Selanda looked at her, she could see tiny wriggling forms moving through the pooled blood which had collected underneath her lifeless body.

The floor was sticky there as well, though not with soda or juice, and Selanda put her hand to her stomach, backing away slowly. Before she moved too quickly, she lowered herself to a crouch, closing her eyes, using one hand to keep herself upright. Tucking her chin, she whispered a quiet prayer in her native language, a desperate and honest hope that Mrs. Sausito found a pleasure in the afterlife that she had not experienced in this one, and that her passing has been quick and she had hopefully not lingered.

From the looks of the body she’d been shot by a shotgun, which Selanda knew was a vicious and terrible way to die, buckshot ripping dozens of holes in the flesh, tearing the skin and muscle with small projectiles, often leaving the victim to slowly bleed out over time.

She cursed under her breath, hauling herself back to her feet and walking around the shelving unit, back down the second aisle. Bending down, she lifted the cereal box from the floor and checked the contents, smiling when she saw that half the box was still full. Twisting the bag shut, she closed the box around it and set it aside, making a mental note to take it when she left.

Slowly moving down the aisle, she halted and bent low, plucking a can of lentils from the bottom shelf where it rested on its side, discarded by one of the many looters who had come through here. She placed it next to the cereal box, remaining in a low crouch, then started to stand.

Movement blurred past the window and her heart locked in her chest. She clamped her mouth down tight, cutting off a breath, her eyes widening as she looked out through the two windows facing the street.

A group of darkened silhouettes passed through the left-hand window, several of them hunched over in a line, and as Selanda watched them pass by, she could tell they were holding weapons. The shadows were thick and bulky, like they were wearing helmets and body armor, and the rifles looked distinctly like military-issued automatics. She was no expert on weapons, but throughout her childhood, she’d seen her share of armed men, both military and insurgents, and she recognized the outlines of tactical rifles when she saw them.

These men outside, whoever they were, were not refugees or civilians. They were military or police, and they were looking for someone. It almost seemed as though they were looking for her.
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Selanda had no time to react.

The moment she realized who the men outside the bodega were a boot slammed forward, crashing into the already broken door frame and swinging the door open, smashing the glass and spraying jagged fragments along the wooden floor at the front of the market.

“I didn’t do anything wrong!” she shouted, holding her hands out, taking an uncertain step backwards as the man at the lead of the group charged in. He was wearing urban camouflage military fatigues with a tactical vest over his broad chest, several pouches stuffed with ammunition magazines running along his stomach. The gear looked like authentic military, though she didn’t see any unit patches or specific identification. Not that she spent much time looking as the man lifted his tactical rifle, pressing the stock to his shoulder and supporting the weapon with his free hand clasped around the foregrip.

“Selanda Lopez!” the man shouted. “You’re coming with us!”

“Like hell I am,” she replied, almost involuntarily, the words flowing from her slack-jawed mouth. She backpedaled again as two more gunmen worked their way into the store. Although it was daylight outside, the market itself was dimly lit and three narrow, red-hued beams of laser sights passed back and forth throughout the darkness, two of them floating, accusatory, on the chest of Selanda’s thick parka.

“Last warning!” the lead man barked and took another menacing step forward.

Selanda didn’t hesitate. She ducked and whirled, throwing herself backwards in a sprint towards the rear of the store. Immediately all three weapons chattered with automatic fire, the once-dim light in the market ushered into brightness by the strobe of muzzle flashes. Sparks raced along the shelving unit to her left and a stray gallon jug of vinegar exploded as a round tore through the plastic, spraying sour-smelling liquid over her cheek and shoulder.

She bit back a scream and ducked low, then cut left, running towards the back corner of the small shop. More gunfire tore at the wooden floor a few feet behind her, chewing ragged holes in the wood, spraying splinters in upward geysers, debris raining down on her as she ran.

Her eyes locked on the back door that she knew was there from her many times visiting the old woman and she picked up speed, running faster than she thought possible, cutting down another aisle which shook with the impact of a dozen rounds fired in a fully automatic fusillade.

Groping forward, her fingers touched the knob and she twisted, yanking the door open towards her, silently thanking God as it swung free, evidently unlocked. Lurching, she ducked again, more bullets thudding off of the metal surface of the door, sparks bursting under the impact, a bullet whining just past her head before punching into plaster, blasting several white clouds of sheet rock dust into the air.

Selanda threw herself into the back alley, which cut along the rear of the store, just wide enough for a small delivery truck to back in. She turned left and ran even faster, sneakers striking pavement, her eyes focused on the intersection ahead, knowing that if the pursuing soldiers got into the alley before she reached that intersection, they would gun her down in a matter of seconds.

But why?

Her arms pumped in concert with her legs, sweat forming at her forehead and along the base of her neck, the rapid-fire pounding of her heart forcing her to struggle to catch her breath.

Why were they after her? They’d called her by name. Clearly, they were looking for her. Who were they?

The intersection loomed just ahead as the door behind her banged open again, metal hitting brick and she quickened her pace just when she didn’t think she’d be able to quicken it any more. She threw out her left leg, skidding on the pavement and lunging to the right, taking the first passage she could find, gunfire hacking chunks of brick out of the wall. Bullets streaked past her and hissed into the darkness, continuing along down the alley she had just been running along, missing her by seconds.

“Please!” Selanda gasped as she rounded another corner, shouting as loud as she could through sharp intakes of breath. “I’ve done nothing!”

Boots thumped on the ground behind her, cloth shuffling as the men in military gear pursued her. She could hear them getting closer, gaining precious seconds on her, and even as she curled around another corner of a brick building, plunging into another alley, she heard two loud reports of weaponsfire just behind her. Her legs ached desperately as she ran, her feet barking in pain with every step, her lungs twisting into curled fists within her chest. She could almost feel her heart hammering blood into her ears, feel her body breaking down as she struggled to keep up her pace.

She saw another alley up ahead to the left and put on one last burst, charging wildly, her arms pumping at her side as she ran, yet still the boots followed. Cutting left, she lunged forward—

—and her sneaker struck loose gravel on the asphalt surface. For a precious, heart-stopping moment she stumbled, lurching forward, trying to catch her balance, then she struck a stuffed garbage bag sitting on the ground and wheeled around, but too late, she knew. Her feet slipped out from under and she went down, lunging forward, hands shooting out reflexively to stop her fall. Her palms scraped on the ground, hard pavement clawing away a layer of skin, leaving raw and ragged gashes behind. Her elbows struck next, and then momentum carried her legs over, twisting her in an uncontrolled barrel roll as the ground scraped at her, pain lancing up and down her arms, legs, and rear end.

“Here, here, over here!” a voice came from around the corner and then they were there, swinging around, rifles drawn, and she was helpless on the ground with nowhere to go.
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Hoisting herself to her elbows, Selanda looked toward the mouth of the alley, where three soldiers emerged. In the light of day, she could see their urban camouflage uniforms, their layered tactical vests, battle helmets, and automatic rifles clear as day, and startlingly real. Her mind struggled to rationalize her surroundings, her adopted home of city of Chicago. A place she had fled to so she could avoid rampant violence in the streets of her home nation, so she could escape the government roaming the streets with impunity, opening fire on whoever they determined was an enemy.

Yet, here she was. Looking down the empty, dark eyes of three rifles aimed directly at her, the gloved fingers of the men hovered from the trigger guard to the trigger, preparing to open fire while she lay helpless on the ground.

What had she done? They’d called her by name; they’d clearly been looking for her—

But why?

Shots rang out, almost deafening in the tight confines of the alley and she convulsed, anticipating the impact of the rounds, desperately praying that her death would be quick.

But the impacts didn’t come. The three soldiers jerked back, rifles shifting from her to somewhere else, and more weapons barked, chunks of brick bursting apart near where the soldiers were, driving them under cover.

“Hostiles, we’ve got hostiles!” one of them shouted, backpedaling, adjusting his aim, and firing wildly into the alley above and behind Selanda.

“Come on, lady!” a voice barked, and fingers clawed at her arms, lifting her back and up, dragging her to her feet. “We can’t hold them off for long!”

Limbs and bodies consumed Selanda, dragging her to her feet and partially carrying her, pushing her deeper into the alley where she could see another intersecting passage to the left.

“Down here!” a voice shouted, and two more people emerged from the secondary passage, holding out their hands and taking hers, pulling her between the buildings then running with her alongside dark brick structures. Selanda looked around as they ran, trying to get her bearings, but she couldn’t tell where they were. It was a neighborhood she’d never been in before, one of the many tenements of South Chicago where she’d always heard horror stories about crime and violence.

Now, the citizens of South Chicago were the ones saving her from crime and violence. The end of the world brought about some amazing irony. The gunfire chattered in the distance, intermingled with shouts and commands, and the rapid whack whack whack of automatic and semi-automatic fire.

“Who are you?” Selanda asked as they charged through the alleys, taking several right and left-hand turns, the weaponsfire fading even farther into the distance.

“Time for questions later,” a female voice said, sounding young, but firm, someone with some measure of authority. “Just come with us. We’ve got a place where you’ll be safe.”

Selanda didn’t reply. She just followed along, though she seriously doubted, after the events of today, that she’d ever feel safe again.




Chapter 12

Somewhere in Idaho

Laura wasn’t sure how long she’d slept or what time it was, but waking up felt like crawling out of a deep, dark cave into light, the darkness drifting away as she forced herself into a strange state of semi-consciousness. The cabin faded into view as she awoke, the small, ramshackle hunting structure basically a single room encompassing the cot she slept on, the wood stove, makeshift kitchen with icebox, and the central living area.

The rest of the cabin was empty. There was no sign of Jack or Bruiser anywhere. Laura got to her feet, closing her eyes as an aromatic scent filtered past her nose. It was something familiar, something deeply ingrained in her, and something she’d kept as part of their routine.

Coffee. During the trek east, they’d often brewed a small pot using the travel press that she’d brought with her, though it was generally pretty weak for fear of using too much and running out. The coffee that morning smelled hot, rich, and very fresh, and she could see the metal pot on the wood stove, tendrils of fragrant steam rising out of the spout.

Before she made her way toward the stove, she reached to the table next to the cot and plucked the pistol from it, sliding it into the waistband of her pants. She did it instinctively these days. Stopping for a moment, she looked around the cabin, quietly appreciating the stillness and silence of the world.

During her frequent camping trips, it was that time of day and those surroundings that kept her sane in her busy life. Those early morning moments before the world was fully awake, when all that surrounded her were trees and nature, the rapid-fire pace of Seattle life behind her, for forty-eight hours anyway.

But it had been far longer than forty-eight hours. It had been over two weeks. Two weeks of danger, two weeks of death, two weeks of constant threats. Still, in spite of all of that, she felt a peace in the cabin that she relished. A serenity as important to her as any friends or job duties. Almost as important as family.

Reaching down to the end table, she picked up the folded photograph she’d looked at the night before, staring at it as she walked to the wood stove. It took her just a moment to find the same metal cup she’d used last night and to fill it with steaming, black liquid. She tucked the photograph away and pictured her ex-husband and daughter in her mind. For a moment she considered changing their plans. Instead of going to Wyoming, they could head south towards Louisiana, straight toward the two people who had meant more to her than she’d ever realized.

But no. That time would come. First, she needed an anchor point, a place to set up more permanent roots, a community to surround her, Jack, and Bruiser. As dangerous as other people were in this new world, there was also safety in numbers, and she felt like never before that she needed to find her sister and the organization she belonged to. They would be safe there.

She sipped at the metal cup, the coffee smell mixing with something else in the air, something rich and salty, and she smiled, knowing exactly what it was. Walking around the small cabin, she came out into the backyard. Jack stood there, a length of paracord strung between two trees, several sets of pants and shirts hanging from the cord. Jack was shirtless, wearing only his camouflage pants, walking in bare feet to a makeshift spit set up over a small, crackling campfire. The rest of the rabbit that Bruiser had caught the night before was on the spit, slightly seared and smoking, sending the delicious smells floating on the calm breeze.

Jack heard her walking across the grass and turned, suddenly aware that he was without his shirt. Bruiser sat next to him slowly munching on a piece of the rabbit and looked up at Laura, his tail swishing, but he stayed where he was.

“Oh,” Jack said, his cheeks flushing a deep crimson. “I didn’t know you were awake.”

“Morning,” she said, taking another sip of her coffee. Jack moved to the clothesline and pulled a black T-shirt off of it, dropping it over himself. Laura noticed a large bucket filled with water nearby.

“I got some water from the stream,” he said. “Washed up my clothes; they’ve been drying here for a couple of hours.”

“A couple of hours?” Laura asked, walking over to Bruiser, dropping into a crouch and petting the dog on his head. “How early did you wake up?”

Jack shrugged, walking to the fire pit.

“I don’t sleep much,” he said quietly. “I haven’t slept all that well since everything started—but especially since the massacre at Aurora. That put some nasty pictures in my head. Pictures I won’t forget any time soon.”

Laura nodded.

“I can understand that,” she said, standing to walk over to the fire pit with him. Bruiser got to his feet and followed along behind her, nose sniffing the air. Using a knife and fork, Jack cut a piece of the rabbit and held the fork out for Laura, who took it and chewed the tender meat off the metal prongs.

“Not bad. This the last of it?”

“Yeah,” Jack replied.

“So, more hunting?”

Jack nodded.

“Probably the best idea. Those MREs we finished off have a five- or ten-year shelf life, so if we run across an Army supply depot somewhere, or even one of those stores that sells Army supplies, any of them would work. But we’re trying to stay off the beaten path, which doesn’t give us many opportunities to run across that stuff.”

“Once we’re out of Idaho, I might be okay with getting back toward civilization,” Laura said. “Maybe. I have no doubt I’m on a watch list, but the farther we get from Seattle, the more comfortable I am that I can fly under the radar.”

Jack and Laura ate a few more bites and Laura held out another piece for Bruiser, who snapped it up eagerly.

“Tell me a little more about this organization your sister’s a part of,” Jack said. “I wasn’t in the Army long, but we were often briefed on some of the local militia groups.”

“Honestly, I don’t know much,” Laura admitted. “They’re called Stone Sword, and from the little information I gathered from my sister, they’re not so much a militia as they are a community. There’s a compound outside Malcolm, Wyoming, but it’s mostly focused on supplies and survival and not so much on putting together a militia.”

“How large is this group?”

Laura shrugged.

“I don’t have exact numbers. I know the Wyoming branch is their largest, but they have smaller regional groups all up and down the Rocky Mountains. They used to have annual emergency planning sessions designed to coordinate the responses of their regional groups. Put plans in place where those regional teams travel to Wyoming to offer personnel and supplies to help reinforce the main compound.”

“So, there could be hundreds of other people traveling to this central compound?”

Laura nodded.

“And you’re telling me they can all be trusted?”

“What do you want me to say, Jack?” Laura asked, sounding a bit more defensive than she intended. “I don’t know. Besides my sister I don’t know any of these people, and I sure as hell can’t vouch for any of the hundreds of others who are trying to get there right now. But I don’t know what else to do. If you have any bright ideas, I’m listening.”

Jack looked away, chagrined.

“I replaced the water after I washed my clothes. I’ll go off and hunt for a little while and give you a couple of hours to wash your clothes if you want.”

“Okay,” Laura replied in a quiet voice. She felt bad about her minor outburst, but couldn’t find the appropriate words of apology, so she remained silent. Jack walked over to where his boots sat and tugged on one of only two pairs of socks he had. Laura could see holes in the heels and the frayed edges of the cloth as he pulled them over his feet, then moved to the boots, wedging his feet inside and lacing them up.

Socks. Laura shook her head. She hadn’t even thought of that. The truck had helped recently, but before then they’d done a lot of walking and their socks were running on threads. If they weren’t careful, the worn socks would lead to blisters, which could be just as fatal as a bullet wound.

So many dangers. So many threats. She’d have to check the medical kit and see what they had for antibacterial ointment. If they didn’t have any, while her clothes dried she’d take a walk around the grounds and see if they had any helpful herbs or plants. She did have her wilderness guide in the backpack still, which had already proven to be invaluable.

A bolt-action hunting rifle was leaning against a tree and Jack scooped it up, checking the action to make sure there was a round loaded. He picked up a small pile of bullets and dropped them into his pocket. He must have found the rifle in the cabin—they’d traded the only rifle they’d had for fuel for the truck a few hundred miles ago, a decision that she had insisted upon, but suddenly seemed very foolish indeed.

Laura had lived much of her life in the wilderness. Whether chasing storms or taking weekend camping trips, Laura had considered herself well versed in the ways of survival and living off the grid.

But as time went on, she started questioning her decisions more and more. This wasn’t like her regular camping trips, this was life and death. If she screwed up during a weekend in the wilderness she could just drive into town, pick up some food, and return to her brownstone apartment.

Now, her decisions had significant consequences, consequences that bordered on life and death, and too often lately she felt like she was making the wrong ones.

Looking off into the trees, she saw the forest swallow Jack as he went to look for their next meal, and she swore from here on out she would keep her head on straight. They couldn’t afford anything else.
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The rushing stream cut through the trees, roaring over rocks and Laura knelt by the edge, cupping the cold water in both hands and bringing it to her lips, gently slurping the freezing liquid. She gargled it in her throat, then turned over her shoulder and spit, spraying the water over the grass and dirt to her right.

Running her tongue over her teeth, she could still taste the stale, lingering taste of gasoline, and she grabbed another handful of water and rinsed once more, making sure to swish it around thoroughly in her mouth. She spat again, looking at Bruiser who sat a few feet away, head cocked in curiosity at her odd human behavior.

“Next time you get to siphon the gas, dude,” she told the dog, and his tail wagged gently in response. It had been a very busy morning.

She’d started the day by using the bucket Jack had left her to go through and wash her clothes before hanging them up on the clothesline to dry. She was wearing Jack’s camouflage jacket and a second pair of pants she’d brought with her, the rest of her clothes now drifting gently in the breeze.

After that, she’d refilled all of their filtered water bottles, begun packing up the miscellaneous gear, and then had siphoned the gas from the two snowmobiles using a length of garden house she’d found in the backyard, putting that fuel into one of the metal cans they’d gotten from the gas station the previous day. She wasn’t sure how much gas she’d managed to get out of two vehicles, but the gas can felt relatively full, telling her they had almost five gallons to use for the next length of their journey.

The taste of gas was thick in her mouth and throat, and she’d been rinsing for several minutes, trying to get it washed out.

“My kingdom for a breath mint,” she whispered, going back to the stream again, cupping up another sloshing handful of water and drinking it down before repeating the gargling and spitting motions.

She pushed herself to her feet and stretched her hands over her head, trying to free tense muscles, her body tight and painful from stress, exhaustion, and over-exertion.

Bruiser tagged along behind her as she walked up the steep slope back to the backyard of the hunting cabin, making her way through the trees. Coming out of the woods, she went to the clothesline and checked the hanging clothes, eager to get some of her more intimate belongings picked up and put back on before Jack returned.

It took her ten minutes to remove the limited wardrobe she owned from the paracord, then quickly change back into her clothes, hanging the coat and pants where she’d found them before gathering up more of the supplies and lining them within her already full backpack.

Bruiser lifted his head, woofing softly, then pattered to the door of the cabin and scratched at it with an eager paw, the sign he typically gave for needing to go out. Laura opened the door and exited with him, watching as he trotted around the cabin, where she heard him being greeted by a friendly voice in the backyard.

She rounded the cabin in time to see Bruiser jumping up on his hind legs, barking at Jack, who leaned back out of the way. The bolt-action rifle he’d left with was slung over his shoulder and he held two groundhogs in his left hand, their tails in his fist, as he playfully pushed the dog away with the opposite hand.

“Down, mutt, down!” he said, his voice firm, though his mouth creased with a faint smile.

“Looks like you had some luck,” Laura said, watching as he approached. Jack looked disparagingly at the creatures in his other hand.

“I guess that depends on your definition of luck. I was hoping for a deer or wild pig or something. But I guess we’ll take what we can get.” Bruiser dropped behind him, then curled around his legs, sniffing at the dead animals, forcing Jack to yank them away from the dog and tuck them close to his body.

“Beggars can’t be choosers,” Laura replied, walking toward him. She called out to Bruiser and he reluctantly moved away from the animals, walking over to her, glancing over his shoulder longingly.

“True enough,” Jack replied, falling in next to her. “So, what’s our plan from here?”

“I got a lot done while you were gone,” she replied. “Packed up a bunch of our stuff, got my clothes washed, and siphoned the gas from the snowmobiles into one of the empty cans.”

Jack lifted his eyebrows.

“And,” she continued, her eyes darting away, “I wanted to apologize.”

“Apologize?”

“I was kind of a jerk earlier,” she said in a low voice. “I didn’t mean to bite your head off.”

Jack seemed to visibly relax, as though he’d been holding his breath for several minutes and was finally able to release it.

“No big deal,” he said. “But thanks.”

“You’re right to be cautious. I wish you weren’t, but you are. Everyone we’ve run into since this all started has more or less tried to take us out, maybe except for that nice old guy at the gas station. I have no reason to trust these people.”

“Then why are we?”

“Because, dammit,” she replied, though it was clear her curse wasn’t directed at him, “I have to trust somebody. I just have to. I can’t keep on operating under the assumption that everyone is trying to kill us. How can we live our lives that way?”

“I know,” Jack said. “I know.”

Laura slowed her pace, letting Jack catch up, then she placed a hand on his shoulder. He stopped and turned towards her, and she could see the wet glisten of tears in his eyes.

“Whatever happens,” she said, “we’re in this together. I owe you my life.”

He shook his head, smiling slightly.

“I think you saved my life way more than I saved yours.”

“We’re here for each other,” she amended. Bruiser barked at her left leg. She glanced at the dog. “All three of us.” Looking back at him, she held out her hand. “Deal?”

Jack clasped palms with her.

“Deal.”

He strode forward and she slapped him playfully on the back.

“I gotta be honest, though,” she said, “next time you’re going to take your shirt off, warn me beforehand so I can put on my sunglasses. You need some sun, pasty boy.”

“Funny,” Jack replied, chuckling as he shook his head. “Real funny.”

The two of them walked back toward the cabin, groundhogs in hand, stomachs growling for lunch.
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“I can’t believe I just ate almost a whole groundhog,” Laura said, sitting back from the small card table and looking at what remained on her slender metal plate.

“Well, they’re not that big,” Jack replied with a shrug. “Or these weren’t, anyway.”

“Do I even want to know how you knew how to prepare that? Those things you cut out?”

“The scent glands? Oh yeah, if you leave those in, it’s gross.”

Laura just gaped at him.

“Hey, I lived in rural Nebraska,” Jack replied with a shrug. “Sure, I spent a lot of my days in the basement playing video games, but when it came to dinner time, my pops, sometimes he got creative.”

“Well, I guess I’m glad for that,” Laura said, standing up from the metal folding chair. She picked up the plate and placed it on the floor, Bruiser moving in and eagerly lapping up the remains of the creature. Jack had skinned it, removed the fatty tissue and scent glands, and thrown the scraps out into the trees. They’d talked briefly about saving the skin for tanning, but had decided the small size of the creature made that exercise somewhat futile.

Jack handed over his plate and Laura set it on the floor next to the first, and Bruiser moved from one to the other, lapping the second one clean with his thick pink tongue. The plates scraped and rattled on the wooden floor and Laura moved around, bending low and picking them up, pulling them away from the dog who followed them with eager eyes and an equally eager tongue.

“All right, buddy, all right. You’re going to lick the top layer of finish off pretty soon.” She walked over toward her backpack, looking over her shoulder. “Remind me to wash these before we use them again.”

“A dog’s mouth is supposedly a whole lot cleaner than a human’s, right?”

“Have you seen the parts of his body that he licks with that tongue?” Laura asked, making a face. “No freaking thank you.”

She slipped the plates into the narrow space that remained in her pack, then hoisted it onto one shoulder. 

“So, where did you find that rifle?” she asked, jerking her head toward the bolt action that Jack carried in his right hand, his own backpack slung over the opposite shoulder.

“Backyard shed,” he replied. “It’s a .308 Winchester, I think, but there was only half a box of rounds with it. I used ten of them today.”

“Ten rounds to kill two groundhogs? You need some target practice.”

“Those things are tiny, and they run really close to the ground,” Jack insisted, following Laura as she headed for the front door. While he’d prepared their lunch, she had finished packing their gear and had emptied the gas can into the truck’s tank so all would be set for them to continue east along the uneven, rut-covered logging road. She had to admit, part of her was disappointed they were moving on already. 

Buried deep in the Idaho mountains, this hunting cabin was rustic and old school, two things that she loved about camping. She’d had mixed emotions the previous day, that much was certain, and she was still motivated to find Stone Sword and to be part of a community again, but still...it was peaceful here and felt decidedly non-threatening.

Bruiser let out a low, angry growl from deep in his throat and Laura snapped back into consciousness as they came around the corner of the cabin, heading for the narrow, muddy driveway. There was a soft, almost inaudible snapping sound, followed by a quiet, whispered hiss and Bruiser yelped, jerked backwards, then slumped to the grass.

“What the hell?” Laura asked, her hand moving to her waistband, groping for her pistol, while Jack was already unslinging his rifle next to her.

A man strode around the other side of their pick-up truck, his own rifle in hand, stock shoved into the shoulder of his brown uniform. He wore a brimmed hat, and his brown shirt had a silver colored badge firmly affixed to his left pocket.

Jack opened his mouth to speak.

“We aren’t looking for—”

The man fired his rifle, another whip-snap sound coming from the weapon and Jack crumpled, falling forward to the grass as the brown-uniformed man worked back the action and adjusted his aim again. Laura had the pistol out but was just a little too slow, and the barrel of the rifle swung around, then fired a third time. She felt a swift prick of pain, then a wash of strange, dull agony, before darkness wrapped its inky tendrils around her and dragged her backwards within it.




Chapter 13

Old Mining Town

Somewhere in Oklahoma

Ali stood over the body, hands on his hips, his mouth twisted into an angry, if somewhat mournful scowl. What was left of Steve lay face up in the grass, his eyes open and staring, as if looking up into the atmosphere and methodically counting the thousands of lightning streaks searing the afternoon sky.

Streaks of blood ran along the man’s exposed neck, under his chin, and masked the left half of his young face, and his shirt was dark and sticky with it. His left arm was splayed out in the grass, his arm shattered by one of the bullets that had been pumped into him as he’d unleashed the hell of the M60 heavy machine gun towards them in defense of the two strangers who had mounted horses and bolted off into the trees.

“I wanted to know who they were,” Ali growled, looking down at the dead man. “What a damned waste.”

“Do you think he knew?” asked Lynn.

Ali looked at the larger man.

“He gave his life to make sure they got away,” he said. “Of course, he knew. He must have known something.”

Lynn nodded, looking off into the trees in the direction of where the two on horseback had escaped.

“So, you think one of them killed Hugh and Arthur? And the others?”

Ali followed the large man’s gaze.

“Had to be the man. That girl didn’t look old enough to have a driver’s license. I doubt she killed anyone.”

“But why?”

“No clue,” Ali replied, “but I aim to find out.”

“How do you plan on doing that?” asked Fannie, coming up on his left. She held her rifle across her stomach, firmly clenched in both hands. Behind her, two members of their party sat in the grass with three others gathered around them, tending to various wounds and injuries.

“You think we’re just going to let them run off?” Ali asked.

“We’ve got the village back,” Fannie replied. “What good would chasing them down do?”

“I’m not about to let Hugh’s death go unpunished,” Ali replied. “That ain’t gonna happen.”

There were a few moments of silence around the group as everyone absorbed the events that had led them there, taking turns looking down at the man who had formerly been their friend, now lying dead and bloody in the grass.

“Edgar and Gordon, grab two other men and you’re coming with me,” Ali said, his eyes moving from one person to the next. “We’ve got two more ATVs in the storage garage west of the clearing. Bring them out. We’re taking all three of them north to see if we can chase these two down.”

“Is that smart?” Lynn asked, putting his hands on his hips. “What if someone gets sick and we need to run them into town? Those ATVs were for emergencies only.”

“This seems like an emergency to me,” Ali replied. “Hugh and Arthur are dead. It’s very likely that Maya, Sadie, and the others are, too. If that’s not an emergency, I don’t know what is. Do you disagree?”

Lynn looked as though he did, but he closed his lips and shook his head.

“Lynn, you’re in charge,” Ali said, hoping it might pacify the man. “Have the others take care of Steve’s body and start getting these supplies unloaded and stored. Edgar and Gordon will pile on the ATV with me and we’ll chase down those two, whoever the hell they are.”

Lynn glanced at his wrist, mostly symbolically, as he wasn’t wearing a watch.

“They’ve got quite the head start already,” Lynn said. “How do you even know what direction they went in?”

“We’re in the Oklahoma mountains,” Ali replied, “and they’re on horseback. That limits their options considerably.”

“If you say so,” Lynn replied.

“I do say so,” Ali said firmly. He turned and look at the two men who had broken away and approached him. They were both of medium height and average build, Edgar just a hair taller than the other man. Gordon wore gray cargo pants, hiking boots, and a blue flannel shirt, while Edgar wore blue jeans and a green hoodie. Both men had hunting rifles slung over their shoulders.

“Grab some fuel from the stores,” Ali said, nodding toward one of the smaller buildings along the edge of the mining town. “Fill up the ATV and I’ll meet you there in ten minutes. Then we’re heading northwest, following the access road out toward Tulsa. If I were a betting man, that’s where I’d bet they went.”

Everyone around the circle nodded and the group dispersed. Ali crossed his arms, watching the figures around him, then looked up into the cloud cover, watching as the network of lightning illuminated the sky from above.
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“Easy, easy!” Joel said, tugging on the reins and guiding his brown horse to a slower trot as they worked their way down the gradually sloping path on the backside of the mountain. Behind him Helen and Maggie mirrored the motion, the horses whinnying and snorting softly as they slowed their previously frantic pace.

Helen glanced over her shoulder as Maggie trotted over the rutted trail, carefully navigating the uneven surface.

“We’re not far away enough yet,” she protested. “We need to keep going!” Her voice was desperate, and she jerked on the horse’s reins.

“If we keep this pace, we’re going to drive the horses into the ground,” Joel said. “They need rest just like we do.”

“But they’ve got an ATV,” she said. “They’ll catch up to us.”

“That’s a chance we’ll have to take,” Joel said, gently coercing Dirtbag to trot down another downward slope. After a few moments of careful navigating, the ground evened up and the path widened, the two horses moving side by side, surrounded by thick trees to the north and south. Things were quiet this deep in the trees, the only sounds the noise of birds chirping and leaves rustling underneath the gentle afternoon breeze. Joel craned his neck slightly, listening.

“No engine noises,” he said. “That’s the thing about the ATV—we’ll hear them coming a mile away. Literally.”

Helen nodded, still holding tight to Maggie’s reins as the horse walked slowly along the path, seeming calmer and more under control. They walked along the hard-packed dirt, moving farther along the gently winding passage.

“So,” Joel started, his voice low. He held his reins gingerly, favoring his bandaged chest and shoulder. “I don’t think I ever thanked you.”

Helen looked over at him, a shocked look on her face.

“Wait, what did you say?”

“I’m not going to say it again.”

“Wow,” she smiled, looking back ahead as the horse moved along. “That almost, for a brief moment, sounded like gratitude.”

“Don’t worry, the feeling didn’t last long,” Joel said, though the corner of his mouth tipped upward into a half smile. “Also,” he continued, “I am sorry about what happened to Sadie. She seemed like a good woman.”

“She was. The only good thing about that place. She didn’t deserve to get killed.”

“They rarely do.”

As their voices faded, the horses’ hooves clopped along the hard ground, beating in irregular intervals as they moved along the trail. Helen continued looking back over her shoulder, as if anticipating something.

“If there had been more people like her—like Sadie, I mean—would you have stayed in a place like that?”

Helen glanced over at Joel, who was looking straight ahead, almost as if he was purposefully avoiding meeting her eyes.

“I don’t know,” Helen replied. “I thought you wanted to get me to my mom.”

“I do,” Joel replied, “I mean, that’s our plan, right? Family? Family’s important.”

“She’s barely my family,” Helen said. “None of them are really my family. I barely know them.”

“Yeah, but you’re a fourteen-year-old kid. You need support. Someone to protect you and care for you, right?”

Again, Helen looked at him, and again noticed that he steadfastly refused to meet her eyes.

“I guess so,” she replied.

“You’re a tough kid,” Joel continued, “but you’re still a kid. This world’s no place for a young girl without family. Things can get very bad very quickly.”

“I’ve seen that firsthand,” she said. “Many times.”

“And you’re still standing.”

Helen nodded stiffly, returning her gaze to the path ahead, holding on to Maggie’s reins. She sucked in a quick breath, coming in like a gasp. Joel was already pulling back on his steed’s reins.

“Whoa,” he whispered, reeling back, halting the horse with a low huff of air. Both horses stopped, not just by their riders, but also by what stood in the path before them. Somewhere above them and the trees, the sun must have been trying to peek through the clouds and past the scorching web of persistent lightning above, because thin, pale beams of light speared through the trees, forming a patchwork pattern on the path before them.

Bracketed within those beams of light was an animal, larger than a typical coyote or fox, but smaller than a wolf. It was canine, Joel could tell, though its fur was matted and tousled, looking mangy and unkempt. The look of a wild animal. But there was something about the dog that didn’t look wild. Its tail curled, tucking between its legs as narrow eyes glowered towards them. It had pointed ears, though one looked as though it had been clawed at and partially ripped off. Its muzzle was considerably darker than the rest of its snout and face, and as they looked at the dog, it curled one pitch-black lip and growled.

“Stay right there,” Joel warned, holding his hand up to Helen.

“What is it? A wolf?”

The dog seemed to hear something, turning toward the trees to its left, and as it did there was a soft jingling sound and one of the beams of sunlight caught a glint at its neck.

“No way,” Joel whispered. “That thing has a collar.”

“How did it get way out here?” Helen asked. The disheveled animal cast one more look at them, growled again, then charged left, vanishing into the trees.

“Hiyah!” Joel shouted, snapping Dirtbag’s reins and sending the horse leaping forward, hooves pounding dirt. He drew up and slowed the creature as it approached the spot where the dog disappeared and saw that the path they were following continued through the trees, wide enough for at least three people to traverse side by side. The dog was several paces down the path and looked back at them, then ran forward again, cresting a slight incline before disappearing down the backwards slope.

“Come on,” Joel said, nodding toward the path. "This is where the path goes, but let’s tread carefully. Where there’s a dog with a collar, there’s an owner.”

Helen nodded as Joel coaxed his brown horse onto the path, then picked up speed, the gap in the trees more than wide enough to accommodate the horses in single file.

For several moments they continued along the path, keeping their mounts at a trot, getting sight of the canine again, then keeping pace as they continued down the trail carving through the trees.

Joel lost track of how long they followed the large dog, the trees growing up on both sides, draping them in a cloak of shadow darkening everything around them. Up ahead, the dog reached the end of the slope, little more than a four-legged silhouette hesitating for a moment at a right-angle bend in the path. Joel brought the horse to the turn, angling to look through the trees, then pulled gently, stopping the creature.

“Oh, no,” he whispered in a soft, cautious voice.

“What?” Helen asked, coming up behind him.

“Stay there,” Joel said, his voice stern, his hand shooting up, palm facing her. She pulled on Maggie’s reins and the horse stopped short, her rider looking at Joel with a narrow, somewhat confused glare.

“Trust me,” Joel continued, “you don’t want to see this.”

From where he sat on the horse, he could see down into a small clearing in the woods, and in the clearing, there were two tents. The tents were large and looked relatively modern, both of them two-person tents. One of them had a bent frame and torn outer fabric, half collapsed upon itself and from where he sat on the horse, Joel could see a figure laying on the grass, half in and half out of the tent. It was a man on his stomach, one arm outstretched, and by the looks of the state of the corpse, it had been there a short while and the dog had been feeding from it.

Ragged chunks of decomposing flesh and muscle were missing from the extended arm and the nubs of fingers were bloodied, the hand mostly just a collection of snapped-off bone and mangled meat. Backpacks were tipped over and ripped apart, food and supplies strewn over the grass, and Joel could see two more bodies through the opening in the second tent, tangled in what appeared to be some sort of last embrace. A fourth body was out on the grass, head lolling to one side, a hand covering its stomach, and judging by the torn and discolored T-shirt, the dog, or other animals, had fed from that one as well.

The flesh of the visible bodies was mottled and malformed, bloated from exposure, the skin dark with decomposition. Pale, milky eyes looked out at Joel from the dull gray flesh of the corpse by the trees, staring through him into the great beyond. As Joel watched, the dog slunk over to the body and chewed hungrily at the exposed flesh beneath a ripped, black T-shirt, pulling away stringy meat and swallowing it.

There was a strange, morose serenity about the place, a stillness and quiet that felt unnatural, and for a moment, Joel didn’t even think he heard birds chirping.

“Joel?” Helen asked, the horse taking an uncertain step forward.

“We’ve got bodies over here,” Joel said, looking toward her, “and they’re not pretty.”

“It’s okay,” Helen replied. “I’ve seen bodies before.”

“Not like this,” Joel said weakly, his own stomach clenching at the scene ahead.

“We can’t just sit here,” Helen said. “We either need to go forward or go back.”

Joel nodded, tugging on the horse’s reins slightly, propelling it forward down the rest of the path towards the clearing. Helen came around the bend behind him and he gave up trying to tell her not to look.

“Oh, God,” she hissed behind him and the sounds of her horse’s hooves stopped thumping in the hard pack dirt. Joel guided his own steed into the clearing, maneuvering it to the right to make his way over to the corpse by the tree line and the mangy dog glowered up at them, growling low in its throat, a scrap of black T-shirt clinging to its bottom jaw.

“Easy, boy,” Joel said, swinging his leg off the horse and dropping down to the grass. The dog backed up nervously, lowering its head and growling even more loudly. The dog’s tags jingled as it moved backwards.

“I don’t want to shoot you,” Joel said. “You were someone’s pet once.” He walked toward the prone body and the dog barked furiously but didn’t move to bite or attack.

Setting his backpack down on the grass, Joel adjusted the RECCE-14 rifle over his shoulder and moved to the corpse’s head, reaching down to take the dead man’s thick wrists in his hands. Grimacing, his teeth clenched together, Joel dragged the body across the grass, moving it into the trees where he rolled it over, face down in the long grass and out of sight.

He looked over at the opening to the path and saw Helen’s horse standing there, without Helen on top of it.

“Helen?” he asked, taking a step toward the white and brown animal. Helen walked shakily from the trees behind it, a hand pressed to her stomach, her face a strange shade of green.

“You okay?” he asked, and she nodded, then pulled the back of her hand across her mouth. Her eyes landed on the corpse laying out of the tent, its arm missing many bite-sized chunks, the dirty and spoiled flesh littered with blood and dried mud. Joel stopped by the second tent and took a moment to zip it up to conceal what was inside, then walked over to the first tent and grabbed the dead body’s arm, pulling it farther out of the other tent. For one horrific moment, he thought the chewed flesh might come apart completely, the arm separating at the elbow, but it remained intact and he worked to drag the body free of the tent.

Helen gritted her teeth and walked over, bending to grab the body’s ankles, then helped Joel silently move to the tree line where they dumped this body next to the other that he had already concealed in the grass. 

Wiping her palms on her pants, Helen looked up at Joel.

“So, are we going to camp here?” she asked, looking around the clearing. With the corpses cleaned away and the others hidden by the zippered flap, the area looked a bit more inviting. The backpacks had obviously been rummaged through, most likely by animals, though there could still be some supplies inside.

“It’s still early,” Joel replied, looking up through the trees at the relatively bright sky above. There was thin cloud cover, and as always, a spiderweb of persistent electricity interlaced the sky, but the day looked relatively young. “The horses could use a break, so we should stop here for a few moments. Catch our collective breaths.”

“Listen for pursuing ATVs?”

“Listen for pursuing ATVs.”

Joel looked toward the edge of the clearing and saw the dog there, though now it sat, looking at them with an uncertain tilt of its head. It no longer looked angry, just curious about how it had gotten into this situation.

Without comment, Joel moved toward his own backpack, unzipped it, and reached inside to find something for lunch.




Chapter 14

The Stronghold

Chicago, Illinois

Shawna stood in the meeting room looking out the window facing the Chicago skyline, a shattered reminder of their broken world. From that part of southern Chicago, she could see one of the ruined high rises towards downtown and the broad swath of thick cloud cover across the horizon, briefly illuminated by scattered strikes of lightning. She clasped her wrist, holding her arms behind the small of her back, her chin tipped toward her chest, her eyes raised slightly to look out at what remained of the city ahead.

From that distance the world looked beaten and broken, like an aged boxer in the ring with an eye swollen shut, lips fat and bloodied, down on one knee and on the verge of collapse.

Their entire nation was that boxer, pummeled into near unconsciousness, barely standing.

“We missed you at the prayer circle,” Tristan said, coming up behind her, crossing the floor of the empty meeting room. There was still a table set up, chairs pulled away from it, their makeshift map of greater Lake Michigan spread over the surface.

“Didn’t feel much like praying today,” Shawna replied.

“That’s when you need it most,” Tristan said. He walked gingerly, coming up on her left shoulder, looking out through the window ahead. “I know our focus for this place is safety and security, but to most of the people here, it’s more than that. It’s about community. In spite of what people may think, there are those who come together in times of crisis. Who look for ways to belong to something, not just ways to steal, beat, and kill.”

“That’s the beauty of this place,” Shawna agreed. “People working together. Overcoming tragedy and the odds by cooperating instead of fighting. I’ve been very surprised at how well it’s worked.”

“You’re the one they turn to,” Tristan said. “Whether you like it or not, you started this thing. They see you as the centerpiece. I know you don’t see yourself that way.”

Shawna shook her head.

“I’m just some drug dealer’s girlfriend,” she said, rolling her eyes. “That’s the only reason we even have this place. I’m nobody important.”

“Maybe you weren’t before, but you are now.”

“Bull.”

“It’s not.”

Shawna craned her neck, looking at him, without a hint of happiness on her face.

“Did you already forget?” she asked. “Someone in this group let Chad in here. Someone in this group allowed two people to be killed. You stand there and sing kumbaya and try to tell me everyone is one, big happy family, but they’re not.”

Tristan opened his mouth to reply, but he closed it again, keeping his eyes focused on the city outside the window.

“I...agree with you,” he finally said. “You know I do. I’ve been spending my mornings on the roof mourning the life I used to know.”

Shawna put a hand on her friend’s narrow shoulder, knowing how difficult it was for him to talk about.

“But instead of turning away from God, I choose to turn toward Him,” Tristan said. “Seek solace in his words. In my faith, even if my faith has ebbed. I don’t know to do anything else.”

“There’s more to this than faith,” Shawna replied. “I believe in this community. We’ve been consumed by death, destruction, and violence since the moment Atlas-One crashed to the ground. It would have been all too easy to fall back on human nature, on violence and bloodshed, believing that we need to stomp on someone else for us to rise above.”

“We’re better than that,” Tristan said. “All of us are.”

“I thought we were,” Shawna said, smiling softly, her head shaking gently, the blue-streaked hair bobbing softly on her head. “Funny, isn’t it?”

“What?”

“I was a drug dealer with my boyfriend. He was a slumlord and all in all a pretty terrible person. Most of the people I knew or ran into in my life were equally terrible. Before all of this happened, I had a pretty terrible opinion of people.”

“I understand,” Tristan said. “I spent half my life in the Marines. Believe me, I understand.”

“It’s just ironic that it took a situation like this for me to realize that people can be intrinsically good. They want community. They want friendship and cooperation. Not everyone resorts to violence.”

“I would agree,” Tristan replied. “I’ve been in battlegrounds around the world, and from what I’ve seen, human nature is to protect each other, not kill each other.”

“And it took millions of people dying for me to understand that,” Shawna said. There was a light scuffling behind them and they both turned towards the entrance of the meeting room in time to see Eric come in.

A member of Tristan’s local veterans support group, Eric had joined them several days earlier and had already played a key role in their planning and preparation. He limped into the room, his artificial leg balancing him as he navigated his way around the table toward the two of them. His face was still and stoic, a mask of cold, emotionless steel. Chad’s infiltration had been exceptionally damaging to him and to his own perception of himself, and in spite of Shawna trying to talk him down, he had taken the infiltration very personally.

“Eric,” Tristan said with a nod as Eric stopped next to the table, leaning on it slightly to ease the weight and burden on his leg.

“Hey, Big T,” he replied.

“Holding up okay?” Shawna asked.

“As well as can be expected. The security group is still hurting over the deaths. Still very suspicious about who might have pulled those strings.”

“What’s done is done,” Tristan replied. “We need to move forward.”

“Hard to move forward when you’re stopping every few feet to look back over your shoulder,” Eric said. “I didn’t come here to talk about that, though.”

“Oh?” Shawna asked.

“We just sent another group to the lake. They’re going on a hunting trek, and we’re expecting another positive result.”

Two days ago, the group in the Chicago Stronghold had begun making trips to Lake Michigan where one of the veterans had a charter boat. They’d been making occasional fishing trips, bringing back a wealth of freshwater fish, which had provided much-needed protein and sustenance for the group.

That day, however, was the first hunting trip. Across Lake Michigan there was a national forest along the western edge of Michigan, and for the first time they were going to attempt taking the boat all the way across to look for deer, wild pigs, or other mammals.

“Who did you send?” Shawna asked.

“Bruce is tagging along with Ricardo and Deeds, taking Ricardo’s sixteen-foot rowboat across the lake to the national forest.”

Shawna nodded. Bruce was another member of Tristan’s veterans group, a somewhat grouchy conspiracy theorist who Tristan swore had a good heart, though Shawna had yet to see that for herself. Ricardo was the man who owned the charter boat company and provided the boats and the dock access, and Riley Deeds was a former Chicago homicide detective who had been very helpful in mapping out access routes that bypassed known law enforcement patrols. The three of them had been the linchpins of the fishing and hunting trips to date, and had been responsible for providing most of the food for the Stronghold residents.

“What about the National Guard supply depot over on the north side?” Shawna asked. “Tristan, you seemed to think they might have some MREs there.”

“They sure should have at one point,” Tristan replied. “And those things are good for twelve years or more. We ran a couple patrols up that way, though, and the military presence is thick. They’ve established a few bases of operations at the supply depots which has made them pretty much off-limits to shmucks like us.”

“That figures,” Shawna replied, crossing her arms. “Any smaller stashes that anyone knows about?” she asked, looking at Eric.

“Not that I know of, but we’ve got people out looking. Even with our issues a few days back, we’ve gotten an influx of volunteers. We’ve used them to beef up our security presence, actually getting pairs of sentries at every shift, and Linda has been using a pool of eight to do staggered patrols.”

“Paying off?” Shawna asked.

“Some,” Eric replied. “They have to dodge law enforcement and the rioters, but they’ve managed to bring back some clothes, fuel, and even a nice amount of food. Some of it is spoiled, but we’ve been able to filter out the really bad stuff and supplement the fish with actual fruits, vegetables, and even some bread.”

“That last batch was pretty moldy,” Shawna replied.

“Some mold is acceptable,” Eric replied. “In some cases, the mold even provides some necessary antibiotics. We’ve got a biologist in the group now who has been exploring that a little bit more. But yes, that last batch went a little overboard.”

“So, what’s next?”

Eric and Tristan shared a brief look, and Shawna caught it.

“What?” she asked.

“We’d like permission to start doing a bit more searching—for weapons.”

“Weapons.”

Eric nodded.

She looked at Tristan.

“You just gave me a twenty-minute speech about how you believe in the kindness of strangers and the need for peaceful co-existence. Now you’re telling me you want to go look for weapons?”

“What we believe means nothing if someone like Chad comes after us again,” Eric said.

“And whatever weapons you manage to find will be useless if the same person who let him in the first time lets someone in again,” Shawna replied.

“We need to be prepared,” Eric said, shifting his weight on his good leg. “Whatever you think about the people of Chicago and humanity in general, we need to be prepared.”

Shawna looked back and forth between the two of them before her eyes finally settled on Eric.

“So, what does that mean? What’s your play?”

“We made the rounds at the local big-box stores,” Eric replied. “They’re mostly wastelands already. Sporting goods stores are cleared out, too. Our next move is to see if any of the smaller local police stations are under surveillance or if any of them are open.”

“The question did come up,” Tristan said, looking at Shawna, “as to whether or not you might know of anywhere...”

“What do you mean?”

“You know,” Eric replied. “Crack houses. Drug dens, places like that.”

Shawna gave them both a hard glare.

Knuckles rapped at the door before she could reply, and a woman made her way into the meeting room.

“Excuse me?” she said. “Sorry to interrupt.”

“Linda?” Eric asked, turning toward her. “We were just talking about you.”

“I’m not sure if that’s a good thing or not,” Linda replied, “But I do have some news.”

“News?” Shawna asked, stepping forward.

Another woman came into the room behind Linda. She was a good deal older than the veteran, slender, with long, dark hair and lightly bronzed skin. Wearing expensive clothes, she looked as though she’d stepped from a fancy catalog and into the South Chicago streets.

“Who the hell is this?” Shawna asked, glaring at Linda. Since the events with Chad, any unknown face was greeted with extra scrutiny.

“My name is Selanda,” the woman replied. “Selanda Gomez. And this woman saved my life.”
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“Wait, let me get this straight,” Shawna said, holding up a hand, the fingers of the other pressing at her temple. She looked at the woman seated across the table from her. “You’re the president and CEO of Atlas Orbital Technologies? The company that started all of this?”

Selanda pinched her lips together, her fingers clutching at the edge of the table. A paper cup of water sat on the table next to her on one side and an opened can of ravioli was on the other. The metal end of a spoon extended from the opened can.

“Yes, I am the CEO of Atlas,” she replied. “No, my company did not start all of this.”

“Um, I was there, lady,” Tristan said, raising his hand. “I saw your ship come crashing into the city. Watched it all the way down. I ain’t never gonna forget it.”

Selanda closed her eyes and for a moment, Shawna thought she might cry.

“You will remember it?” she asked. “I will live with it. Every morning I awake, I am both happy and sad. Happy because I have survived this Armageddon to see a new day. Sad because I know in my heart that I am no different, no more special than the millions who have died. And that my prototype spacecraft was the cause of thousands of those.”

Tristan and Shawna exchanged a look. Eric and Linda had excused themselves to go do a security check, leaving the three others together to talk.

“But as sad as the loss of life makes me, I know that my ship was not at fault.”

“How do you know this?” Shawna asked.

Selanda drew a deep breath, her eyes telling Shawna that she knew nothing of the sort. She suspected, yes. She hoped, absolutely. But she did not know.

“I work in a very competitive industry,” she replied, then seemed to reconsider her words. “I’m sorry. I worked in a very competitive industry. And it was a man’s world. One man in particular.”

She pushed herself to her feet, walking across the wooden floor of the meeting room, her sneakers echoing in the quiet. Pressing the palm of one hand to the window’s surface, she looked out into the city, as if studying words on a page.

“Have either of you heard of Eagle Atmospheric?” she asked.

Shawna and Tristan both shook their heads.

“Leading manufacturer of satellites. Commercial and military. The CEO works with a lot of United States intelligence organizations.”

“Is that supposed to mean something to us?” Tristan asked. “Ain’t nobody working with any intelligence organizations these days, lady.”

“You’d be surprised,” Selanda replied. “Anyway, the CEO of Eagle has lots of friends in the government, as you might expect. He also won the contract for some of the critical components for Project: Heatshield.”

“Heatshield,” Tristan said, nodding. “That, I heard of. The big satellite network in the sky supposed to make the world colder or something?”

“Something like that,” Selanda replied.

“Bunch of bull, you ask me,” Tristan interjected. “The world is exactly what temperature God wants it to be. Mankind fighting Mother Nature—that’s just asking for trouble.”

Selanda shrugged, knowing that this conversation could very quickly devolve into an argument, which was the last thing either of them needed right now.

“The hows and whys aren’t important right now,” she said instead. “What is important is Gossett, the CEO of Eagle, had some connections, and I strongly believe he leveraged those connections to sabotage my flight.”

“Sabotage?” Shawna asked. “Are you telling me that they brought this chaos upon the world just so you wouldn’t beat them to the finish line?”

“Not in so many words. I don’t think any of them knew all of this would happen.” She gestured out the window as a blistering stroke of platinum-colored electricity sheared the horizon in half. “I think things got out of control. But the important thing is, yes, I think they sabotaged my flight.”

“Don’t take this the wrong way,” Shawna replied after a few tense moments of silence, “but at this point, who cares? I mean, it doesn’t change anything, right? Knowing Atlas-One was sabotaged doesn’t magically undo what’s been done.”

“No, it doesn’t,” Selanda replied. “Legacy is the only thing that really matters at this point, I suppose.”

“Legacy?” Tristan asked, almost incredulously. “What legacy? Only legacy that matters right now is that humanity done flushed this world down the toilet. Doesn’t really matter which humans started it, all that matters is it happened. Now we’re stuck here fighting to try and clean it up.”

“You’re right,” Selanda replied, still looking out the window. “In the grand scheme of things, it means nothing. But it means something to me. Whatever happens in the next days or weeks or years, I have to live with myself, and this might be about the only way I can do that, even if it means nothing to anyone else.”

Shawna nodded.

“That’s fair enough,” she said. “And believe it or not, I can relate. We all have skeletons, things we don’t want to be known for. What’s important now is what we do, not what we have or have not done.”

Selanda turned and smiled softly, her eyes glistening.

“So, what now?” she asked.

“What now?” Shawna replied. “Now,” she stepped forward and extended her hand, “welcome to the Stronghold. I hope you’re ready to work.”




Chapter 15

The shore of Lake Michigan

Chicago, Illinois

Bruce stood in the shadow of the marina, his back pressed against the clapboard wall as he drew in swift, haggard breaths, trying not to throw up. He could hear the gentle lapping of water from where he stood, though he’d lost sight of both Ricardo and Deeds who had asked him to stay there while they ran down to the lake to make sure the coast was clear.

Bruce had been left alone with his thoughts and his memories. Leaning back against the wall, he stared up into the sky, watching the crisscross of lightning dissect the clouds, neatly slicing them into several sections from above.

“If only you’d lived long enough to see this, Dad,” he said in a quiet voice. “Man, you would have called this from day one. Governments of the world messing with nature, and nature done messed back.”

Bruce’s father had held a long-standing grudge against the government and against the worldwide stage, loving his country but hating the people who ran it. He’d lost his mind when his only son joined the Army, respecting his decision to defend his nation, while knowing the ill-fated decisions of the politicians could very well decide whether his child lived or died.

Bruce had survived, but not unscathed. Any negative feelings his father had passed to him had been amplified by his time in the military, exposed to the most ill-informed decision makers at the top of the food chain. Being shipped off to one nation or another purely based on the whim of some senator or general, the blood of him and his friends on their hands.

He’d been deeply scarred by his time in the military. Not just by the violence, but by the sheer hopelessness and uselessness of it all. He and his brothers risked their lives in defense of the next dictator-in-a-box who had greased the right palms in Washington.

So, he’d come back home with a grudge. A chip on his shoulder the size of Gibraltar, a mistrust, distaste, and barely suppressed rage. His parole officer had insisted on him joining the support group, so he had, but he’d never felt very good about it.

Lucky for him, he put up a good front.

He still was. Nobody had the slightest inkling that he’d been the one to give Chad the inside track. To tell him where to strike and when. To give him the keys to the Stronghold and trust him to take care of Shawna and Tristan. Those two do-gooders didn’t understand what it really took to survive in this new world, and he thought Chad would take care of that problem for him.

It hadn’t turned out that way. Chad had been killed, and even worse, he’d killed Jessie Perez, one of the few people from the support group who Bruce had legitimately liked. It had all been for nothing. Shawna and Tristan had managed to kill Chad, and two other people had been killed to boot, and it was all his fault.

Some good things had come of it, though. There was distrust among those in the Stronghold now, a rippling feeling of paranoia and fear. He could almost feel the foundation of the compound shifting under his feet.

But what good would that do? Even if things fell apart there, what would become of him then? For all of its faults, the Stronghold had given him a roof over his head, some semblance of structure, and at least one square meal a day. Would he have survived this long without it?

He thought so. He’d survived worse. Faced down death with nothing but his sidearm and lived to return to this nation and its ungrateful citizens. They all deserved what they got. Maybe, with the right pushing, there was still room for Shawna and Tristan to fall and for him to take their place.

Things could be different then. Very, very different.

“Bruce!” the voice was low and harsh, a fierce whisper coming from the direction of the softly lapping waves.

“Right here,” Bruce replied, turning toward the voice and stepping from against the clapboard wall of the white painted building. 

“I’ve been calling your name,” Ricardo said. “I thought you’d taken off.”

“Nah, I wouldn’t do that to you,” Bruce replied, forcing a false smile on his face.

“Coast is clear,” Ricardo said. “Deeds is down by the water. We ready for this?”

“I was born ready,” Bruce said, and he followed Ricardo through the buildings and towards the pier where the boats were tied.
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Ricardo stood by the corner of the marina building, his back pressed into the wood, craning his neck around the edge so he could look up and down the wide stretch of pavement running alongside the pier entrance to Lake Michigan.

“Still clear,” he said, keeping his hand hovering at his hip where his pistol was holstered, and Bruce stepped forward, following him across the two-lane road. There hadn’t been much activity in that part of the city on any of their past trips, the buildings more or less empty and dark, the roadways deserted as most survivors had gravitated towards more populated areas in search of supplies and other survivors.

“You know this part of the city pretty well,” Bruce whispered. Like Ricardo, he carried a weapon, though his was a Remington shotgun, not a Glock.

“Been running the charter business for too many years to count,” Ricardo replied. He was a rail-thin man with long, silver hair, the texture and length matching his beard, only while his hair was combed and slicked back into a neat ponytail, his beard was a wild mane of unkempt wiry hair, tangling and twisting in several different directions at once.

“Didn’t Eric meet you in the veterans group?” Bruce asked.

“Coast Guard,” Ricardo replied. “It was fine, I guess. Money sucked, though, so when I left, I started the charter biz.”

They reached the opposite side of the road, sliding in between two other buildings, one of them a worn-down seafood restaurant with shattered windows and graffiti plastered along two walls, the other an independently owned toy store with a section for souvenirs of lakefront Chicago.

“Charter business pays well?”

“Depends on your clientele,” Ricardo replied. He stopped for a moment, once again looking left and right around the corner of the toy store building, then moved forward, sliding under a chain fence. Deeds was waiting there by the entrance to the pier, his own hand at his hip where his pistol was.

“Some might say my primary customer base was a little unsavory,” Ricardo finished with a light shrug. “Still quiet, Deeds?” he asked, looking at the other man. Riley Deeds was an ex-homicide detective for the city and wore a knee-length brown trench coat over black cargo pants and a heavy metal music T-shirt.

“Still quiet,” Deeds replied in a firm voice. He moved with a sort of quiet confidence and Bruce could tell just by the way he walked and held himself that whatever this new world could throw at him was no worse than what he’d already dealt with in his career. As a homicide detective for one of the most violent cities in America, his eyes had seen all manner of things—things that Bruce, even as an Army veteran, would cringe at.

Nothing about post-disaster Chicago intimidated him, and Bruce suddenly felt a lot more comfortable with him at their side.

“Unsavory clientele, you say?” Deeds asked, looking at Ricardo as they walked down the pier toward where the boat was moored.

Ricardo shrugged.

“I had some agreements with local folks who preferred to stay under the radar,” he replied. “Lake Michigan was an effective entry point for drugs and...other things, coming in from outside the country.”

Deeds stopped walking, looking back at him.

“No way,” he said.

“What?”

“You were one of the lake runners? There were some urban legends about you guys running through the precinct. You guys had yourself a reputation.”

Ricardo smiled broadly, revealing a pair of missing teeth. He seemed to take this new information as the finest sort of compliment.

“Well, ain’t that about the nicest thing anyone’s ever said to me.”

Deeds laughed, shaking his head.

“Man, my sergeant would have given me a hundred bucks to be as close to you as I am now. I’m not sure he would have followed due process, I’ll tell you that much.”

“Good thing he ain’t here, then. Just think, now you’ve got that reputation at your fingertips. We’re all on the same side now.”

“Indeed, we are,” Deeds said as they reached the bottom of the pier, taking a left, walking along the wooden slats toward the sixteen-foot rowboat. The three of them converged on the dock, Deeds and Bruce falling into an overwatch posture while Ricardo moved to the boat and began untying it from its mooring.

The three men moved in careful coordination, a process they had been perfecting over the past three days as they made this trip time and time again.

“We’re good,” Ricardo said, lifting his head, his fingers clutching the edge of the boat and both Deeds and Bruce fell back, going down to the edge of the pier and dropping into the boat as it slowly drifted off into open water. Three bolt-action hunting rifles lay in the boat, leaning on one of the benches, and the three men bobbed along, the narrow watercraft slowly floating out into the open water of Lake Michigan.




Chapter 16

Somewhere in Montana

Laura bolted upright, her heart slamming in her chest, a radiating pain stabbing through the back and sides of her skull. She squinted her eyes in the low light of the cabin’s interior, battling back an intense wave of agonizing nausea, clutching at her stomach as she tried to roll over, afraid that she might vomit.

As she moved, she felt a cool pinch against her wrist, then the metallic jerk of a chain, preventing her arm from fully covering her stomach. Her shoulder barked as she tried to maneuver, and she hissed through clenched teeth.

“Laura?” a voice whispered, sounding like it was coming from some other dimension beyond where she could see, a phantom sound from a different time and place. Colors and light swirled around in her vision, floating then spinning as she battled to push through them into consciousness.

“Laura! Wake up!” the voice said, a bit louder, but still in a low, whispered hiss.

“Jack?” she asked, small bits and pieces of the last few hours starting to take shape, a vague, blurry jigsaw puzzle settling into place. Her vision slowly cleared, revealing the inside of what appeared to be a cabin. Not the old, beat-up, ramshackle cabin they’d stayed in overnight, but something far larger and more modern. The inside of the building was wood, but it was a lighter brown, more polished wood than the previous cabin’s, layered and finished, like it was built to resemble a log cabin without actually being a log cabin.

She was in a medium-sized room, mostly resembling a bedroom with two clothes dressers and a doorway heading to a hallway which disappeared deeper into the structure, to somewhere she couldn’t see. The wooden floor had an area rug covering a large section of the center of it, and the overall look of the place was actually somewhat homey.

As she scanned the room, her eyes settled on a metal kennel in the far corner, and within that kennel lay Bruiser, the normally vibrant, excitable German Shepard. He was curled up and apparently sleeping, slumped over on his left side, his head resting on the floor. She could see his chest moving from where she lay, so she knew he was alive, at least, though she couldn’t tell what shape he was in.

“Over here,” Jack’s voice said. The fog finally clearing from her head, Laura twisted around as much as the chain would let her and could see that both she and Jack were shackled to two different beds, little more than metal frames and bare mattresses.

“Where are we?” Laura asked, trying to look around. “What the hell is going on?”

Jack shook his head.

“I’ve only been awake a few minutes,” he replied. “I’m not sure where we are. I haven’t seen anyone else, but whoever it is, they’ve got a family.”

“What?”

Jack jerked his head to the right and Laura followed the direction of his motion. Along one of the far walls there were several framed photographs hanging prominently. The largest was of a man, a woman, and three young children. A smaller one showed just the man and woman, while three other even smaller ones showed one child each.

“So, we’re in someone’s family home?” Laura asked. “Why are we chained up?”

“I have no idea. I remember seeing that dude with the badge outside the cabin—he looked like a cop. Or maybe—”

“Park ranger,” a voice said from the doorway and they both craned their necks to look in that direction. The man stood framed in the open doorway, his wide shoulders almost touching each side of the frame, stern gray eyes peering out from beneath the rectangular lenses of wire-frame glasses. A thick, dark mustache creased the flesh below his nose and his mouth was a firm, straight line above the broad chin.

“I’m a park ranger, and you were trespassing.”

“Trespassing?” Laura asked. “There was a cabin there.”

“Are you the owners of said cabin?” the man asked, his eyes narrowed.

Laura and Jack glanced at each other.

“I didn’t think so,” the ranger replied. “Nope, I didn’t think so.” His voice had an odd cadence to it, a sort of strange child-like frivolity which seemed unlike his stoic, angry demeanor.

“We were sort of desperate,” Laura said. “We’re traveling east. Just needed a place to stay for the night. No one was there, so—”

“So it’s okay to break the law? Just because no one was there to stop you? We live in a lawless land now, is that what you’re saying?”

“No,” Jack replied, “it’s not what we’re saying at all. But what would you suggest? Find a hotel? I’m not sure if you’ve been out of the woods recently, but there aren’t exactly a lot of those still staffed.”

The man glowered at him.

“Was that a joke?” he asked. “Asking if I’ve been out of the woods recently? Like I might be some sort of ignorant mountain man?” His voice had gained a sharpened edge, firm and accusatory.

“No,” Jake stammered, trying to find the words that somehow wouldn’t offend the man. “Listen, we’re just—”

“—breaking the law,” the ranger finished. “You were just breaking the law. That’s all. No big deal, right? Airplanes are crashing and the cities are on fire, so breaking a law doesn’t really matter, right?”

“Who are you?” Laura asked, trying to break the ridiculous cycle of conversation.

The man in the uniform looked at her, smiling a crooked smile.

“Myles Hickman,” the man replied. "Like I said, I’m a park ranger covering the majority of the Flathead National Forest.”

“What are you still doing out here?” Laura asked and the man scowled at her.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, the world is on fire out there. You should be home.” She looked at the framed photographs on the wall. “You should be with your family.”

The man’s face darkened immediately, a gray shadow falling over his features as his brows knitted together, and his lips curled back below the thick mustache.

“What the hell do you think you know about my family?” he asked, his voice a throaty growl.

Laura’s eyes darted to meet Jack’s, both of them equally nervous. The park ranger strolled across the floor, not looking at either of them, then stood at the wall, his eyes focused on the pictures of his family. He reached out and gently touched the largest of the framed photos, the one with both parents and three children in it. Lowering his head slightly, Laura felt a quick pang of pity for the man in spite of what he’d done to them so far.

“Did...something happen to them?” Laura asked, her voice low and sympathetic. 

The man stayed where he was, his chin still lowered, though he dropped his fingers from the photograph and held his fists at his side, clenched tight.

“Myles,” Laura continued, “we’ve all lost people. We know what you’re going—”

“You don’t know a damn thing,” Myles replied, glowering at her over his shoulder. “You—you just don’t.”

“So, tell us.”

Myles’s face was a deepening crimson as he turned around, his fists clenching and unclenching.

“It was supposed to be a vacation,” he said, his eyes closing. “The kids. They wanted to go to Disneyland—that’s the one in California, right? That’s the one they wanted. To see that new Star Wars thing.”

Laura nodded.

“We never go on vacation,” Myles said, lifting his head and looking at some blank spot on the wall. “My job doesn’t give me much time.”

“I can relate to that,” Jack said, though Myles showed no sign of hearing him.

“I almost missed it,” Myles continued, taking another step forward. “Work stuff. Missed the flight with the rest of them. I got bumped to a later one. No big deal, Sissy said. They’d see me when I got there.”

Laura suddenly suspected where this conversation was going, but didn’t interject, wanting the man to explore it on his own. She hoped that maybe he’d find it cathartic. Maybe it would clear some of the anger.

But his voice trailed off as he looked at the wall. He stood there in silence, not finishing the story, but not really needing to, the look on his face saying more than his voice ever could. His family had died. Their plane had crashed during the incident while he sat in the airport waiting for his own flight. He’d missed death by fractions; his family hadn’t been so lucky.

“I’m so sorry,” Laura said, adjusting her shoulders a bit to ease the pain of the chain that was pulling them back and pinning her arms behind her.

“I was so used to the kids being around,” he said, looking back over at the photographs. “Everything was so quiet. So empty. Work was all I had left.”

Laura rolled slightly, adjusting her arms again and pulling her knees tight so she could pivot on her hip and get herself into a seated posture. She grimaced as the chain yanked on her arms, but she worked herself into an upright position, looking over at him.

“That’s very noble of you,” she said quietly. “Doing your job. In spite of everything that happened to you—”

Myles wheeled on her, his face the color of old blood, eyes narrowed behind his glasses.

“Shut up!” he screamed and lashed out with a kick, the thick-soled hiking boot on his right foot plowing into Laura’s chest, knocking her swiftly back, her legs swinging up as she grunted in pain.

“You son of a bitch!” Jack shouted jerking forward to try and jump up, but the chains twisted around his wrists and pulled him back, forcing him down onto the bed.

“Trying to get into my head,” the ranger stammered, turning around to face Jack. On the bed behind him, Laura was curled into a fetal position, wheezing softly in pain.

“Leave her alone!” Jack said. “If you want to kick someone, kick me!”

Myles launched his foot forward, the heel of the boot crashing hard into Jack’s chin, snapping his head back and forcing him into the wall behind him with a grunting slam.

“My family died. All of them,” the ranger hissed. “And I’m still here!”

Jack rolled onto his left shoulder, spitting out a mouthful of blood on the bare mattress.

“Meanwhile you and your girlfriend are tromping along in my forest, doing whatever the hell you want.”

“Just—trying to survive,” Jack groaned, and Laura adjusted her position, trying to get eyes on the confrontation.

“Survival is overrated,” Myles sneered. “That’s what I’ve been doing, too. Here in this ranger station. Spent more hours than I care to admit in this godforsaken building, and now I’ll be here for the rest of my damned life.”

“You don’t have to be,” Laura said.

“Of course I do! Where else would I be?” Myles asked. He was pacing back and forth across the floor, his fingers moving reflexively with each thudding step. “Besides, they have food stores here. Military MREs. Canned fruits, vegetables, powdered milk. Gallons of water. Snowstorms get mighty fierce in these parts; they make sure things are well stocked in case anyone gets stranded up here.”

“So, you’ve been living here?” Laura asked through a strained voice. “Alone? For over two weeks?”

“Quite happily until the two of you came along,” he replied.

“You don’t look very happy,” Jack said. The man’s head whipped around toward him and he took a step in his direction.

“My happiness is none of your concern,” he said.

“If it results in you kicking the crap out of us, it sure as hell is,” Jack replied.

The ranger took another threatening step toward him, then slowed and finally stopped. Laura could see his shoulders shaking and realized suddenly that the man was laughing. The quiet chuckle swelled to a guffaw until he finally threw his head back and cackled wildly, the sound sending gooseflesh crawling up the base of her neck.

“Point taken,” he said, nodding, his laugh choking into coughs. “Point taken. You’re a smart young man, you know that?”

Jack glanced past the man’s right shoulder and met Laura’s eyes again, trying to telegraph what he was thinking.

That guy was absolutely, totally crazy. And if they didn’t get out of there, there was no telling what he might do.
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Laura wasn’t sure how much time had passed. Bruiser was still out cold in his kennel and Jack lay on his left side, using the mattress to try and staunch the flow of blood from his nose. It hadn’t worked and now the bottom half of his face was a muddy mask of dull crimson. The blood had at least stopped flowing freely, but where it remained, it had stained his skin and dyed his scruff of facial hair.

“What are we going to do?” Laura asked in a quiet voice. “This guy is unhinged. I have no idea what his plans are.”

“He’s been living up here alone for over two weeks, wallowing in guilt and regret. I wish he’d done us all a favor and walked into the woods to die or something.”

“Come on, Jack,” Laura replied. “His whole family died. Died on a flight he was supposed to be on. What do you think that does to a person?”

“Evidently it drives them completely nuts,” Jack replied. “Case in point, right here.”

“I’m glad you can joke about this,” Laura said.

“If I didn’t joke, I’d be sobbing,” Jack replied. “We’re chained to metal beds alone in a ranger station with nobody around for hundreds, if not thousands, of miles. If I didn’t joke about it, I’d drive myself as crazy as Ranger Rick here.”

“He hasn’t killed us yet,” Laura replied. “What does that tell you?”

“He pumped us with a hell of a lot of tranquilizers, I’m guessing,” Jack replied. “Poor Bruiser is still out cold. Who knows what his plans are? He could have killed us a dozen different ways by now.”

“Maybe he’s lonely in some twisted way? Wants to keep us around?”

“I don’t care how lonely he is,” Jack replied, “I have no interest in lingering around here chained to a bed so I can be his bestest friend.”

Footsteps echoed from just outside the door, the audible thud of boots on wood, and they knew Myles was coming. There was another bump and the door jolted open, Myles making his way inside. He still wore his ranger uniform, but in his hands he held two metal buckets which clunked noisily against the wooden door as he shouldered his way into the room.

“Evening, folks,” he said with a curt nod. “Get your beauty sleep?”

“What exactly are you planning to do with us?” Laura asked, shifting slightly to adjust the strain on her shoulders.

Myles looked at her questioningly as he plunked one bucket down near her bed, then walked over to Jack’s bed and repeated the motion with the second bucket.

“Whatever do you mean?” he asked.

“I mean, why are you keeping us locked up in here?” Laura asked.

“You broke the law.”

"This isn’t jail,” Laura replied. “This is kidnapping.”

He scowled at her.

“That’s the thanks I get? Putting a roof over your head? I’m cooking some dinner outside right now. It’s dangerous out there.”

“We can handle ourselves,” Jack replied. Myles turned toward him and approached, coming up to his bed in long, confident strides. He stared down at Jack, his eyes resting on the man’s bandaged shoulder. Myles reached forward and dug his thumb into the shoulder injury, starting to push and twist his thick digit into the wound.

Jack’s face twisted into a scowl of pain, withdrawing slightly, though Myles leaned into it, pushing harder. Jack couldn’t hold it in anymore and he screamed an agonized, throaty yell, a cry so loud that Bruiser stirred within his kennel.

“You can take care of yourself?” Myles asked, his voice cracking. “This looks like a bullet wound to me!” A faint red stain began to form on the bandage and Laura’s stomach twisted into a knotted fist.

“Stop!” she shouted. “Don’t do that!”

Myles’s head shot back, glaring at her, though his thumb was still rammed deep into Jack’s wounded shoulder.

“You can’t tell me what to do!” he hissed. “You’re my guest.”

Laura opened her mouth to respond, but she saw something in his eyes, a low, flickering flame, the crackle of an open fire dangerously close to jumping the firebreak and roaring into an uncontrolled inferno. Rage was his flame, and his flame was barely contained.

After standing there, his face etched in hard, hot stone for a moment, he relaxed slightly, leaning back and extending his palms.

“It’s dinner time soon,” he said with a strange smile. “Canned Spam and pinto beans. It’s a special occasion!”

“Going to be tough to eat with our hands shackled,” Jack said.

“You look like a resourceful individual,” Myles replied. “I’m sure you’ll figure it out.” He stepped towards the door and Bruiser stirred slightly in the kennel, slowly crawling out of the unconsciousness brought on by whatever tranquilizers Myles had shot them with. He whined softly, lifting his head as Myles strode towards the door.

“In the meantime,” he said, “while you’re waiting for dinner, I’m sure you have some...personal business to take care of.” He gestured towards the buckets on the floor by each bed. “My gifts to you.” His mouth turned up into a crooked smirk and he nodded, then backed out of the door, shutting it behind him as he went.




Chapter 17

Somewhere in Oklahoma

Helen sat cross-legged in the clearing, the fire crackling quietly below the growing shroud of dusk. She looked up toward the sky, fixated on the uneven patterns of streaking lightning, still captivated by the phenomenon even though it had been over two weeks since the mysterious atmospheric event began. Spears of violent light arced east to west and north to south but seemed to cascade throughout the atmosphere itself instead of striking earthward.

Would it always be that way? She wasn’t sure.

The almost constant cloud cover kept the stars obscured at night, and now as the sun made its way towards slumber, the purple sky drew down into darkness, revealing no hint of the cosmos beyond.

A soft sound came from the tree line, the low rustle of leaves and grass, and she bolted forward, snatching her SIG Sauer from the grass near her leg and leaping to her feet, shifting the weight on her heels to twist and aim the weapon two-handed toward the source of the sound.

Long grass pushed away, and the mangy old dog trotted out into the grass, his collar jingling as he looked at her, his one-and-a-half ears perked at attention. She couldn’t even tell what breed he was through all the matted and discolored fur, but in truth, she suspected he was a mutt, probably some Humane Society reject that the campers had rescued.

If only they’d known the dog they rescued would eventually be eating their dead bodies as they decomposed beneath the lightning-filled sky. She and Joel had decided to hunker down in the clearing, making a fire and mixing together some of the canned pasta and vegetables into a surprisingly tasty stew. Joel had located some wild parsley and ginger and crushed it, liberally adding it to the mixture, the smell and taste surprisingly strong and pleasant. Joel had mentioned that the ginger would also settle their stomachs, both of which had been a touch on the upset side after their frantic rush to escape the mining town and their confrontation with the man-eating dog and what remained of the campsite.

“Here, pooch,” Helen said quietly, lowering to a crouch and gently patting the grass at her feet. “Come on.”

The dog cocked its head but remained where it was, seemingly uninterested in approaching the girl. Helen had always wanted a puppy and had asked her dad countless times to think about getting one. But her father had been concerned that the hours he worked would make it too difficult to manage a pet, and he wasn’t sure she could do it herself.

That had been the way of things. He was always working and wasn’t available to help, but he also didn’t have confidence in her ability to do anything either, which left them in a frustrating middle ground where his job was the only thing that really mattered. She went to school, came home, did her homework, fiddled around for an hour, then went to bed. She’d had no real friends, no nearby family, and no connections beyond her father and whatever relationships she’d formed through the restaurant.

Helen had gotten somewhat close to the waiters, waitresses, cooks, dishwashers, and even the cleaning woman. She’d generally spent more time with them than her father himself, since he was always so busy running the show while she was there after school, doing her homework.

“Come here,” she said again, gesturing to the dog, but the dog showed no interest, sitting in the grass and looking at her, its head cocked.

Helen tried not to get angry as she thought back on her childhood. She’d never had a mother figure, her mom leaving while she was still so young, and in many ways, she hadn’t had a father figure either. Her father had loved her more than life itself, she knew that in her bones, but he’d been so preoccupied with providing for her, he’d never actually lived a life with her, and she’d been left feeling isolated and alone. Still, she had it better than lots of other kids her age, and she’d seen plenty of children from impoverished families struggle to keep up with the rigors of school, in many cases having to go home and work even longer hours on a farm or at the homestead. In retrospect, she had a lot to be thankful for.

Still, a parent-sized hole remained in her life as she stood in the grass, a fourteen-year-old girl who had suddenly been thrust into an unpleasant adulthood. Turning to look over her shoulder, she scanned the opposite tree line looking for Joel. He’d excused himself a while ago, just after eating dinner, saying he had to go look for something. She had almost asked him what he was looking for and why he had to go into the trees, but she thought better of it. He trusted her to hold down the fort, trusted her to take care of herself. Coming from Joel, that felt like progress.

Picking up a morsel of meat from her bowl, Helen walked slowly towards the dog, who remained seated at the edge of the clearing, regarding her warily with his big eyes. He smacked his lips as she approached him, but stayed where he was, his tail starting to twitch gently. The dog’s nostrils flared as she approached, the animal obviously catching a whiff of the food she held in her fingers. For a moment he looked like he might take off into the woods, but he stayed where he was, leaning forward slightly to get a better smell of the processed beef.

Helen dropped into a crouch, holding out the meat in her hand. The dog sniffed hard, then took a cautious step forward, chewing the food from her palm and drawing back, his teeth working at the beef.

“Good boy,” she said with a smile, reaching out and stroking the dog’s head. He jerked back and withdrew, scuffling back toward the trees, looking at her uncertainly. “It’s okay,” she crooned, coming closer toward him and the dog halted its reverse trek, taking a step toward her as she reached out and petted its head again.

This time, the dog lowered its head and pushed against her hand, the tail wagging more strongly, his tongue slipping out from between darkened gums. Helen rubbed the dog’s head with two hands, ruffling its fur and leaning in towards it, the animal seeming fully relaxed as it came closer to her, allowing her to wrap her arms around its scruffy neck.

She stood and the dog followed as she turned to walk back towards the campfire. Trees rustled ahead of her and she stopped, instinctively reaching for the pistol she’d slid into her belt.

Joel emerged from the long grass, pushing a tree branch aside as he ducked and moved into the clearing. The dog bolted, turning and dashing off into the trees, leaving Helen standing there alone.

“Aww,” she complained, looking in the direction that the dog had run. “He was just getting friendly.”

Joel looked at her with skepticism.

“You realize he was eating people a few hours ago, right?”

“He’s a dog, he doesn’t know any better.”

“He’s not just any dog,” Joel replied, “he’s a cannibal dog.” Approaching the campfire, he unslung his backpack and set it on the grass, then stretched his arms over his head.

“You were gone for a long time,” Helen noted, looking at him.

“Lots of stuff to do,” Joel replied. He lowered himself to his backpack and slipped open the zipper, reaching inside. After a moment, he retrieved another can of pasta and meat, and a small utilitool with a built-in can opener. Joel reached back into the bag and removed his portable stove, which he unfolded into its proper structure, removing a small tin bowl from the top, which also had a slender stick that hooked into it so it could be held over an open flame. He slipped the hooked end of the stick into a hole at the lip of the metal bowl, then dumped half the can of pasta and meat into it.

Sitting down in the grass, he held the bowl over the open flame, removing a metal spoon from a recess in the foldable stove as well so he could stir his dinner. They sat in silence for a few moments, neither speaking, though Helen spent half the time looking over toward the trees to see if the dog had returned.

As she watched the trees, her eyes lingered on the spot in the grass where Joel had deposited the dead bodies that had been in the clearing.

“How do you think they died?” she asked, still looking.

Joel finished chewing, then swallowed the preserved meat.

“It’s been almost three weeks,” he said. “Typically, people die of thirst before starvation. That might have been all it was.”

“There’s a stream right over there,” Helen said, pointing back through the trees from where they’d come.

“Not everyone is as observant as you are,” Joel replied. “People go camping a few times, suddenly they’re a wilderness expert. Right up until their life depends on it, then suddenly they don’t know as much as they thought they knew.”

“So, that’s it?” Helen asked. “They survive the planes crashing, the power outage, the lightning ripping apart the atmosphere, just to die of dehydration in the middle of the Oklahoma woods?”

Joel shrugged.

“Surviving an incident like this isn’t just about surviving the initial incident. It goes much deeper than that. You have to be prepared for the long term, that’s what my grandfather always hammered into me. It’s less about what you have and more about what you know.” He reached over and hooked his fingers around the strap of his Bug Out Bag and dragged it over closer to him. “If we lost these somehow, we’d mourn—there’s food, water, and supplies in these bags. But we’d survive, because the one thing these bags don’t have is knowledge.” He released the strap and tapped his head. “What’s in here is worth a hundred of what’s in there.”

Helen nodded, understanding what he was saying and for the first time really appreciating how fortunate she’d been to hook up with Joel during this horrific period in humanity’s history. There had been so many opportunities over the past few weeks when things could have gone sideways. But Joel had held it together. He’d held them together, and now, almost three weeks into this journey, she felt more prepared for whatever might come their way than she ever had before.

Joel was right. Losing the Bug Out Bags would be tragic, but now more than ever she suspected they would still be able to survive. Living off the land, hunting, gathering, building. They could do it. It wouldn’t be easy, that was for sure, but it was possible. A swell of warmth blossomed inside of her with the knowledge that she and Joel were far better off than most of the population and that maybe heading to the survivalist compound, where they’d be surrounded by people as smart or smarter than themselves, really was the best possible solution.

“It’s getting late,” Joel said, lifting his eyes to look up at the sky above. The indigo blanket of evening was intersected by crisscross spears of vibrant lightning, but they could still tell night was coming. It was almost there. “Take the tent,” he said, gesturing to the one tent in the clearing that wasn’t current inhabited by corpses. Helen looked at it uncertainly, clearly remembering the partially eaten body that had been splayed out inside not too long before.

“It’ll be fine,” Joel said, pushing himself to his feet.

“Where are you going to sleep?”

“Not tonight,” Joel replied. “I don’t want to be unconscious if those screw jobs from the mining town decide to chase us down.”

“You’re already running on fumes.”

“I slept for two days after you stitched me up,” he said. “I’ll be fine. Once we get out of the woods here, we’ll find a secure place to bed down for a day or two. But for now, I’m staying on guard.”

Helen nodded and grabbed her bag, pulling it into the tent after her and leaving Joel out in the clearing to stand watch.
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Three sets of small round headlights burned through the evening dark, cutting a path through the trees. The engines were low and idling as the three ATVs approached the twisting bend in the dirt path, slowing as the sharp angle emerged in the darkness ahead, bracketed by the pale illumination of their headlights. The lead vehicle pulled a little farther ahead as they approached the curve, pulling off to the side and stopping so Ali could swing his leg from the seat. Lowering himself, he pulled a flashlight from his belt and thumbed it on, focusing the beam on the ground near the turnoff.

Reaching down with two fingers, he touched the U-shaped indentation in the hard dirt, the horseshoes clearly identified as they stopped, then eventually turned off to the right, heading down a branching path. Ali smiled softly, shining the flashlight down the narrow gap in the trees where the turnoff wound deeper into the woods. How far, he wasn’t sure, but they’d definitely gone that way.

Standing, he walked over to the other two ATVs. Edgar and Gordon still sat on the seats while the two others who had accompanied them stood, slowly stretching their stiff muscles. Edgar, Gordon, and the two other men were armed with rifles, while Ali had a semi-automatic Glock pinned between his belt and his waist with a handful of spare magazines in one of the baggy pockets of his cargo pants.

“They went down that side trail,” Ali said, pointing toward the empty space between gatherings of trees. “Has anyone been down that way before?”

Edgar nodded.

“Yeah, I did a couple of walk-throughs when Hugh was putting the camp together. There’s a clearing about two miles into the trees. People camp down there sometimes. There’s an access road from the north that leads to a small town. You can’t really see it from the clearing, but it’s there.”

Ali looked to the sky.

“We should make our move. It’s dark, which means they’ve either holed up somewhere or they’re moving quickly to try and find shelter for the night. Either way, if we hammer the gas, we should be able to overtake them. They didn’t get that much of a head start.”

Everyone nodded in agreement, the two standing men getting back on the seats of the ATVs.

“Edgar, take the lead,” Ali said. “I’ll bring up the rear. Move quick, but smart.”

In the dark of night, surrounded by trees, three engines growled, then roared to life, the four-wheelers charging forward, deeper into the forest.




Chapter 18

Underground Bunker

Washington, DC

“How the hell did this happen?” Secretary of Defense Willoughby shouted, loud enough that Pike heard it out in the hallway as he approached. He slowed his pace, approaching the narrow metal door leading to Willoughby’s makeshift office deep underneath Washington, DC in one of the many underground bunkers. The shouted question drifted into murmured conversation and Pike remained in the hallway, leaning up against the wall, not wanting to stick his nose in where it didn’t belong.

More conversation came from the other side of the door, conversation that Pike still couldn’t translate until finally the knob on the door twisted and it eased its way open. Pulling himself from the wall, Pike stationed himself in the hallway as if he were just approaching.

Corvan exited Willoughby’s office and halted when he saw Pike. His eyes were narrowed and his cheeks flushed, looking angrier and more flustered than Pike had ever seen him.

“Oh, good,” Corvan sneered, “it’s you. He was just sending me out to track you down. Come inside.” Corvan jerked his head to the left and walked back towards Willoughby’s office, Pike following along behind him.

Willoughby stood on the opposite side of his small metal desk, significantly less ornate and decorative than his one in his normal DC office, sacrificing look for bare-bones functionality. On the wall where Willoughby stood appeared to be a large map of Chicago. There was a rumpled pile of similar-looking maps and papers on his desk and on the floor next to it, and from what Pike could tell each one represented a different major American city.

“Pike was in the hallway,” Corvan said as they entered. 

“Impeccable timing, as always,” Willoughby said in a low, quiet voice as he continued looking at the map of Chicago.

“Is there something I can assist with?” Pike asked, his eyes darting over toward Corvan.

“I was just telling Mr. Willoughby,” Corvan started, “that Selanda Lopez has apparently decided to leave her office in Chicago.”

“Oh?” Pike asked.

Corvan nodded.

“We suspect she ran out of food or some other supplies.”

“The kill team—?”

“She, uh...slipped through their fingers.”

Pike drew back, his brow furrowing in confusion.

“Yes, you heard that right,” Willoughby interjected, glancing back over his shoulder. “An almost fifty-year-old corporate executive in a six-hundred-dollar pantsuit slipped through the fingers of a highly trained kill squad. On the streets of Chicago, no less. Isn’t that hilarious?”

“Not in the least bit, sir,” Pike replied.

“Correct,” Willoughby said. “Not in the least bit.” He turned toward them, leaning forward slightly and pressing his palms into his desk. “So Corvan and I were just having a little conversation about what other options we might have.”

“What is your concern?” Pike asked.

“My concern is that Lopez is the CEO of Atlas Orbital Technologies and that she’s had two weeks in her office to chew over what happened with her little prototype spacecraft. My concern is that she has little thoughts rolling around in her head, thoughts that could be dangerous. Dangerous for me, dangerous for you, and dangerous to national security. Do you understand, Mr. Pike?”

Pike nodded. He did understand. He wasn’t sure what little thoughts Selanda Lopez might have rolling around in her head, but he knew her company, and her prototype spacecraft in particular, were at the center of this whole thing, and if her imagination ran away with her, it could be very dangerous indeed. It was the same reason he’d called the hit on Laura Park.

Another dangerous loose end, but Pike decided that this was likely the wrong time to turn over that mossy little stone.

“So, how can I help?” Pike asked.

Willoughby glanced up at him, gesturing over toward Corvan to Pike’s left.

“Corvan was in charge of the kill squad. My understanding is that you might have more resources at your disposal. Military resources?”

Pike smiled a narrow, crooked smile.

“You know, now that you mention it—I just might.”

“Talk to me,” Willoughby said, standing upright and crossing his arms over his chest.

“There is a guy with boots on the ground in Chicago. A guy I’ve worked with in the past.”

“A guy,” Willoughby said. “And who is this guy?”
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Chicago, Illinois

“My name is Captain Craig Lancaster, United States Army, and I will not ask you again! Return to your homes, it is past curfew and we are under martial law!” the voice boomed over the dark Chicago streets, the wide spotlight on the roof of the Humvee slicing a blinding path through the darkness, encircling the group of three young men in a pale halo.

One of them threw his hands up in an attempt to shield his eyes while the other two held them aloft in surrender.

“Don’t shoot! Please don’t shoot! We’re just looking for—”

“Everyone is looking for something!” Lancaster’s voice echoed through the tinny amplification of the megaphone. “Return to your homes or we will open fire, that I promise you!”

All along the line of camouflaged soldiers to the right and left of Lancaster, bolts clacked and weapons leveled, and the three young men caught in the pool of bright light peeled away and scattered into the darkness like insects.

One of the men to Lancaster’s right swiveled, tracking their movements with his rifle.

“Just say the word, Cap,” he said, keeping his iron sight centered on the retreating form of one of the men.

Lancaster pressed his teeth together, his jaw clenched hard. He watched the young man run like a scared dog. They were real tough as a group, but when you cornered them and separated them, they pissed their pants and ran into the dark like rabbits. Subconsciously he lifted his left hand and ran two fingers over the puckered flesh of a scar that had been etched up the left side of his face, a reminder of his violence-filled exfiltration from Indianapolis a few weeks ago. A hasty exit that only he survived, while the rest of his team was killed, dragged down in the street and executed by scumbags just like this—

“Take the shot,” he whispered.

The soldier did.

There was a whipcrack of rifle shot, the M4 carbine punching off a single 5.56-millimeter round, and the running form of the young man jerked and twisted, his figure lurching forward, face-first, down to the concrete, rolling with the momentum of his sudden fall.

Screams echoed in the night from his two friends, one of them darting down an alley to the left, the other jerking to the right, charging across the pavement in a swift sprint.

“Take him out?” the soldier asked.

Lancaster shook his head.

“No. The other two will tell their friends about how we killed the third. The legend will do far more than one more dead body could.”

“Affirmative,” the soldier said, lowering his rifle.

“Lights out!” Lancaster shouted, gesturing with his hand and the spotlight snapped into darkness with a loud, metallic clack. “Back to patrol, gentlemen,” Lancaster ordered, and the soldiers began diverting, spreading out, resuming their nightly walk through the city streets.

“Captain,” a young soldier said, approaching from a darkened alley. “I’ve got a radio call for you. Priority one frequency.”

Lancaster turned toward the young communications officer who held out a radio receiver about the size of an old-school telephone handset. It was attached to a complex-looking backpack with a thick coil of dark cable, stretched taut by the young man holding the radio toward him. 

“Local band?” he asked. “Where from? Downtown?”

“Nossir,” the young man replied quickly. “Long range. Washington.”

Lancaster’s eyes narrowed slightly at the mention of the name. While communications with Washington hadn’t been unheard of in the weeks since this all started, they weren’t exactly commonplace either.

He extended his hand and the communications officer handed the headset to him.

“Lancaster,” he said, not even sure what call sign or unit designation he should be using at this point. Everything had fallen apart.

“Captain Lancaster, I’m glad you’re still with us, sir,” the voice said on the other end.

“Don’t sound so surprised,” Lancaster replied, feeling a low, stabbing heat along the narrow path of his scar on the left side of his face. He tried to remember where the scar had come from—which one of those useless civilian maggots had ripped up his flesh. Was it one of the ones who had dragged Valez and Klieger to the ground and killed them with baseball bats and hockey sticks? Or was it one of the ones who had burned Sergeant McAvoy to death with a Molotov cocktail?

It was almost humorous. He could see his squad’s deaths in intimate, gory detail every time he closed his eyes, but for the life of him, he couldn’t remember when he had gotten that scar.

“I’m not surprised,” the voice said. “From everything I’ve heard you’re one of the toughest we’ve got.”

“Who am I speaking with?” Lancaster asked.

“My name is Cameron Pike, Captain. I’m what you might call a special advisor to the Secretary of Defense.”

“Willoughby still kicking?” Lancaster asked.

“He is,” Pike replied. “Kicking quite hard, in fact.”

“I’d expect nothing less,” Lancaster replied. “So, what can I do for you?”

“I think we’ve got a bona fide mission for you and your team, if you’re up for it.”

“For almost three weeks we’ve been roaming the streets of Chicago aimlessly, knocking down violators whenever we can. I think all of us are ready for something with more concrete goals attached, Mr. Pike.”

“I’m glad to hear that,” Pike replied. “And let me just say, as an official representative of Secretary of Defense Drydan Willoughby, that we express our deepest sympathies for the loss of—”

“Cut the crap, Pike,” Captain Lancaster hissed. “I don’t need your false sympathy, and I strongly doubt the secretary of defense even knows the names of the men and women I lost in Indianapolis, so please don’t patronize me. If you have a mission for us, just tell me, and if it involves taking some of these self-righteous, self-important civilians to task, then all the better.”

“If that’s the way you feel about things,” Pike replied, his voice overlaid by a low hum of static interference, “then I think you’re going to like what I have to say.”

“I’m waiting,” Lancaster replied, standing stiffly, his knuckles bent around the curve of the handset.

“Earlier this evening,” Pike started, “a person of interest managed to slip past a team several blocks south of your current location. She was on lockdown and somehow she got past the watch team.”

Lancaster made no motion and spoke no words. He just stood there, holding the radio.

“We’d like to bring her in.”

“That’s it?” Lancaster asked. “You want us to find a single woman and bring her in? I don’t know, Pike, seems like my team might be over-qualified for this little shindig.”

“We have reason to believe that she connected with a group of armed civilians in southern Chicago, a makeshift militia if you will. We spent some time this evening surveilling them, and they seem to have established a base of operations in an apartment cluster. Reinforced security, armed guards, localized patrols of the neighborhood. The whole nine yards.”

“Is that so?”

“Yes, Captain, that is so.”

“What’s the address of this place?” Lancaster asked. Pike recited the location of their surveillance team and Lancaster pressed his hand over the radio’s receiver.

“We have a patrol team in South Chicago?” he asked. The communications officer gave him a somewhat blank look and when Lancaster recited the address, he shook his head.

“Okay,” Lancaster continued, lifting his hand from the handset, “sounds like maybe they found one of our blind spots.”

“We believe that might be the case,” Pike replied. “Our surveillance team witnessed a small group of them departing from the compound tonight and heading to the pier at Lake Michigan, where they went off in a boat. They have not yet returned, which is a clear violation of established curfew and in direct violation of United States martial law.”

“Indeed it is, Mr. Pike,” Lancaster replied, a smile forming on his lips. “Seems to me that maybe we ought to take these folks in.”

“Agreed,” Pike replied. “Please keep in mind they have someone in their custody. A woman by the name of Selanda Lopez. Middle-aged, South American—Guatemalan to be precise. We want her in hand.”

“You want us to bring her all the way back to Washington?” Captain Lancaster asked, running a hand over his thin shelf of gray hair. His pinky touched the raised flesh of his scar and lingered there, reminding himself of what had happened in Indianapolis.

“Not necessary,” Pike replied. “You hold her there and just let us know when you’ve got her. We’ll decide from there. The important thing is that you find that compound and you knock it down. Remind those civilians who’s really in charge and who’s really watching the streets.”

“Read you loud and clear, Mr. Pike,” Lancaster replied. “Lancaster out.”

He lowered the handset from his ear, a crooked little smile still etched on his chiseled, stubble-covered face.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” he announced to anyone within earshot, “we’ve got ourselves a mission.”




Chapter 19

Somewhere in Oklahoma

Joel clawed open the fabric flap of the tent and plunged inside, reaching forward, his fingers digging hard into the fleshy muscle around Helen’s shoulder.

“Helen!” he barked. “Wake up! Time to go!”

Helen whipped around, rolling over and starting to get up before she’d even fully opened her eyes, operating by pure instinct. An instinct he’d worked hard to instill into her over the past nearly three weeks in the wilderness.

“They’re coming!” he said, and at these words her eyes snapped open as she crawled forward, following him out of the tent and into the clearing. It was dark outside, the dull, blue sheen of evening glaring down over them, persistent clouds blocking out the majority of the stars. The lattice of lightning cast pale illumination on the grass and trees, allowing for limited visibility, though not much.

“Who?” Helen asked, scrambling to her feet and tiredly groping around for her Bug Out Bag.

“Village,” Joel said through clenched teeth. “Listen.”

Helen stopped moving for a moment, looking back toward the trees where they’d entered the clearing. She could hear the faint growl of approaching engines, and they didn’t sound like car engines; they had the higher, metallic rattle of something smaller. Like a motorcycle—or an all-terrain vehicle.

Only it sounded like more than one all-terrain vehicle. It actually sounded like multiple, the engines growing in pitch, then ebbing as they wound around several winding turns heading toward the clearing.

“Are you with me?” Joel asked.

Helen nodded, trying to shake herself out of her fog of exhaustion. 

“Grab the bag. Get to the horse. You know what to do—we’ve practiced this.”

They’d practiced it quite a bit during their time on the road. A specific set of movements, step by step. Helen moved toward her bag, ripping the zipper down and slipping free one of the flashlights, which she slammed down into her pants pocket. Next, she went to her opposite pocket to make sure the pistol was there. Feeling the comforting bulge of the weapon, she jerked it out and slipped it into her waistband, then went back into the bag and swept out a trio of magazines for the pistol, which she put in the pocket that the weapon had originally been in.

Barely thinking, operating only on instinct, she grabbed the bag and swung it up over her shoulders, sliding both arms through the straps and cinching the bag tight to her back. Going back to the tent, she picked up the AR-31 bolt action and slung that over her left shoulder.

“Horse,” Joel said, jogging towards the white and brown steed as Helen moved along beside him. Somewhere in the trees the ATV engines were getting louder. Helen wrapped her hand around Maggie’s reins and hoisted herself up, swinging her leg over the back of the creature, taking a moment to get balanced. She looked around, her eyes still blinking rapidly, but a little more life coming to them now.

“Get your bag,” she said to Joel, jerking her head toward the tent they had just left. “Let’s go.”

“You get a head start,” Joel replied. “I’ll be right along.”

Realization settled in Helen’s glare and her eyes stopped blinking, opening and affixing on Joel.

“No,” she said. “We practiced this. Both of us go together.”

“They’re too close,” Joel said. “They’ll overrun us.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Go. I’ll be right behind you.”

“No. Together.”

“We will be.”

“Now,” Helen insisted, her voice getting more urgent. She looked over her right shoulder and saw that the brown horse was still tied to the tree both steeds had been tethered to the evening before.

“Just go,” Joel said.

“Not without you,” she insisted and started to climb down.

“Hyah!” Joel shouted and slapped Maggie’s hide as hard as he could. The horse reared slightly, and Helen barely stayed on it, her fingers instinctively tightening around the reins. As she tried to turn back around, the horse bolted, charging over the grass toward the trees where there was a narrow gap leading to another path heading north.

“Joel!” she hissed angrily, with no choice but to hold on as the horse burst into the thicker trees, hooves thudding along the dirt deeper into the wood.

Joel turned as the ATV engines grew louder and shriller, the blistering echo of motor sounds growing closer.
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Ali smiled as he looked over the handlebars of the ATV, the trail opening out before them, finally straightening as it headed down toward what appeared to be a clearing a few hundred yards ahead. Edgar had the lead, his ATV roaring as he stood on the running boards, back straight and hands revving the accelerator. Trees smeared into darkened blurs around them, little more than shadowy shapes in the night, though the gridwork of lightning up above cast a pale pallor, making things slightly more visible than they might have been otherwise. From the angle of their approach, Ali could see what appeared to be a tent in the center of the clearing, its flap unzipped.

He had no idea if they were still here, though he had a hard time imagining that they hadn’t stopped, at least for a moment, to take a rest in such an inviting location. Was the tent theirs or someone else’s? He didn’t know, but they could always find out later.

Up ahead the passage dipped farther down as it neared the clearing and Edgar gunned the engine, taking the lead ATV swiftly toward the clearing, tires ripping up dirt in thin rooster tails behind him. The four-wheeler went over a slight rut in the dirt, then plunged onward, approaching the gap in the trees that lead to the clearing.

Edgar twisted his wrist and the ATV lurched.

Suddenly, the rider’s momentum changed. Edgar made a thick choking sound and leaped backwards, ripped from the seat of his vehicle, his neck jerking wildly as the four-wheeler shot out from underneath him, screaming onward into the clearing.

Edgar forced his passenger to tumble off the rear of the ATV then he hurled backwards as well, almost in a full backwards somersault, striking the hard surface of the trail with an awkward, twisting slam, body contorted strangely as his shoulder hit and his feet went over behind him.

The ATV continued its swift forward motion into the clearing, surging straight ahead until it collided with the empty tent, the cloth wrapping around the vehicle as it angled left and continued rolling, finally ramming into a thick tree along the edge of the clearing, both rear wheels lifting from the grass with the shattering impact.

“Watch yourselves!” Ali shouted, eyes scanning the area for some sort of enemy resistance. The way Edgar had been thrown off hadn’t been a bullet impact, it had been something— 

“Down!” he shouted in realization. “Everyone, heads down!”

Gordon and his passenger pinned their chests to the handlebars of the ATV and Ali did the same as they rocketed down the path. Hitting the final downward slope and clearing the trees, Gordon hammered the brakes, swinging the rear tires around, stopping the ATV as he and his passenger leaped off, unslinging their rifles and falling into battle positions, scanning the tree line around them for some sign of someone to shoot.

Ali brought his own ATV to a halt, jumping from it and making his way back towards the path as he drew his pistol. He saw it before he even got back into the trees, the faded light illuminating the taut strand of paracord that had been tied between two thick trees across the path leading to the clearing.

A trap. Someone had strung it there, hoping to catch them all unawares. Edgar had taken one for the team.

“How is he?” Ali asked, dropping into a crouch and walking under the strung paracord.

“Alive,” the other man said, crouching next to Edgar who was groaning quietly. “Not feeling too good, I wouldn’t think, but he’s breathing. Much faster and he could have lost his head.”

“I suspect that’s what they were hoping would happen,” Ali growled, approaching Edgar. He bent down and picked up his rifle. “Get to the clearing. Back up the others.”

“Do you think someone is still here?” the other man asked.

“Only one way to find out,” Ali replied. The two of them carried their rifles in both hands and made their way back down the path to the clearing and ventured out into the open grass. Gordon and his passenger were still there, taking cover behind the ATV, their rifles shouldered and drifting left and right toward the trees, looking for targets.

“Flashlights!” Ali barked. “Get your flashlights out!”

A spear of lightning cracked overhead, ripping across the horizon with a blinding sizzle so bright that Ali could almost hear the crackling ozone.

“Fan out,” he said. “Make sure—”

“Ali!” Gordon shouted, pointing towards a corner of the clearing. Ali followed the direction of his finger and saw what he was pointing at.

A horse was tied to a tree. One of the horses that had been at the mining town when they’d arrived. But just one of them.

He opened his mouth to speak, but a rifle shot cut his words short.

Gordon’s passenger shouted and lurched backwards, grabbing at his shoulder as the echo of the gunshot rolled up into the sky above the clearing.

“Cover!” shouted Ali, whipping right as he darted left, sending the beam of his flashlight drifting across the trees. A figure huddled between branches, caught in the beam of light and Ali planted his foot, bringing the rifle up and around. “There!” he said. “Right there, in the trees!”

He fired his rifle one-handed as Gordon and the third man centered their barrels and fired as well, a rippling drumbeat of gunfire ripping over the flattened grass. The figure in the trees jerked and convulsed with the bullet impacts, then toppled over into the long grass, disappearing behind foliage.

“We got him!” Ali said, “he’s down!”

“What about the girl?” Gordon asked, still aiming his weapon toward the other trees.

“Her horse is gone,” the third man said. “I think he’s the only one here.”

They crossed the grass heading toward where the figure had gone down, all three rifles lifted and aimed.

“Careful!” Ali said, “be careful!”

“I see him!” Gordon said, coming in from the right, moving foot over foot. They reached the long grass and saw the crumpled figure, keeled over and motionless. A handful of bullet holes were etched up along the curved spine of the figure and dried blood had collected at the puckered puncture wounds.

“That dude is dead,” Gordon said, crouching and using the barrel of his rifle to slowly roll him over. The body moved with motion and thumped over on its back, dead eyes looking up at them.

Eyes that had been dead for a very, very long time.

“What the hell?” Ali asked, taking an uncertain step backwards. They looked down at a dead body, that much was for certain, but it was a body that decomposition had already started to settle in, skin mottled and rotting, the face bony and stretched. More paracord was wrapped around the figure’s shoulders and dangled from the tree to its right.

“Someone hung that there,” Ali said.

Two more gunshots rang out, loud and sharp, echoing from behind them and Ali lurched left, whirling around.

“A trap!” he shouted. Gordon and Edgar’s passenger bolted the other way, the three of them separating and scattering, preparing to return fire.

#
[image: image]


The ploy had worked.

Sort of.

Joel had secretly hoped the paracord would take out the whole lot of them, but it hadn’t worked out that way, so he’d had to improvise. Stringing up one of the corpses to look like a figure in the trees, he’d taken a few shots at them, hoping to gather them together. 

Fish in a barrel.

But whoever their leader was, he had experience. He’d stayed just far enough away that Joel couldn’t bracket them all in. Even as they huddled over the corpse he’d strung up to the tree, he hadn’t been able to get them all in a single volley, even with the semi-automatic RECCE-14.

Now things were getting interesting.

The three of them scattered, the leader running right as the other two drifted left, all of them carrying bolt-action rifles.

“Over there!” the apparent leader shouted, the same guy that Joel had seen in the mining village. His rifle was shouldered quickly and as he opened fire, a volley of quick single-shot rounds hurtling toward him. Joel ducked and moved right as the wooden trunk of a tree splintered just to his left.

They’d gotten his position way too quickly.

“Turn those lights off!” the man shouted, and the flashlights clicked into darkness.

“Dammit,” Joel hissed quietly. He’d screwed it up. Screwed it up royally. He’d underestimated the military prowess of the guy leading the group. Another crack of gunfire came from one of the others and a tuft of grass and dirt shot up at Joel’s feet, throwing a cloud of grit into his face as he moved forward. He trained the barrel of his semi-automatic on the fading ghost of the muzzle flash and fired three shots. In the dim light he could see the shadowed form continue lurching forward, apparently unharmed by his return fire.

Now it was three-on-one and they had his position. Suddenly Joel’s razor-sharp military strategy felt like little more than a blunt rock.

Angling left, he picked up speed, running toward where the driverless ATV had collided with the tree. Bullets pounded at the ground at his feet and at least one whistled past his head, far too close for comfort, crashing into the trees next to him. He threw himself airborne as a bullet ripped into the ATV just ahead of him, splintering plastic in a shower of white sparks.

Joel barely cleared the seat of the ATV, curling himself into a somersault, his shoulder striking ground as the metallic pok pok pok of bullet strikes riddled the all-terrain vehicle he was now using for cover. Coming up onto his rear end, he pushed backwards, slamming himself against the ATV so as little of him was exposed as possible.

“You’re not getting out of this one, whoever you are!” a voice shouted. The accent sounded eastern European, though it wasn’t quite Russian. He heard the murmured conversation of the man giving orders, and he ejected his magazine to see how much ammunition he had left. The current mag was about half full and he’d stashed three others in his pockets, so he was set for a little while, though if this devolved into a standoff situation, he would be at a distinct disadvantage.

The clearing was just that—clear, the only real cover the second tent currently housing two corpses. The ATV would provide limited cover for a short time, as would the trees, but his goal wasn’t to hide, it was to take these guys out. He didn’t want to risk them continuing to follow him and Helen and eventually overtaking both of them.

He heard movement in the grass across from the clearing and swung up over the ATV, shouldering the RECCE-14, squeezing off three swift shots into the darkness. Ducking down, he narrowly avoided a short avalanche of return fire, rounds scattering over the surface of the ATV and punching tufts of white foam from the cushioned seat. Voices continued to bark from somewhere in the clearing.

“Gordon! I’ll keep concentrating my fire! You grab Edgar and get on one of the other ATVs! Keep going after the girl!”

“Are you sure, Ali?”

“I’m sure!”

Joel closed his eyes from where he was huddled behind the ATV. That wasn’t going to work. As much as he tried to tell himself that this exercise was about taking these people down, at the end of the day, he knew the truth. It wasn’t so much about taking them down as it was about giving Helen time to get away. Far away. Them splitting up wasn’t part of the plan. It couldn’t be.

Joel rested the back of his head against the ATV. It was the only source of real cover in the clearing, the only place where he had even a small measure of protection. It was either here or in the trees, and if he went to the trees, there was nothing stopping these men from taking one of their other ATVs and chasing Helen down.

There was only one option. He brought the RECCE-14 close to his chest, holding the contoured handle in one hand while his support hand cradled the ridged foregrip. Drawing a deep breath, he let his muscles settle, braced his knees, and made his move.

Leaping upward, Joel brought the semi-automatic AR-15 variation around and wedged it to his shoulder, squeezing off a successive chop of four shots, then went into motion.

More shots erupted at him and he ducked, charging forward, making a run for the intact tent several yards away.

Fountains of grass and dirt blasted up into the air just behind him as he ran forward, tucking the weapon close to his body as he ran. Dropping to a knee, he swiveled, tracking the motion of one of the men’s silhouettes. He fired two shots and the silhouette grunted and pitched forward, hitting the ground awkwardly.

Muzzle flashes ripped apart the night, blinding and sudden, three sets of them, more bullets screaming past and around him as he kneeled in the grass. Dipping down and running forward, he went toward the tent that still stood.

“Around back! Around back!” the man named Ali shouted, and Joel looked behind him as he ran forward, checking to see if he was being flanked. He saw a figure emerging from the trees holding a pistol, lifting it and firing it toward him. From that range, Joel was pretty sure he wouldn’t hit him, but now it was three against one again. Not only did his paracord trap not take all three of them down, but the guy he did take down had gotten right back up.

His heart hammered as he moved towards the rear of the tent. He’d known his chances of taking this whole group down were slim. Deep down, he’d known that. But Helen needed time. She needed to get as far away as possible and the longer he could keep them occupied, the better chance there was of that happening.

Dropping low behind the tent he finally had to come clean with himself. One man against three ATVs of enemies with rifles? He’d had no chance. He never had. But it had never been about beating them, it had only been about slowing them down. Giving the girl a chance to escape.

That realization hit him as he crouched there, hiding in the grass and dirt, wondering where the enemy gunmen were. He was sacrificing himself for her. Doing for her what he hadn’t been able to do for his own daughter and wife.

Shockingly, he felt at peace with that. He wasn’t afraid to die—hell, part of him embraced his inevitable fate.

Earlier he’d accused himself of screwing it up, but in reality, he’d accomplished exactly what he set out to accomplish. He’d distracted them, given Helen time, and at that point, the more time he could give her the better.

Gunfire rang out somewhere in the clearing and he heard the quiet, ripping hiss of bullets shearing through the fabric of the tent he was hiding behind, and instinctively he lowered himself even further to the ground. Then, bolting to his feet, he shouldered his rifle and let loose in the direction of incoming fire.

He didn’t see Ali until it was too late.

The man in charge of the group had been huddling on the other side of the tent waiting for Joel to make his move. As he charged forward, firing upon the other two men, the experienced one burst free, leaping toward him, wrapping his arms around his waist and tackling him down to the ground in a tangle of hard muscle and raw force.

Joel tried to twist away, to use the tackle’s momentum to keep rolling and rip himself free of his attacker, but the man’s grip was tight and secure, coiling around his waist like a hungry anaconda, pinning one arm to his side while the RECCE-14 semi-automatic rifle tumbled from his opposite hand. Shoulders striking dirt with a jarring impact, starbursts blossomed in Joel’s head, a radiating pain shooting up and down his spine before landing in a raging inferno where his chest met his shoulder, the arrow wound exploding in an especially blinding stab of agony.

He rammed his knee up, feeling satisfaction as it drove hard into his attacker’s ribs, but there was no sign of relaxation or release in the man’s grasp. In fact, the shadowed form Joel figured was Ali braced his feet then lunged upward, picking Joel up off the ground, swinging him around and slamming him back down in some sort of close-combat wrestling maneuver, a controlled, angled drive into the dirt and grass that reminded Joel of the jujitsu moves he’d often see from MMA fighters.

This guy didn’t just have military prowess, he was skilled in unarmed combat as well. He moved with strong, quick, efficient motions, not wasting any energy, using only what was required. Trying to break free, Joel contorted his shoulders, pushing past the agony in his injury, but Ali laid more weight, grabbed his arm and cranked it around, pinning it over him as he dropped down on top of him with one knee, driving his face into the dirt. Joel spit out grass, then turned away, his cheek pressing hard into the unforgiving ground. He was trapped. Pinned. There was nothing else he could do to fight the man off.

“Gordon, come over here and check him for other weapons!” Ali shouted, and Joel heard the rush of someone running his way. On the plus side, with everyone now focused on him, nobody was getting on an ATV to go after Helen. “Edgar, you okay?”

“I’ll live,” Joel heard a hoarse voice reply as another figure crossed the grass, holding a pistol in one hand. Hands rifled through Joel’s pants and shirt and he felt his trench knife being slipped from one of his pockets, a pistol from another, as well as the spare magazines for the rifle.

“Guy’s packing an arsenal in here,” Gordon said.

“I’ve got his backpack over here,” Edgar said. “Must have fallen off when you guys were tussling.”

“That wasn’t a tussle,” Gordon replied with a chuckle. “That was a full-blown ass beating. You took it to him, Ali.”

“I’ve taken down worse men than this,” Ali replied. “Check his bag. See if he has any paracord left.”

Joel felt the man’s knee drive hard into his spine, keeping him pressed to the earth as his arms were tugged and wrenched behind him.

“Yeah, here.”

The weight lessened slightly as Ali moved to retrieve the cord from Edgar and then he could feel the harsh texture of the military-grade rope twist around his wrists and pull taut, pinning his arms tightly behind him. He hissed in pain as his arrow wound flared again, but Ali seemed not to notice, only moving so he could get some leverage and pull him roughly to his feet.

“Who are you?” Ali barked at him as he took him into a standing posture, holding his arms bound behind him.

“Does it matter?” Joel asked. “I’m just another guy trying to survive.”

“You killed Hugh. And Arthur! And who knows how many others.”

“They tried to kill me first,” Joel replied.

“Where is Sadie? We didn’t find her body. Did you kill her too, you animal? She wouldn’t hurt a fly!”

“Hugh killed her,” Joel replied. “Your fearless leader. Shot his own wife. Yeah, I killed Hugh, and I’d do it a hundred more times if given the chance. He was scum and the world is better without him in it.”

A fist drove hard into Joel’s ribs and he felt the air explode from his lips as his knees buckled and he went down like a puppet suddenly without its strings. Both knees hit the ground and he doubled over, gasping and spitting blood, leaning forward on his right shoulder as he desperately tried to catch his breath. Ali lifted him harshly to his feet again as he struggled to get some air in his lungs.

“That man saved our lives,” Ali said. “All of us. Not just ours, but dozens of others. You tell me the world is better off without him, you’re telling me the world is better off without me. Without the rest of the village.”

“You said it, not me,” Joel replied, his voice thick and somewhat slurred by pain.

The next punch struck, again in the ribs, though Joel was a bit more ready for it, tensing his abdominals as the fist came. The blow still struck fast and hard and still buckled his knees, and for a moment he was worried that he’d felt the wet snap of bone somewhere inside, but as he went down, the flare of agony subsided into dull aches, and he felt pretty certain his rib was somehow not broken.

But if this guy kept punching him in the ribs, Joel couldn’t help but wonder how long it would take before that happened—and without x-rays or hospitals or power, he wasn’t sure he could possibly recover from it.

“Is the girl your daughter?” Ali asked, pulling him back up to his feet. Joel had to rely on the man’s strength; his own legs could no longer support his own weight.

Joel shook his head meekly, struggling not to be consumed by the darkness of unconsciousness.

“Not my daughter.”

“Then why are you helping her?”

“I need a reason?” he asked. “She’s a kid. Needed help.” Blackness clawed at his vision and he lurched forward slightly, gravity feeling ten times more powerful than it had a few moments ago.

“And still you won’t tell us who you are? Or why you’re doing any of this?”

“Just a man. Trying to survive.”

“Better luck next time,” Ali said with a soft laugh. “Gordon. Edgar. Take this shmuck and tie him up to that tree over there. The one next to his mangy horse. We’re gonna have us an old-fashioned firing squad.”




Chapter 20

Lake Michigan

Chicago, Illinois

The boat moved over the black water of Lake Michigan, moving slower on its return trip than it had several hours earlier. That made a certain amount of sense. After all, the boat was now weighed down with a pair of wild pigs, the corpses laid out in the center of the boat as Bruce, Deeds, and Ricardo maneuvered around them to row the boat across the vast width of the lake.

“Damn, I can almost smell that bacon,” Ricardo said with a smile, looking at the two animals. They weren’t huge, which was probably a good thing—the boat could only hold so much weight—but with the two of them and some creative butchering, they thought the Stronghold would be well taken care of for a few days at least.

“Bacon’s overrated,” Deeds replied, shaking his head, straining on one of the oars.

“Get the hell out of my boat right now,” Ricardo said. “I’ll dump your ass overboard.”

Deeds bit down as he strained to move the oar through the water again.

“Man, if you’d seen the number of dead bodies I’ve seen with bacon left sizzling in the pan, that smell would mess you up, too.”

“Well, that got dark pretty quick,” Ricardo replied.

Deeds laughed.

“You think that’s dark? I could tell you about the time we found a shooting victim three days after they were killed. Had a pet pig in the middle of downtown freaking Chicago if you can believe that.”

“What?” Ricardo asked. “A pet pig?”

“A pet pig. And let me tell you, those things are hungry little buggers and they don’t shy away from human meat.”

Bruce drew back, turning to look at Deeds.

“That is sick,” he replied.

“You should have been there,” Deeds said, shaking his head as he strained with the oar. “Nasty with a capital N.”

“I think I just threw up in my mouth,” Ricardo replied.

“Still hungry for pork?” Deeds asked.

“Hell yeah,” Ricardo replied. “If anything, I’m even hungrier. Serve these little oinkers right if they’d eat me without guilt.”

“They are totally without guilt. That hog, man—it snorted at us as we tried to pry it off that old lady’s corpse. Actually, charged my partner, knocked him right on his ass. Poor bastard never lived that one down.”

The three men laughed, their jovial chuckles carrying over the rippling surface of the lake. There were no other sounds in the background to mask their humor. No planes, no cars, no general chaos within the city. It was a vast well of quiet underneath the streaking web of atmospheric lightning above.

“I sometimes wonder if that dude is still alive,” Deeds mused, his voice more solemn. “He was my partner for twelve years. Twelve long years. Tougher than a cast iron frying pan. ’Bout as smart, too.”

The three men looked out over the lake’s surface, watching as the Chicago skyline appeared in shadow ahead of them. There was an all-consuming darkness within the silence, every single building cloaked in a dark blanket, no lights visible in any of the windows or in the surrounding areas.

“Easy to forget what the city used to look like,” Ricardo said quietly. “Used to be, I could see the water all around me from the ambient lights of the city. Barely even needed my flashlight. Sirens, voices, music, car horns, there was always some noise going on, even if I was making this trip at the butt crack of dawn.”

“You ran a lot of charters at the butt crack of dawn?” Deeds asked, giving him a look.

Bruce adjusted his posture a bit, swinging around to better see where they were heading.

“I was known to,” Ricardo replied. “Man, you knew that. I done told you what sorts of clientele I worked for.”

“Didn’t really give me any details. Like I said, you and your buddies were urban legends in the department. Pissed off our vice folks something fierce that they could never track you down.”

Ricardo laughed.

“Us Coasties know our way around the water,” he said. “That’s why I got so much business. I had a reputation, you know? Did it for six years without getting nabbed once. One hundred percent success rate, I’ll tell you what.”

“I’d be impressed if you weren’t transporting a bunch of crooks and drug dealers,” Deeds replied, though his tone of voice wasn’t as harsh or serious as the words seemed.

“Ain’t no such thing anymore,” Ricardo said. “These days, everyone’s a crook, and I’m pretty sure ninety percent of the survivors would welcome some mind-altering substances with open arms. I know I would.”

“There’s no time for that,” Bruce interjected. “Survival of the fittest now. Anyone dulling their senses with pills or powder is going to end up dead.”

“So you say,” Ricardo replied. “Served me okay back in the day.”

“Don’t forget,” Deeds said, meeting Bruce’s gaze as he worked the oar, “it was drug money and criminals that built that Stronghold we now call home.”

“And you’re okay with that? I mean, you were a cop back in the day.”

“Beats living on the streets,” Deeds replied. “And the people in charge now seem mostly okay. I think I can look past the place’s history. A lot’s changed in the past few weeks, and you can either adapt or die.”

“You’re speaking my language,” Ricardo said, nodding. “That’s what I did, brother, I adapted.”

Deeds laughed.

“Got booted from the Coast Guard so you started working with criminals. I guess that’s one way to put it!”

“Keep on talking all high and mighty over there, coppie, you’ll see what Lake Michigan tastes like. One hint—it ain’t Poland Spring.”

“We’re coming up on the dock, guys, pay attention,” Bruce said, but Ricardo waved him off.

“I keep telling you, I can navigate these waters with my eyes closed, Brucie. Don’t worry.”

“Don’t call me Brucie,” Bruce said, still watching as the dock slowly approached, his fingers clamped on the edge of the boat. They stopped talking, paying closer attention as Deeds eased off on the rowing and Ricardo moved towards the bow to coax them into the dock. After a few days, they were getting much better at that part of things, and the once-complex maneuver went relatively smoothly, with the boat only bumping lightly on the edge as it approached at a somewhat off angle. Ricardo scrambled, clawing at the dock until he found the rope they’d left, then curled it around his arms and dragged the floating boat next to the long, wooden dock, finally crawling up out of the boat to secure them.

It took them only a few moments to get the boat completely secure, the three men standing on the dock, looking into the sixteen-footer, hands placed firmly on their hips as they looked down inside at the two pig corpses inside.

“So, those things aren’t all that big,” Ricardo said, “but damn they’re heavy.”

“What’s the matter?” asked Deeds. “Getting too old for this?”

“I was too old for this like ten years ago,” Ricardo replied. He looked over at Bruce. “Good thing we got a strapping young man like Bruce here to help. Hop on down in the boat, tough guy, lift those fat bastards up so me and Deeds can wrangle them onto the dock.”

“On it,” Bruce replied and lowered himself back into the boat, using his hands to maintain balance as it rocked gently on the water. For several moments he levered the pigs up and out, handing them up so Deeds and Ricardo could hoist them the rest of the way. They were young and lighter than they would have been as adults, but still weighed close to a hundred pounds each and provided a challenge for moving.

Bruce lifted himself up onto the dock as Ricardo walked away, following the wooden path alongside buildings running just west of the pier. A short time later, they heard the low, oily squeak of rolling tires and he came back into view pushing an old metal shopping cart, which wobbled slightly as it moved along the boarded path of the pier until he rounded the corner and approached.

“That’s ghetto right there,” Deeds said, shaking his head.

“Okay, let me go ahead and throw this in the lake. You can heft one pig over each shoulder, tough guy.”

“Now, now, now, let’s not get carried away.” Deeds looked at Bruce. “Tag team it?”

Bruce nodded. He moved mostly on autopilot, not feeling especially engaged with the conversation. Deeds and Ricardo’s friendly banter seemed frivolous to him, all nonsense humor and unnecessary quips given the circumstances. Survival wasn’t a joking matter, and what they were doing was very, very important. 

Each man grabbed two legs, heaving the pig up and dumping it unceremoniously into the shopping cart which jolted slightly, but stayed intact. They repeated the motion with the second pig and Bruce could have sworn he actually saw the support struts of the cart sag, but surprisingly it held together, even with two hundred pounds of freshly killed pork inside its metal cage.

“We take turns,” Deeds said, “each pushing for ten minutes, before swapping to the next. It’s a bit of a long walk from here, especially pushing a cart, and anyone who isn’t pushing should have their weapon out. We’ll be walking through a scary neighborhood.”

“Show me a neighborhood that’s not scary these days,” Ricardo replied.

“If you see or hear the police,” Deeds continued, not acknowledging Ricardo’s comments, “we leave the cart and run. This food is important, critical even, but it’s not worth dying over. Don’t forget, we’re breaking curfew out here, and local military and law enforcement don’t take kindly to that.”

“What, you don’t have any pull with those guys anymore?” Ricardo asked as he moved behind the shopping cart and started pushing it up toward the street.

“You kidding me? Even if I did know anyone there, they’d probably all hate me. We’re probably better off with strangers.”

“Why is that?” Bruce asked, pulling up the rear. He held one of the hunting rifles in his hands, his pistol slipped into the waistband of his pants.

Deeds shrugged.

“I played it by the book, you know. Straitlaced. Some guys didn’t like that. I questioned things they’d rather didn’t get questioned. Pretty sure most of the precinct threw a party when I announced my retirement.” He walked alongside Bruce, maintaining his rigid, practiced gait, his eyes darting left to right, reading the area ahead of him. His pace slowed just a little as they walked up the gradual slope leading from the pier to the main road. Bruce noticed him slowing down.

“What is it?”

The city around them was shrouded in a blanket of darkness, the scattershot lightning in the sky jolting pale light around them, too faint to truly illuminate. Each flash put brief spots in their eyes which they had to blink out to adjust as they walked toward the silent, darkened monoliths of the Chicago buildings ahead. That part of the city had been more or less unharmed by the crashing aircraft, but riots and violence had spilled over into the streets and Bruce knew that the military and local law enforcement had to clamp down on it in a big way.

The military and the police routinely patrolled the area, all three of the men knew that, but with Deeds’s help, they’d figured out the best days and times to make the run. If those plans were still correct, they were in the clear at least for another several hours.

So why did Deeds have a strange look in his eyes?

“I’m not sure,” Deeds finally replied. “Something doesn’t feel right. Twenty years as a cop, you develop these instincts, and my instincts are telling me—”

A loud metallic clack echoed in the darkness, the sound of a massive switch being tripped, then a blinding white light burst free from the surrounding black, pummeling the three men in a thick beam of illumination. Another one followed, and suddenly the three men stood there with the shopping cart, bracketed by the two hard, bright spotlights, freezing them all in place, rooting their feet to the ground and trapping them between them.
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There was a soft hiss and crackle of a megaphone.

“This is Captain Craig Lancaster of the United States Army! You are currently breaking curfew and are in direct violation of martial law. Stop where you are, and nobody gets hurt!”

Deeds, Ricardo, and Bruce all met eyes with each other, frozen in place. Both Deeds and Bruce had their rifles out, backup pistols in their belts, but they were frozen like moths near a lamp and couldn’t make their feet move.

“What do we do?” asked Ricardo.

“These guys altered their patrol routes,” Deeds hissed. “They’re after something. Or someone.”

“We should give up,” Bruce said.

Deeds shot him a look.

“Even if they do take prisoners, which I’m not sure they do, where do you think they’ll hold us? Some makeshift prison camp? I’m an ex-cop, I can’t go to some prison camp somewhere. I won’t.”

“If you fight back, they’ll kill us all,” Bruce said frantically.

“If we don’t fight back, we’ll be beaten into submission and thrown in with a bunch of criminals and rioters who would just as soon kill us as look at us. Do you think they have enough food in those camps? Working plumbing? They might as well be death camps.”

“It’s better than being shot like a dog in the street,” Bruce said.

“I ain’t going down like that,” Ricardo stammered. His rifle was in the shopping cart, leaning alongside the dead pigs and his eyes shot to it for a brief moment.

“Don’t be stupid!” Bruce almost shouted in barely subdued anger.

“Put down your weapons!” the voice echoed from the loudspeaker, its source concealed by the spotlights. Bruce could vaguely make out the shadowed shapes of figures around the street encircling them.

“We’re surrounded,” Bruce said. “There’s no escape.”

“I won’t ask again!” the voice shouted.

Ricardo’s hand slowly moved toward his weapon in the shopping cart, his head turning and scanning for some cover. There was a small marina building about ten feet behind them with a single wooden rail separating the wooden walkway and the building beyond. The ex-Coast Guard sailor’s head seemed to lock in that direction.

“Ricardo!” Bruce said. “For crying out loud, don’t—”

Ricardo broke into action. In one swift sweep, his fingers latched around the handle of the rifle, swinging it up and around, locking it into his shoulder, his free hand supporting it. He roared off a single shot, then cranked the bolt as the spotlight ahead exploded in a shower of spraying shards and scattered sparks. Bruce heard the muffled crackle and whine of the loudspeaker snapping into silence, then heard the harsh bark of someone ordering his men to do something, though he couldn’t hear exactly what that was.

Ricardo was already sprinting toward the marina building, tucking the rifle close to him and keeping his head down. Deeds swiveled at the hip, sighted on the second spotlight and fired, the second large circle of blinding white bursting apart in a crashing spray and the light winking out. Deeds fell back and twisted around, chasing after Ricardo, heading for the same building just as the night opened up with a cacophony of weaponsfire.

Muzzle flashes riddled the darkness around the spotlights, which still sat as faded blurs in Bruce’s burning eyes.

Ricardo vaulted neatly over the railing, moving surprisingly fast and nimbly for his age, his hip clearing the wooden rail just as it splintered in an explosion underneath him, ripped apart by a fusillade of bullets. More rounds struck the wooden edge of the walkway, punching jagged holes in the wood, tearing up splinters and ragged chunks, throwing them in the air around Deeds as he charged forward, keeping his head down.

Ricardo slammed his shoulder into the wall of the small building as bullets tore up the structure to his right, then he came around and squeezed off a few frantic shots as he backpedaled toward the rear corner of the building.

Bruce ducked his head and lumbered down the walkway, heading back to the pier. He threw his weapon to the ground and clamped his hands over his head, running in the opposite direction. Ricardo had been heading back towards the water—was he hoping to dive into Lake Michigan and somehow escape? Bruce pushed himself forward, slipping through the railing and dashing off along the pier, heading north.
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“I hope you know what you’re doing!” Deeds shouted as the grassy lawn of the marina building ripped up from the oncoming rounds, fountains of dirt and shorn grass flying into the air, grit pelting his arms and face. Feet pounded behind them, but he was pushing himself to keep up with Ricardo, who was sprinting amazingly quickly for an old guy.

“Keep alongside the edge of the water!” Ricardo shouted back. “They can’t surround us that way!”

“We also don’t have as many options for escape!” Deeds shouted.

“The water is an option!” Ricardo said.

“Don’t move! Stop where you are!” voices called behind them, but they kept their heads down and ran, feet driving into the dirt, legs pumping, air clutching in their lungs. Deeds looked in the water to his right as they ran, seeing plenty of boats bobbing on the rolling waves of the lake. He wondered if any of them had fuel and if so, how much. Could they jump in one and escape?

“Did you see where Bruce went?” Ricardo asked, ducking a little as another volley of gunfire seared over his head, knocking a crooked line of jagged holes in a building ahead of him.

“Other direction!” Deeds shouted back.

“Hope he knows what he’s doing!”

They ran faster, but Deeds was gasping for breath, trying desperately to keep his legs moving, knowing that the men chasing them were likely younger and in much better shape than they were.

“We’re not going to win a foot race!” he shouted. “Boat?”

“Working on it!” Ricardo shouted back, then suddenly lunged to the right, dashing across another patch of grass. There was a length of chain as a makeshift fence right before a downward slope leading to the wooden pier abutting the lake below.

Ricardo planted his hand on one of the supports, moving the rifle to his other hand, then skimmed over the chain, falling down the slope beyond, disappearing from view. Deeds followed his lead, skipping the chain and hitting the grassy slope, sliding, landing on his backside, and half-tumbling down the steep slope heading towards the wooden walkway where several boats of different shapes and sizes were moored.

He hit on his back, then shoulder, rolling wildly, somehow managing to keep a hold of his rifle, finally coming up onto shaky feet on the wooden surface of the pier. He felt a hand grasp at his arm, pulling him up.

“Come on!” Ricardo shouted. “Down here!”

They turned and ran south toward the far end of the pier where Deeds could see several boats tied to the docks, a few of them motorboats with oars as backup, and that seemed to be where Ricardo was headed. They both plunged forward, moving along the edge of the walkway, heading in the direction of another railway leading down to the docks on the water.

“That one!” Ricardo shouted, jabbing a finger toward a gently floating boat, slowly drifting on the rippling water. “We get on that and we’re home free—”

Gunshots tore through the night, but no longer from behind them. Now they sounded from ahead and Ricardo only had time to swivel left and gasp in surprise before half a dozen rounds punched into him, sending him into a sprawling, jittering dance, throwing him hard to the ground as wood chips blistered and smashed around him.

Flashlights pierced the darkness and Deeds swore under his breath, suddenly bolting to the right, slipping over the fence and scrambling toward the dock below. He heard footsteps everywhere, from the left and the right, swarming and converging. His boots hit the wooden dock and he lurched forward, running at a full clip toward the boat, whispering a silent, frantic prayer as he sprinted along.

A shot ripped through the night and he felt the blinding stab of pain in his left shoulder, pitching him forward and spinning him clumsily as a second round drove hard into his ribs, sending him sprawling more. Suddenly, he was stumbling backwards, the rifle spilling from his hands, looking out upon a row of soldiers at the top of the gentle slope, weapons trained on his stumbling form.

He closed his eyes and whispered a quiet goodbye to the few friends he had in the world just as muzzle flashes smothered his vision and dozens of bullets tore him from this world to the next.
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Bruce heard the gunshots somewhere in the distance as he ran in the opposite direction, desperately searching for cover or some place to hide. His eyes lingered on the water to his left and he considered moving that way, giving long thought to just throwing himself over, tumbling down the slope, and sprawling into the lake.

Flashlights dipped and bobbed around him as soldiers charged toward the pier and he could see the pale beams carving sweeping cuts through the darkness ahead.

“Don’t shoot!” he screamed, waving his hands above his head as he ran, realizing he had nowhere else to go, no other options to turn to. “Please don’t shoot! I’m unarmed!”

Suddenly the soldiers were around him, a mass of bodies moving toward him, fingers clutching at his arms and clothes, dragging him back, sideways, then down, slamming his forehead into the wooden surface of the pier as two particularly heavy men in camouflage knelt on his back, pushing him deeper. Pain lanced up and down his chest and shoulders and he turned his head, his cheek scraping the rough surface, and he felt a splinter pierce the fleshy tissue at his jawline, then get embedded there.

“Ouch!” he shouted. “Hey! That hurts! I give up!”

“You give up?” a voice growled. “Did you bother to ask yourself if we even take prisoners?”

“Nggh, please,” Bruce groaned. “I’m giving up! Don’t kill me! I can help!”

There was some shuffling of motion as the people on top of him moved around, adjusting their weight. Boots clomped on the wooden pier as a man approached, walking surely and steadily.

“You can help?” the man asked. It was the same voice as the one that spoke about not taking prisoners. “What makes you think we need your help?”

“Deeds—he said you were looking for someone. Said this wasn’t your normal patrol route!”

His cheek pressed to the pier, he saw a pair of boots walk next to his face, then stop.

“What does this Deeds know about our patrol routes?” the man asked.

“He was a cop. Chicago PD. Said he had some insights or something. I don’t know, I just trusted him!”

The boots stayed there for a moment, then they shifted and the man standing next to him lowered down in a crouch, low enough that Bruce could see his face. It was an older face, weathered by age, and a long scar ran up the left side of it, plunging into his short-cropped gray hair.

“If we were looking for someone,” he said, resting his arms on his bent knees. “Or, more accurately, looking for some place, you could help us with that?”

“Whatever I know,” Bruce gasped, the knees on his back shifting, forcing his face harder into the wooden pier. The splinter lanced another bright slice of agony and he pinched his eyes closed.

“Indeed,” the man said. “What can you tell me about the Stronghold?”




Chapter 21

Somewhere in Montana

Her stomach ached, a deep, persistent throbbing agony that felt as though it was burrowed deep inside of her, an angry termite chewing apart her insides. Laura was starving, more than anything, surviving off of meager supplies of food in the days leading up to her capture by Myles the park ranger, but now she, Jack, and Bruiser had been imprisoned for several additional hours and in spite of promising them dinner, he hadn’t delivered it.

More than the starvation, though, was her stubborn determination not to use the bucket in their room to relieve herself in front of Jack and the ranger. She’d had to pee for three hours, but was holding it in, desperate to try and retain some small slice of dignity in the face of all they were dealing with. Myles’s hard kick several hours ago certainly wasn’t helping matters any.

Their room was dark now, and had been for some time, and she realized that it was likely nighttime outside. They’d run into the park ranger shortly after daybreak so they had officially spent one full day in captivity with no food and little rest.

Exhaustion had taken her two hours ago, dragging her down into oblivion where blessed sleep embraced her, at least for a time, allowing her to forget her throbbing bladder and aching stomach. The time for oblivion was over and she climbed her way back into awareness, her head foggy with the pain ripping her, kicking and screaming, from the slumber she so desperately needed.

The room was dark, the other items within simply shades of black against the dull gray backdrop of the walls and ceiling. She could make out the other cot across the room from where she lay, her arms twisted behind her and secured by chains. She could see the shadowed mound of Jack’s form there, apparently asleep on his side, his shoulder heaving with the regularity of sleeping breaths.

She moved slightly, trying to adjust the pressure on her shoulders, angling slightly right.

She gasped and suddenly drew back, the chains rattling and locking tight with her backwards motion.

A shadowed form lurked against a far wall, a hunched-over shape of a figure sitting on a chair, cast in darkness, staring at what appeared to be a framed photograph clutched between his two hands. He sat there in the darkness, just looking, not moving, not speaking.

“Myles?” Laura asked in a whisper. “Is that you?”

The figure sat there for a moment before speaking.

“She was a preemie,” he said quietly. “Born over a month early.” He gently stroked the framed photograph in his hand, looking at it through eyes dimmed by the surrounding darkness. “She spent eight weeks in the NICU at Wyoming Medical. The eight longest weeks of our lives.”

Laura opened her mouth to say something but decided against it.

“Even after she came home, I’d walk into her room after she went to bed, sit in our old rocking chair and just watch her sleep, you know, just to make sure she was still breathing. Pretty sure I slept in that chair more often than my own bed for those first two years.”

He kept looking down at the photo in his hand, kept on gently stroking the unseen face, running two fingers along it as if he were feeling something more substantive than the smooth glass.

He lifted his head and Laura could tell he was looking at her.

“I try not to think how they died,” he continued. “I try to console myself with the thought that their oxygen ran out and they probably passed out early on in the process. But I can’t seem to get the image out of my head.” The last few words were strained, as if spoken through clamped teeth. “The plane going down. My little girl screaming. Begging Mommy for help. Asking me for help.”

His head dropped again.

“But I wasn’t there. The last five minutes of my little girl’s life and I wasn’t there. She died screaming as the plane plummeted to Earth and I was standing in the airport four hundred miles away.”

“Myles,” Laura said.

“Don’t speak,” Myles replied angrily. “I don’t want to hear it.”

“I just wanted to say I was sorry.”

“Sorry?” Myles stood from the chair, still holding the photograph, taking a long, protracted breath, his shoulders heaving with emotion. “You’re sorry.”

Across the room, Laura could see the shadowed form of Jack moving, starting to roll over, apparently awoken by their conversation.

“You’ll have to forgive me if your words hold hollow meaning,” Myles said, standing in the center of the room, the photograph clamped in one tight fist. “You understand a mourning father has difficulty rationalizing how two pathetic grifters like you and your dirty boyfriend are walking around breathing while my family is entombed in a 737 graveyard somewhere over Utah.”

She could see the knuckles on one hand tense as he squeezed the framed photo, his chin lowered, his eyes not meeting hers as he spoke.

“Laura?” Jack asked in a hushed whisper, exhaustion dulling the edges of his words. “What’s going on?”

“It didn’t stop when she turned two,” Myles continued. “There were times when I’d wake up in a cold sweat, absolutely certain that she’d stopped breathing in the middle of the night. That somehow the doctor had overlooked something, and she’d be blue-skinned and lifeless when we woke up the next morning. I’d walk into her room and sit in the chair, just to watch her sleep. Just to make sure she was breathing.”

Myles paced back and forth, his fingers continuing to bulge and flex slightly around the edge of the picture frame.

“Six years,” he whispered. “Six years I did that. Even started doing it with her brother.”

“I’m sure your children knew you loved them—” Jack started to say. Myles whipped around, swinging his arm, the framed picture smashing into the side of Jack’s head with a shattering crash. The wooden frame splintered and the glass exploded in a scattering shower, driving him down to the bed. Springs squeaked as he landed with a muffled grunt and Myles descended upon him.

“You don’t know them!” he screamed, closing his fist, hauling it back and driving it hard into Jack’s face. “You don’t know anything about them!”

Laura could almost smell the hot rage emanating from him as he punched Jack once, then twice, then a third time, drawing his hand back and holding it by his right ear.

“Stop!” she shouted. “For the love of—just stop!”

Miles lowered his head, keeping his fist hovering by the side of his head, fingers flexing slightly.

“What happened to your kids—to your whole family—it’s not fair, okay? I know that! I acknowledge that. But it’s not our fault!”

His head turned in her direction as he pushed himself off of Jack, lowering his fist. A soft pattering of blood droplets struck the wooden floor, falling from his closed fingers like dark rain drops, his large frame dark against the already dim light of the interior cabin. He loomed over her, both fists at his sides, and though she couldn’t see his eyes, she could almost feel his angry, white-hot stare.

She slid back on the bed slightly, adjusting her pained shoulders against the taut chains that bound her arms behind her back. Myles took a step toward her and she could hear the ragged slice of his angry breathing.

He blocked out the light behind him, standing over her like an eclipse, darkening everything on her and around her with his large shadow.

He coughed a humorless chuckle, his head shaking stiffly.

“Fault,” he growled. “You think I care about fault.” He laughed again. Laura braced herself, anticipating another outburst, half-expecting a fist smashing into her face.

It didn’t come. Myles blew out a ragged sigh and turned, walking softly across the floor. His boots crunched on broken remnants of the picture frame before he approached the door, swung it open, and disappeared through it, shutting it closed softly behind him. 

“Jack?” Laura asked in a quiet voice. She could hear the soft rustle of the bed across the room and saw him moving slightly. “Jack?” she asked a little louder. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah,” he replied in a low voice. “Cut my face. I think there’s some glass in it. But I’ll live.”

“I’d almost feel bad for him if he wasn’t such a raging psychotic,” Laura said. Jack didn’t reply, so she rested her head back down on the pillow, staring up at the darkened ceiling above.
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Somewhere in Oklahoma

“Just get it over with you son of a bitch,” Joel growled, lunging forward, his shoulders and arms wrenching back and scraping against the paracord.

Ali smiled, stepping back from him, just out of range, as Edgar and Gordon finished securing the length of cord that bound him to a narrow tree along the northern edge of the clearing.

“This is a firing squad,” Ali said with a sideways grin. “We’ve got to do this right.”

“So, help me,” Joel snarled, “you better hope you kill me, because if you don’t, I’ll—”

“You’ll what?” Ali snarled, all sense of levity gone from his face. The sideways grin snapped into an angry, fierce scowl of rage. “What will you do? You’re tied to a tree. Outnumbered three to one. So desperate to protect some stupid snot-nosed kid that you signed your own damned death warrant.”

He came close to Joel, his breath hot and sour on Joel’s face.

“And when we’re done with you, we’re going to get on those ATVs,” Ali pointed over to the two four-wheelers parked nearby, “and we’re going after that girl, and we’re going to kill her too, just so all of your heroics don’t amount to shit.”

Joel’s neck bulged as he pulled against the cord, struggling to get some leverage, to get any sort of slack in the line so he could make a move. But there was no slack to be had. Edgar handed Gordon the length of taut cable and the two of them twisted it into a thick knot, pulling hard to yank Joel back against the tree, the rough trunk pressing hard into his spine.

“Get mad,” Ali said. “Get good and mad. It only makes this that much more fun.”

Joel pulled with all of his strength. He could feel his biceps bulge, his wrists ache, his shoulders and back straining with the effort to pull free of his bindings. He knew it was useless. Military-grade paracord wasn’t old-fashioned rope that could fray or be easily cut. It was a nylon kernmantle composite with a tensile strength of five hundred and fifty pounds. Very handy item to have in a survival kit, but not so handy when the bad guys used it against you.

“Why fight it?” Ali asked, shaking his head and stepping back a short distance from the man tied to the tree. “You’re just going to die mad.”

“I’m not afraid to die,” Joel replied. “I’ve been ready for it for a long, long time. Maybe you’re doing me a favor.”

“Is that girl going to think so when we find her?” Ali sneered.

Joel felt the blood flush to his cheeks, and he pressed his teeth hard together, feeling the nylon cord bite into his flesh and pull.

“Enough of this,” Ali barked. “He’s on the tree,” he continued. “Edgar, Gordon, grab your rifles.”

The two men smiled and moved to where they’d left their rifles in the grass, each one of them picking one up and joining Ali as he strode a few paces away from where Joel was bound to the tree.

All three rifles were bolt-action hunting rifles, no AR-style semi-automatics or anything, but whether they were .308 caliber or 5.56 millimeter, Joel would be just as dead, he had no doubt. Bending at the knees, he pushed himself upright, using his free legs to balance himself as the tree dug hard into his shoulders and back. The arrow wound burned like acid, a bubbling, searing pain digging at his shoulder and chest. His arms being wrenched hard behind his back and fastened to the tree behind him strained his stitches and sent his muscles aching, but he willed himself to push through the pain and remain standing.

If he was going to die here, he was going to do it on his feet.

Ali looked at him through narrowed eyes, holding his rifle at his hip as Edgar and Gordon joined him, one on each side. They stood several feet away, then spread out slightly and lifted their weapons into firing positions, cradling the barrels and fingers resting on trigger guards.

“Any last words?” Ali barked, lifting his chin slightly and glowering at Joel.

“None that you want to hear,” Joel replied, forcing himself to stand, trying to keep his chin elevated so he could look his killers in their eyes. The world swirled around him in a grayscale tornado of images from his past life, faces and events merging into a single cylinder of rapid-fire transitions from one point in time to another. It felt as though his heart might just pound straight through his chest cavity, bursting free and flopping on the grass, gently throbbing as it pumped blood onto the hard ground.

He felt a tight knot of fear in his guts. As brave a face as he wanted to put on, it was there, deep within him, a cold fist closed around his insides, gently squeezing. Bile churned and for one horrific second he thought he might vomit, but he closed his lips, choked it down, and remained standing.

“Ready?” Ali called, returning his eye to the site on the barrel of his rifle.

“Ready!” Gordon and Edgar replied.

“Let’s get this over with,” Ali said in simple terms, a straightforward statement that would end a man’s life.

Joel braced himself, every muscle tensing at once, clenching his body like a closed fist, anticipating the coming gunfire. All three rifles were leveled and pointed at him, and he saw three sets of fingers moving from the trigger guards to the triggers.

The flat crack of a rifle echoed in the clearing and he jerked.

There was no pain.

In fact, the rifle shot came from his right and the three men in the clearing scattered as a thick plume of bursting dirt and grass exploded at their feet, lifting upward, spraying rocks, grit, and shredded lawn into the air.

Joel twisted his head to the right as a second rifle cracked, and he saw the muzzle flash in the trees along the edge of the clearing. Another punch of broken dirt sprayed up into the air near the three men.

“Cover!” Ali shouted as a third shot echoed, that one screaming past them and striking one of the ATVs with a whining shower of bright sparks. The man named Gordon broke free and charged toward Joel, tucking his rifle close, lowering his head as he ran toward the trees for cover. Joel lunged forward, swinging up his legs, swiveling at the hips and closing his legs around Gordon’s neck as he drew close.

The man gasped and wheeled, surprised by the swiftness of the motion, trying to scatter away, but Joel closed his thighs in tighter, squeezing and swiveling back, pulling Gordon from his feet and torqueing his back painfully around. The rifle dropped and Joel’s momentum carried Gordon after it, bringing him to the ground where Joel fell on him, his arms still clamped around his back and bound around the tree, but the full weight of him on top of Gordon, legs clamped around his neck.

Gordon’s eyes widened in realization and shock, his mouth opening and closing as he tried to grasp for breath, Joel squeezing his thighs together as tightly as he could, jerking his hips, cutting off the man’s air.

“Gordon!” one of the other two shouted, but another rifle shot flew and they ducked their heads, scrambling desperately for cover. Ali planted a foot and lifted his rifle, firing back into the trees but neither of them had visibility. There was a low thundering sound and Joel could feel the vibrations in the ground underneath one leg as he squeezed the life from Gordon’s lungs, watching his face redden, his lips pursing in desperate search of oxygen. Joel leaned, pulling at his already pained shoulders just to put as much weight as possible down on the man’s neck.

As he did, he looked over his left shoulder and saw motion shadowed in the trees, the continued rumble of noise approaching.

Helen’s horse Maggie burst through the trees, the girl on its back, her AR-31 shouldered. As Joel watched, she worked the action, shooting a shell casing high in the air, soaring over her dark hair. Her legs were clamped tight around her mount, both hands cradling the rifle and she adjusted, firing another shot, working the bolt almost immediately, re-orienting, and firing again as the horse pounded closer.

Joel gave one last surge and squeeze and felt the muffled pop of snapping vertebrae between his thighs, Gordon’s widened eyes rolling slightly as his already purpling tongue squeezed free from closed, thick lips.

“Watch out, Helen!” he screamed. “I’m tied up—I can’t help!”

“Who says I need your help?” she yelled back, firing, jerking back the bolt action, then firing again. She swung a leg off of the horse and tumbled free, hitting the ground and rolling awkwardly, tucking the rifle close to her chest. The horse ran south toward the trees, the men with rifles trying to track it as Helen charged toward Joel. He stood, leaving Gordon’s lifeless body in the grass and swung behind the tree.

“Take cover in the trees!” he shouted, and she angled left as two more rifle shots came from the clearing. The men finally figured out where she was. Grass burst up and the trunk of a thick tree splintered with bullet impact, but she slipped through and swung around an angled oak, ducking low as two more shots whined past, plunging deeper into the thick forest.

“Dammit, Helen, you should have kept running,” he growled.

“No chance,” she replied, looking at the cord around his wrists. 

“Dude stole my knife,” Joel said, jerking his head toward Gordon’s dead body and Helen nodded, ducking low and lurching forward as two more shots chewed up ground less than a yard from her position. She fumbled in his pockets and withdrew, pulling Joel’s trench knife free as a round punched into Gordon’s corpse, ripping up muscle and blood into a grotesque upward fountain. The body twitched as Helen swung back around the tree, another bullet ripping a chunk of splintered wood free.

Helen ducked and moved toward Joel with the knife, quickly sawing through the layered nylon of the paracord until the frayed edges separated and the rope ripped free.

“That really hurts,” he hissed, rubbing his reddened, textured wrists, his back pressed to the tree as more gunfire roared from the clearing.

Ducking, he carefully worked his way around the trunk and snatched up the discarded rifle Gordon had dropped in the grass, ducking back just as quick to avoid weaponsfire from the two men in the clearing. Tucking the weapon close to him, he saw it was a Remington M700 with a detachable ammunition magazine. 

“We need to get the hell out of here!” he shouted, turning to look at Helen, who was crouched low against the twisting root system of the tree, tucked under cover. A bullet cut into the mound of dirt by the roots, tossing up gritty ground in a sifting, dark cloud. Not too far away, Maggie reared up, neighing softly then dropped, hooves thudding on the ground as the cracking rifle shots continued unabated.

“Dirtbag is still tied to the tree over there,” Joel said, gesturing several yards away, where the brown horse was yanking hard against its reins, obviously spooked by the noise. Joel came around the other side of the tree, looking out at the clearing. A smattering of muzzle flashes illuminated the dim light of dusk and he saw darkened figures taking position near the crashed ATV across the clearing from where they stood.

“Get ready!” Joel shouted.

“For what?”

“To get out of Dodge!”

Helen bent her knees, crouching by the tree.

“When we get out of this, I’m going to kick your ass,” she said in a serious tone, looking at him over her shoulder. “You don’t get to tell me when to run away.”

“I saved your life, kid,” Joel replied, pressing his shoulder into the rough bark of the tree and tucking the Remington into the crook of his right arm.

She scowled at him, but took a step forward, moving slightly away from her cover, looking in the direction of Maggie. Joel cast one last look at her, then lunged out from cover, lifting the bolt action.

He fired, the rifle cracking a loud, swift snap, the barrel jerking as he sent a round whistling across the clearing. One of the shadowed forms shouted and flailed, his rifle spinning from his hand as he tumbled backwards over the seat of the ATV. Both legs swung up into the air and Joel racked the bolt and fired again. The second shadow moved left and down as the round spanged off the hide of the vehicle in a bright spark of ricochet.

“Now!” Joel screamed.

Helen put her fingers to her lips and whistled a shrill call.

“Maggie!” she shouted, darting from behind the tree. Immediately the horse charged forward, hooves slamming, kicking up dirt. The mare barreled past where Joel was hunkered down and the moment the horse passed, he fired another shot at the ATV to keep the second man’s head down.

Helen leaped to the left as Maggie approached, grabbing the reins and swinging her leg up and over, landing on the horse’s back as she took off at a sprint. Joel lowered his head and ran forward, jumping over the roots, then taking off the moment he hit the grass, legs pumping. He heard a shot roar from the ATV and a plume of grass and dirt burst free a few feet to his left, but his eyes were focused on the brown horse ahead.

Bending low as he ran past his Bug Out Bag, which the gunmen had helpfully left lying on the grass, he swept it up and slung it over his shoulder, still moving as two more shots echoed a short distance apart. Neither round hit, but he heard the rustle of leaves to his right, the bullets apparently ripping into the woods.

Stopping for a moment to untie the reins, he adjusted the pack across both shoulders and lamented the fact that he wasn’t sure where the RECCE-14 had ended up. There was nothing he could do about that now, though, and he leaped up onto Dirtbag’s back, swiveling at the waist and firing off another shot as he rammed his heels into the horse’s flanks. Dirtbag bolted forward as he desperately grabbed hold. Joel heard one more gunshot, then a second, but they were getting softer and farther away, and within seconds he saw Helen up ahead, both of them plunging through the trees and running north as fast as the horses could go.




Chapter 22

The Stronghold

Chicago, Illinois

Tristan felt especially restless as he stood on the roof of the Stronghold and looked down over the surrounding city blocks of South Chicago. In the three weeks since the disaster, the noise of the city had shifted from a constant din of sirens and the growling roar of emergency vehicles to a thorough blanket of near-total silence, punctuated by the occasional burst of sound.

Chicago had previously been a city of vibrant life, a collection of constant noise, barely contained within the artificial constructs of the city’s borders, a concrete and steel echo chamber, reverberating the sounds of a thriving metropolis.

Tristan had always loved that about the city. He’d never really felt alone as he walked the streets, extraneous noises tagging along like active siblings. Throughout his time in the Marines he’d spent so many long, quiet hours on patrol, accompanied by nothing but the darkness and the silence, that he’d relished that background noise, the endless sounds of the city walking with him wherever he went.

It wasn’t like that anymore. For many people, it was the lack of light that got to them. A city that had once been alive with lit windows, bright signs, headlights, and other illumination was now a city of shadows, various shades of grays and blacks.

Tristan wasn’t all that bothered by that. To him, it was the quiet that got him. The fact that he could hear screams of anguish from three blocks away because there were no engine sounds or horns to blot them out. He could hear the breaking glass, the shouting mobs, even the sporadic gunfire or explosions. It all came to him loud and clear without the other din to shroud it.

But when those sounds weren’t happening, there was no better example of humanity’s downfall than the complete and utter silence of a once-busy city. Nothing but quiet. Fuel for introspection. Introspection which didn’t always serve Tristan’s best interests.

Walking back towards the door leading into the apartment complex, he turned and cast one more look over his shoulder, looking at the cascading waves of dark, blocky shapes in the distance. The rows of Chicago buildings, nothing more than black on black, barely illuminated under the ratcheting lattice of lightning.

He turned and looked to the sky, following the crackling and arcing bolts with his eyes, watching as jagged spears jumped from one place to another, atmosphere to atmosphere. There was a burst of pale blue, a crackling charge, and then, as Tristan watched, one of the narrow forks of blinding light pounded down, out of the sky towards the ground, a swift and sudden bullet of raw electricity.

The air felt charged, even as he stood a far distance away, and for a moment he could almost feel the hairs on his arms lifting up with residual static discharge. As he watched, the lightning tore down and punched into a tall, dark building next, striking with a starburst bloom of white and blue. Tristan took an uncertain step back, as if shockwaves from the lightning strike might overpower him from a few blocks away. The strike had been so swift and aggressive that the afterimage of the angular spear floated against the backdrop ahead of him, even as sparks continued dancing from the roof of the struck building, a hum of residual electricity dissipating into the night.

Tristan had never seen that before.

For three weeks there had been an endless curtain of lightning streaking in the skies overhead, arching among the clouds, moving mostly from one atmospheric location to another. That had been the first time one of the lances of electricity had broken free and plunged earthward, and the strike had been bright and blistering. Tristan narrowed his eyes, looking at the afterimage of the strike, but no other strike followed it. The orbital ripples continued, showing no signs of downward trajectory.

He turned, opening the door and heading back into the access stairwell leading down into the apartment building. The door shut behind him and he walked down the dimly lit stairwell, thinking about what he’d just seen. It had been like a white-hot finger of God, reaching down from the heavens and smiting that building. A sword of vengeance striking down the city, as if Chicago hadn’t been punished enough. 

Coming out onto the top floor, he started down the hallway toward his apartment, but reconsidered and continued taking the stairs down. It was late, but not terribly late, and he wasn’t quite ready for bed yet. Making his way through the door to the next level, he emerged into the hallway, just as dimly lit as the stairwell, but halfway down on the right side, he saw a narrow rectangle of flickering light extending onto the old wood floor of the corridor. The light appeared to be coming from the meeting room that they all used to strategize food collection, sentry responsibilities, and other functions within the Stronghold. It wasn’t unusual for someone to be in there that late, though generally if it was a group discussion, he was involved.

Easing the door closed behind him, he strode lightly down the hallway, approaching the opened door. He leaned forward slightly, looking into the wide-open meeting room, which was essentially a converted apartment. The table and assorted paper maps were still set along the right side of the living space, and several candles cast a pale glow throughout the room, giving it a mysterious ambience that Tristan didn’t feel especially comfortable with. Three windows looked out upon the city and in front of the center one, a solitary figure stood, arms crossed, back facing him, contemplating the buildings outside.

Even in silhouette, Tristan could tell who it was, the slightly canted posture, and the shorter length of his left leg immediately identifying the man.

“Eric?” Tristan asked quietly, taking a step into the apartment. The man in shadow turned slightly.

“Evening, Big T,” he said quietly.

“What are you doing in here?” Tristan ventured into the room, crossing the threshold. A thought occurred to him. “They’re late, aren’t they? The hunting team.”

Eric nodded.

“They are.”

“By how much?”

“They were supposed to be back almost two hours ago.”

“You’re worried,” Tristan said, joining him at the window and looking out through it.

“I’ve got one of those feelings,” Eric said.

Tristan nodded. As a fellow veteran who had seen combat, he knew what Eric meant by “one of those feelings”. The twisting and turning deep in your guts that told you something was about to go horribly, drastically wrong.

“Last time I felt like this, it was about ten minutes before the ambush outside Kirkuk,” Eric said. “I ever tell you about that?”

“You mentioned it in passing during a couple of our meetings,” Tristan replied, “but never in detail.”

“We were helping a few Iraqi civilians. We’d recruited a few interpreters. Three men and one woman who had helped us during some particularly difficult interrogations. They didn’t really want to get involved, but we convinced them, you know? Offered them money and first-in-line status to get out of the country.”

“I’ve heard a few of those stories,” Tristan replied.

“Anyway, we were escorting them out of harm’s way. Hostilities had increased and several of the interpreters had been threatened by Sunni rebels. They were getting increasingly nervous, so we agreed to get them to a safer place. Them and their families.”

Tristan nodded but said nothing, allowing Eric time to say his piece.

“I got that feeling in my gut as we came around the corner just south of Kirkuk. Things had been easy so far. Way too easy. Too quiet. You know the sort of thing.”

“I know what you mean,” Tristan replied, his mind immediately filled with the visions of his past life in the Marine Corps.

“We rode right into an ambush. IED blew up the lead Humvee and everything just went sideways from there. Pickup trucks, guys on foot, AK-47s lighting things up in every direction.” He lowered his head for a moment. “What kills me is that it wasn’t even us they were after. It was the interpreters. Their families. They were the targets, not us. We were just in the way.”

“I take it things didn’t go well?”

Eric shook his head.

“The truck carrying the civilians was hit by an RPG. Most of them were killed outright, but there was a mom and four kids scrambling from the wreckage, crying and screaming, just desperate to get away even though we were surrounded on all sides. I went over to try and protect them, put myself between them and a whole crew of angry Sunni. Second RPG hit. Killed them all and ripped the bottom half of my leg off at the knee.”

He said it in such unvarnished, simple terms that the bleak honesty of it caught in Tristan’s chest. He stopped breathing for a long moment, unsure of how to process the bluntness of the account, not knowing what to say. In his heart he wanted to tell Eric that God had a reason for everything, that He was in control, but he knew Eric well enough by now to know that was not something he’d welcome.

“That was my last combat experience,” Eric said quietly. “Not some valiant gunfight on the battlefield, single-handedly holding off a whole battalion of insurgents. It was a miserable failure. Every one of the interpreters was killed, along with all of their families. Four of my squadmates dead, six more injured. All things considered, I got off pretty easy.”

“No, you didn’t,” Tristan said. “What you’ve dealt with since has been the opposite of easy.”

Eric chuckled, uncrossing his arms. The city spread out before them, darkened shapes underneath the cloud-filled sky, lightning intersecting above them.

“I don’t think I would have made it without the group, Big T. You were a major part of that.”

Tristan cleared his throat.

“We were all there for each other,” he said, his voice a little choked.

Eric lifted a hand and placed it on Tristan’s back, patting gently as they looked out the window. Tristan felt a rush of warmth for the man, and a feeling of immense gratitude for the opportunities he’d had in his life. In spite of being homeless for much of the past decade, he had made a difference in people’s lives. Whether it was walking the street, sharing the word of God, or participating in veterans groups, giving the men the opportunity to share their troubles. He’d lived his life by the Lord’s guidance, and he had changed people. Tristan smiled softly, feeling a prickle of tears in his eyes, and he moved a hand to his pocket, touching the rough surface of the Bible and feeling its energy.

Through the window the sky brightened suddenly, another charge of electrified lightning, and just like what had happened on the roof a short time before, a jagged streak of raw power sliced the night sky in half, hewing apart the clouds like a sword.

Tristan winced slightly as the bolt hacked through the horizon, briefly illuminating the buildings before fading from view almost instantly.

“That happened on the roof a few moments ago,” Tristan said, lowering the hand from his eyes. “Did you see that?”

Eric didn’t reply.

Tristan looked over at him, and he was surprised to see that Eric had drawn himself a bit closer to the window, his palm pressed against it as he leaned forward, eyes narrowed.

“Eric?”

“Something’s out there,” Eric whispered, his voice so quiet as to be almost inaudible. “I saw it when the lightning flashed.”

Tristan glared through the smudged glass of the window, looking out into the darkness, trying to make out what Eric was seeing.

“Go get Shawna,” Eric said quietly. “Right now.”

There was a sense of urgency in his voice that Tristan had never heard before and he nodded, stepping back from the window and walking towards the door. He was halfway across the room when he heard a strange sound from outside, a sort of tight rushing of focused wind.

“Holy shit,” Eric hissed, immediately swiveling on his heels. “Tristan, run—!”

A dull slam of shattering impact rocked the side of the building, and a blast of white light and hot air plowed through the wall where Eric stood. Stone and brick split, cracked, and blasted inward in a shower of smoke, fire, and shock waves, consuming the man in a roiling embrace of hungry fire. The impact picked Tristan up off his feet and launched him backwards, sending him sprawling until he collided with the wall just next of the doorframe, twisting awkwardly before spilling out into the corridor, the entire world around him beset by hot fire and twisting, choking smoke.
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“Tristan! Get up! Get up right now, we’re under attack!”

Tristan heard the voice shouting, though it sounded like the murky growl of someone underwater as he battled to drag himself free of his own unconsciousness.

“Who—what?” he stammered as he felt fingers claw at his arms, dragging him to his feet, lifting him up into the smoke-filled hallway. He planted his feet and turned toward the meeting room. “Eric!” he shouted, gesturing back towards the room which was little more than a gray haze of choking smoke, rubble spread along the floor, broken stone and brick pushed out into the hallway.

“Gone,” Shawna said, her voice starting to clarify, allowing Tristan to finally recognize it for who it was. “He’s dead, Big T.”

“No,” Tristan whispered as he stumbled forward, half-walking, half-dragged in the tight grip of the woman. “What’s going on?”

“Some sort of military attack,” she said. “They snuck up on us under the cover of darkness. Men on foot with tactical gear and automatic weapons. They have rocket launchers, machine guns, and now that they’ve started firing, we’re seeing armored vehicles bringing up the rear!”

The low chatter of weaponsfire echoed in the distance, a staccato backdrop to the chaos inside the Stronghold. Men and women ran all about the corridor, searching for windows to return fire, each of them holding some sort of rifle. As Tristan watched, a woman whose name he didn’t know used the stock of a rifle to smash out a window, then began firing down upon the street. Automatic weaponsfire chased shortly afterwards and a window behind them exploded in a shower of broken glass and jagged shards, scattering over the corridor. Somewhere in the smoke, someone screamed and hit the ground with a muffled thud.

“Keep your head down!” Shawna barked, her own AR-15 tight to her body as she guided him along with a hand pressed to his back. Ahead of them a man shouldered a rifle and fired through a broken window shortly before a focused barrage of return fire sheared through the window and ripped into him, sending him sprawling backwards as busted glass rained down over him.

Tristan stepped over him, looking at the pained expression on the man’s face, but Shawna hurried him along.

“Just keep moving!” she said. A door burst open ahead and Selanda Lopez lurched out, her eyes wide.

“What do we do?” she asked. She had a rifle in her hands as well, but looked wholly uncomfortable with it.

“Give me the rifle,” Tristan said, reaching out, and she listened immediately, handing it over. He took it and checked the magazine, then slammed it back into place as they continued moving forward through the chaos of the war-torn hallway.

They moved past a window and Tristan allowed himself a look outside into the streets. He saw at least eight sets of muzzle flashes rattling from the roadways below, the pinprick brightness of the gunfire illuminating what looked like an armored truck flanking the collection of soldiers.

“They’re all over the streets!” Tristan shouted. “They’ve got us totally outnumbered!”

Shawna stopped for a moment, thrusting her AR-15 through a broken window. As Tristan watched she took aim at a shadowed figure with a rifle down below, then squeezed off four quick shots. The figure twisted toward her, then jerked and fell back, hitting the ground awkwardly. Almost immediately three other figures converged on the fallen man and more gunfire raced from the ground.

Shawna bolted to the right as ricochets tore up the brick and wood around the opened window, throwing ragged shards into the hallway.

“Stairwell!” Shawna shouted, gesturing ahead. As they moved toward it, Tristan heard another whooshing sound and jerked his head back as the entire corridor blasted apart under the impact of what had to be a rocket launch. Three Stronghold sentries vanished in the wash of flame and smoke, and for one horrific instant, he thought he saw one of them erupt as the explosion tore through his body at close range, obliterating flesh, muscle, and bone in an ear-splitting crash.

Leading with her shoulder, Shawna barreled into the corridor stairway, which was already filled with smoke, the acrid, sour smell clutching at their nostrils and crawling down their throats. Muffled shouts came from below them, screams of protest followed by a ratcheting burst of gunfire.

“They’re inside! They’re inside!” a voice shouted from below, before three pistol shots silenced the protest.

“We can’t go down there,” Selanda objected, the sound of footsteps crashing on the stairs coming up from below.

“Nowhere else to go!” Shawna replied in a quiet but insistent hiss. “Stay behind us,” she said, gesturing to the older woman. Smoke was everywhere, filling the narrow passage of the staircase, completely obscuring their view.

“We can’t even see!” Tristan said, waving the smoke away with his hand.

“If we can’t, neither can they,” Shawna replied, “and we know the building a hell of a lot better.”

The other two looked at her.

“We’re going to make it out of here,” she said, her voice barely audible above the cavalcade of weapons fire in the background. “I promise.”

Tristan trusted her implicitly, but that was one promise he wasn’t sure she could keep.
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“Fire team, to my left! Focus those SAWs on the second-floor windows! I still see people moving up there!” Captain Lancaster shouted to his gathered troops, gesturing toward the thick building ahead, the Stronghold already broken and battered, gaping wounds in the brick facade jagged and belching dark smoke. Boots thudded on the pavement around him as the fire team headed to the front line, setting up a sustained counter-attack, focused on the muzzle flashes in the windows of the second floor of the main Stronghold building.

“Bruce! Up here with me!”

Bruce nodded, jogging from where he’d been lurking, using one of the buildings across the street from the Stronghold as cover. He made it to Captain Lancaster and nodded.

“What do you need, sir?” he asked through gasps of breath. Part of him hadn’t been looking forward to it. He’d done what he had to do, told Captain Lancaster what he knew about the layout of the Stronghold, because he feared for his life otherwise. But now, in the thick of combat, with orders being barked, soldiers following them, making every move based on his advice, he felt a swell of power inside of him, a sense of being part of something important. He was enjoying it far more than he thought he would.

“We’ve got them well penned in. What are the exit points we should worry about?” Lancaster asked.

Bruce pointed toward the left side of the main central building.

“There’s a stairwell there,” he said, pointing towards the corner. “During our drills that was designated as the emergency exit. If anyone is trying to leave the building, it’ll be through that door!”

Lancaster nodded, grabbing a small radio receiver clipped to his collar.

“Advance team, move to the northwest side of the building! Emergency exit is the stairwell leading to that door. Anyone who tries to slip free, shoot to kill!”

Bruce watched the communication in a sort of stunned silence, the gravity of what he was doing settling upon him. He hadn’t just revealed details about a collection of buildings; there were human beings inside, human beings who were now being ripped apart by bullets and rockets, buried in rubble, killed or left for dead. All based on his intel.

“Sir, if you don’t mind me asking,” he said, moving close to the captain. “Do you really need to kill everyone? I understand the Stronghold is a threat, but can the threat be removed with less cost of human life?”

“You want me to spare these scumbags?” Lancaster demanded, stabbing a finger towards the buildings. “People like them ambushed my squad in Indianapolis! They saw our uniforms and killed my soldiers for absolutely no reason!”

“I understand,” Bruce replied.

“I’m not sure you do!” Lancaster hissed back. “We offered our help, tried to save their lives. Instead, they beat them to death with baseball bats and burned my staff sergeant alive. These people are getting exactly what they deserve!”

“Fire in the hole!” a voice shouted, and Lancaster backpedaled, swinging around to look at the building. A bottle arced gently through the air, a small tongue of fire extended from the open lip, tumbling end over end.

“Molotov cocktail!” another voice shouted just as the bottle burst apart on the pavement, scattering a swift wash of liquid fire along the street. Two men screamed, scattering away, fire licking up the legs of their camouflage uniforms. Their gloved hands patted at the flames furiously, trying to smother them.

“We’ve got more civilians to the east!” another voice shouted. “Coming at us from the other buildings!”

“Get out of here!” a voice shouted, and three more flaming bottles spun up into the air, heading toward a grouping of the soldiers near the other side of the building. Some of them drew back as the bottles smashed on the road, belching fire and splashing fuel.

Gunfire stitched from that side as well, sparks and breaking brick pelting from the surface of another structure, shouts echoing in response.

“Who are these people?” Lancaster demanded, turning toward Bruce, who was staring off in their direction.

“I—I’m not sure,” he said. “I’ve never seen them before.” It was true, he hadn’t. The Stronghold had maintained its place in the smaller community. He knew there had been people living in the surrounding buildings, but none of them had joined the Stronghold crew, so he’d figured they weren’t interested in getting in the middle of things.

Yet, here they were.

“I don’t care who they are,” Lancaster snarled. “Kill them all!” he screamed, turning toward the soldiers gathered around. “Every last one of them!”

The soldiers shouted their agreement and pressed the offensive, charging forward, their weapons roaring into the night.
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“Down!” Shawna shouted, and both Tristan and Selanda listened, pressing themselves against the wall of the stairwell. Figures moved in the smoke and Shawna centered her rifle barrel on them. She squeezed off three shots, sending one of them tumbling back down the stairs, crashing into others behind him, the whole lot of them sprawling and stumbling backwards.

“Push forward!” she shouted, and she charged down the stairs. Tristan came up on her right side, firing his weapon to give her cover, and they saw silhouettes in the smoke darting away, looking for cover. Gunfire ripped from the smoke, spinning through, twisting trails of it following the paths of the bullets as they punched into the wall, spraying wood and sheet rock dust.

“Door to the right!” Shawna shouted and moved down the last few stairs, turning left and opening fire on the ground-floor hallway. One of the soldiers grunted, stumbling back, while others threw themselves into doorways, narrowly escaping the burst of AR-15 fire. They could hear the throaty growl of a vehicle somewhere and Shawna turned back toward them.

“Run, run now!” she screamed, and a second later the rattling chatter of a heavy machine gun blistered through the air, tearing up the wall near where she stood, shredding stone, brick, and wood under a fusillade of heavy-caliber bullets. She lurched down and forward, scrambling away, as a path of yellow tracer fire ripped through the wall of the ground floor, punching through the wall and into the corridor, sending wood and plaster exploding upward in a curtain of fragments.

Shawna toppled forward, almost losing her balance as the hallway disintegrated behind her, the aggressive growl of the heavy weapons system matching the vehicle’s engine.

Debris rained down around them as Tristan charged forward, bending and grabbing Shawna’s arms, dragging her forward.

“What the hell is that?” Selanda asked as the engine rose in pitch, shell casings rolling around on the pavement outside.

“Door,” Shawna gasped, “just get to the door.”

“Get to the door?” Selanda asked. “So that whatever that thing is can chew us up and spit us out?”

Tristan was already moving toward the door, his rifle clutched tightly to him as he reached out and threw the door open with his left shoulder, exploding out into the night air.

He skidded to a stop as he came out onto the cracked and worn pavement outside of the building. Ahead of him there was a Bearcat armored vehicle, a reinforced armored truck with a roof-mounted fifty-caliber heavy machine gun on top. It was all hard edges and sharp angles, colored in a dull, cobalt blue with the words Chicago S.W.A.T. painted in crisp white letters on the side facing him. As he came to a halt, he saw the head of the turret operator swivel towards him, immediately reaching for the controls of the weapons turret.

“Ten o’clock!” the man in the turret shouted, his voice carrying above the underlying din of the street-level combat. The truck roared and began to reverse, the turret swinging around toward Tristan.

“Back inside!” he shouted. “Get back inside!” Lunging forward, he pushed Shawna back into the building, her legs kicking and almost losing their footing as she moved in swift reverse, back into the already wrecked and rubble-strewn corridor. The fifty-caliber exploded from outside, a thrashing volley of impacts ripping apart the open door, the pavement, and the corner of the wall where Tristan had just been standing.

Selanda put her hands over her head, ducking and moving back into the hallway, which had gaping, ragged holes in the wall, showing them the street outside where several other men in camouflage were gathered.

Another rocket streaked from the group of soldiers and barreled into the building, the entire structure shuddering wildly as the rocket struck and detonated, chunks of brickwork spilling down onto the pavement, trailing thin contrails of smoke and flickers of fire. For one frightening moment the world itself seemed to cant slightly left, as if the Earth tilted on its axis, and Tristan’s stomach lurched. He pressed a hand to an interior wall to steady himself.

“Did anyone else feel that?”

“That was the building!” Shawna replied. “The Stronghold! I think it’s coming down on top of us!”

There was a splitting, creaking sound and the small amount of intact sheet rock in the hallway cracked apart like eggshell, spitting chunks of plaster out onto the floor.

“This way!” Shawna screamed, jabbing her finger back toward the stairwell.

“We can’t go back upstairs!” Selanda shouted. “If this place is coming down, we want to be on the ground floor!”

“Just trust me!” Shawna barked, the gunfire getting louder and closer. Tristan wondered how many of the Stronghold citizens were still alive. Somewhere gunfire was exchanged, a spattering of metallic weaponsfire going back and forth. Shawna darted back into the stairwell, with both Tristan and Selanda falling in behind her. She slipped past the stairs and continued down the narrow hallway beyond the shuddering walls of the building . Chunks of ceiling broke apart and rained on their heads, dusting them with dust and fine particles of dirt.

“Door!” Shawna said, pointing toward the corner of the corridor where a narrow wooden door was set into the wall. Another blast rocked the structure and Tristan lost his balance, stumbling forward onto the floor, hitting with his left arm, his elbow barking in pain.

“Go, go, go!” Shawna shouted, grabbing Selanda’s arm and shoving her towards the open door. Then she bent down and latched her fingers around Tristan’s narrow arm, dragging him to his feet. Large chunks of wall broke free and fell to the floor as Tristan groped in his pocket, half-dragged toward the door.

“Wait!” he gasped. “My Bible!” His jacket pocket was empty.

“Leave it!” shouted Shawna.

“No!” he shouted back and ripped his arm free, twisting away from her and scrambling toward the pile of broken bricks and wood.

“Tristan!” she screamed. Cracks raced along the ceiling, a spiderweb of fractures, and she actually saw the wall of the structure tilt slightly, pulling sections of the ceiling apart and dumping more rubble into the corridor. Tristan dropped to his knees, clawing at the pile of rocks and brick, tossing aside the smaller pieces, pushing others away, reaching through the pile.

“It’s not worth your life!” Shawna shouted.

A chunk of rock fell free and struck Tristan in the left shoulder with a dull, thudding impact and he grunted, lurching to the left.

“Dammit,” Shawna hissed. She turned toward Selanda. “Go down the stairs! There’s a basement!”

Selanda nodded, turning and running down the stairs as Shawna lunged out into the corridor, making her way toward Tristan. She grabbed his arm and dragged him upright.

“Come on, Big T!” she said encouragingly. “Let’s go!”

Tristan nodded wearily, lifting his left hand. The Bible was clutched in his narrow, bony fingers.

“Found it,” he gasped, his cracked lips separating into a wide, unapologetic smile.

Shawna shook her head and sprinted toward the door, dragging him along, both of them moving through the doorway and down the stairs. Tristan had almost forgotten about the storage basement underneath the Stronghold. It had been a few weeks since they set up shop here, and the stockpile of stolen supplies from people who had skipped on their rent had almost slipped completely from his mind. But now the three of them ran down toward it as the entire world above them seemed to be coming down.

A low, shuddering rumble came from above and Shawna could feel the dull impacts of falling rocks, bricks, and wooden debris. The Stronghold had fallen. It was collapsing above them, burying them alive in the basement, deep underneath the streets of South Chicago.

Darkness swallowed them, and as the shaking and slamming subsided, all they could hear were the low hisses of each other’s breathing.




Chapter 23

Underground Bunker

Washington, DC

Secretary of Defense Willoughby hunched over the desk in his office, palms pressed to the wood, looking down at the paper maps spread out before him on its surface. Several lines were scrawled, both solid and dashed, which seemed to indicate some sort of military attack plan on a central location. A pencil was tightly clamped in his teeth. Lifting his palms slightly, he drummed his fingers on the hard, smooth surface, then removed the pencil from his teeth, slipping it between his fingers as he moved it back and forth.

A few soft knocks echoed at the door and he lifted his head wearily, glowering over the top rim of his rectangular glasses.

“Come in,” he said. The door eased open and Corvan and Pike slipped through, venturing into the medium-sized office. It felt a little crowded with all three of them in there, but Willoughby stood anyway, his eyes narrowing at the slight smile that Corvan wore on his face.

“Good news?” he asked, looking at the other man.

“Good news,” Corvan confirmed.

“I could use some.”

“The Stronghold has fallen,” Corvan said. “Captain Lancaster brought the hammer down. The entire complex is little more than smoking rubble.”

Willoughby smiled and tossed his pencil onto the desk where it hit then rolled slightly across the polished surface.

“Excellent. What about Lopez?”

Corvan’s smile faltered somewhat as he and Pike exchanged a quick, nervous glance.

“Her corpse has not been found,” he said, “but there were a number of bodies burned and disfigured beyond recognition. The condition of the building was such that the boots on the ground do not anticipate finding any survivors.”

Willoughby’s good humor faded almost at once.

"Tell them to keep looking,” Willoughby said emphatically. “Her body must be found.”

“With all due respect,” Pike asked, “is there a reason why we didn’t just send a kill team into the Atlas building after her? If you were so worried about what she knew—”

“Atlas Orbital Technologies is one of the most secure facilities in the world,” Willoughby replied. “Even with the power down there were several layers of security. Certainly, we could have blown a hole in the wall and stormed the building and killed her, but that would have drawn attention. Social media and local news no longer exists in its old form, but still. There are occasions when subtlety and finesse are required.”

“Sir, you just...blew up an entire city block.”

“We engaged in combat with a fully armed contingent of hostile insurgents. The gunfire coming from that building could be seen and heard for miles, I have no doubt. Nobody will question what happened there. Nobody will realize the true reasons for the attack.”

Pike nodded, apparently satisfied with the answer.

“So, what next, sir?” Corvan asked.

Willoughby looked back down at his maps.

“Exactly what I said. They are to go through the rubble of that compound until they pull out Selanda Lopez’s corpse. Then they can gather supplies, set up a cordon, and establish a base of operations there if there’s anything left to do it with.”

“I’ll get the word to Captain Lancaster,” Corvan replied, then turned to leave. He stopped, taking an uncertain step back. A figure emerged from the doorway, clad in a white button-down shirt and dress slacks, his blue vest unbuttoned and wrinkled, bunched over his sloping shoulders.

“Mr. President,” Corvan said, casting a sideways glance at Pike.

“I wasn’t...expecting a visit, sir,” Willoughby said. “To what do I owe the honor?”

“I’m looking for an explanation,” the president replied. His face was a dark shade of crimson, his hair unbrushed, and tufts of unshaven hair sprouted from his fleshy jowls like crabgrass. His eyes were thin slits cut in the thick dough of his face, but they were attentive and alert.

“An explanation, sir?”

“Full combat operations,” the president continued, taking a step into SecDef’s office, “on the city of Chicago. Against American citizens?”

“Sir, I can explain—”

“I don’t recall approving such an operation, Drydan.”

“Sir, we were keeping it compartmentalized—”

“Don’t feed me that,” the president snarled. “You kept it from me because you knew I wouldn’t approve! There were armored vehicles with fifty-caliber machine guns!” he shouted. “Two dozen corpses littering the streets. An entire apartment complex brought to the ground in a smoking, flaming ruin!”

“Sir?” Willoughby asked. “Where are you getting this from?” The secretary of defense shifted uncomfortably behind the desk. The president was asking him questions he didn’t even know the answers to. How was the information getting to him already? The three in his office were the only ones with the need to know.

The president looked at them with a crooked smile.

“You haven’t heard?” he asked. “There’s a new broadcast going over long-range radio. From what I hear, ham operators all over the country are picking it up. Don’t tell me you didn’t hear about this.” He said the words with a sort of mocking humor and Willoughby could feel his cheeks flush. “Secret Service hooked my comm station up to the channels two hours ago.” His face hardened as he glowered at the secretary of defense. “Some very interesting stories coming out of Chicago,” he said. “Maybe you want to come listen.”

“Sir, I—”

“Armored cars. Fifty-caliber heavy machine guns. Rocket launchers. Against our own people?”

“Mr. President,” Willoughby started again.

“You’re lucky I don’t have the Secret Service arrest you.” He started stepping back out into the hallway, then paused for a moment, looking back into the office. “You have an hour to come up with a satisfactory explanation. I expect you in my office. Alone.”

“As you wish,” Willoughby replied with a curt nod, picking the pencil up from his desk. The president closed the door behind him, and the secretary of defense squeezed his fist around the narrow pencil. It cracked loudly in the quiet room, snapping within his grip. Corvan gave him a hard look.

“He’s unstable,” Corvan said quietly. “He can’t adapt to what the world is becoming.”

Willoughby nodded.

“Something needs to be done,” he said quietly. “Something needs to be done soon.”
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Somewhere in Oklahoma

Joel touched his fingers to the slender Marlboro extending from his lips and slipped it free, letting a cloud of smoke puff from the corner of his mouth.

“You’re unbelievable,” Helen said, shaking her head. “You almost died last night.”

“Haven’t you seen those old movies?” Joel asked. “The guy always gets a cigarette before the firing squad. I figure I’m due.”

Horse hooves thumped lazily on the hard ground as they emerged from a thicket of trees, venturing out onto the narrow trail as it crested the hill. Dawn had arrived and the sky was brightening above the clouds, spreading a pale, chalky hue on the world ahead of them. Fog rose from the grass and trees, almost like low cloud cover, the thick, gray fingers of mist extending over the grass, rocks, and through the trunks of scattered trees. Helen and Joel didn’t have much visibility in the direction they were going, but they continued to follow the path as it wound through the Oklahoma hills.

Tugging the reins gently, Joel guided Dirtbag to a stop and glanced over his shoulder, closing his eyes to listen for any signs of engine sounds. A few times throughout the night he thought he’d heard the ominous growl of approaching engines, but they’d faded, and it had been at least three or four hours since he’d heard them at all.

If anyone from the old mining town was following them, they were doing it on foot, and they would outrun them with no problems at all.

“Horses are tired,” Helen said, her voice soft and strained.

“I’m pretty beat myself,” Joel replied. He pressed a hand to his injured shoulder and stretched it slightly, rotating it stiffly from on top of his horse. Looking out over the hills, they could see the path running down the back side of the steep slope they’d climbed, trees growing thinner and more spread out as it went farther down the mountain. Through the low cover of fog, Joel thought he could see the vague outlines of buildings, old shingled roofs, last-century architecture marking the border of some small town stationed in the shadows of the mountains.

“There’s a town down there,” Joel said.

“What are we waiting for?” Helen asked, and jerked Maggie’s reins, encouraging her to continue down the slope at a somewhat accelerated trot. Joel opened his mouth to protest, but then shook his head and coaxed the brown horse along. There was a soft, metallic jingle, and he yanked Dirtbag into a halt, pulling him up and to the right so he could look back the way they’d come.

He smiled a narrow, thin-lipped smile.

The abandoned, fur-matted dog they’d met in the clearing the previous night pawed its way out of the trees, the collar clinking softly as it moved. Its dark eyes looked at him warily, as if frightened that it had been caught doing something bad, ears flattening slightly as Joel looked at it.

“Come on, boy,” Joel said, jerking his head and touching the brown horse’s ribs with his heel to ease it back into a forward trot. The dog’s ears twitched upright and it picked up its pace, running slowly along the side of the path, jogging in the horse’s shadow. Helen was a short distance ahead and didn’t hear the collar, still facing forward as the fog started to thin on their approach.

Coming up on Helen’s flank, Joel looked toward the north and saw the thick fog curling slightly around a strange-looking object protruding from the ground, rising up above the roofs of the surrounding structures. His eyes narrowed as he tried to translate the shape of the strange white formation, its angled outline splitting the fog.

They rode down through the fog as the path leveled out, heading toward another rocky ledge. The dirt path angled to the right, moving along the edge of the mountain slope, then dipped down again as it made its way down the final length toward the town. Up ahead Helen’s horse whinnied, and she pulled it to a stop, the hooves thumping as it reached the uneven edge of the rock.

“No,” Joel heard her whisper and he encouraged his horse to pick up its pace. There was a tall row of trees blocking his view of the town below, but from where Helen stood, she appeared to have clear visibility down below the fog.

Dirtbag clomped up next to his sister and snorted, Joel tugging the reins as he looked down into the valley. He closed his eyes and lowered his chin, shaking his head softly.

The town at the base of the mountain was like any other rural town, its entire identity condensed onto a single main street running east to west through the collection of old buildings. Joel could almost picture it in his mind. The small brick schoolhouse. The old white church, pristine siding, the tall wooden steeple the showcase of the entire village. A grass-covered green ringed by stone fencing. The small general store, possibly with attached gas pumps unless the citizens were willing to travel thirty miles west to get their fuel.

Rolling green hills to the north, a small residential area peppered with farms farther east. 

He had to picture it in his mind, because the town they looked down upon barely resembled anything beyond a blackened, ruined graveyard, burned-out houses acting as tombstones.

The plane had gone down hard and fast, and Joel could see the initial impact crater, a charred and glass-covered smear that looked small from where they stood, but was likely several hundred yards in diameter. Scorch marks rippled out from the initial point of impact and spots of grass and houses were still blackened by the jet fuel and fire that likely resulted.

From the impact crater, the plane evidently tumbled westward along the main street, trailing debris and flaming wreckage along the way. Joel could see the remains of the church he’d pictured in his head, the steeple sheared off near the base, a wide, gaping hole where the east-facing wall used to be. Other structures were flattened completely, little more than scattered detritus, bent, twisted, and the color of charcoal. Near the western edge of the main street where the plane had gone tumbling and twisting, the wreckage remained, its tail snapped and extending into the air, the strange shape peering up through the fog that Joel had seen a few moments before.

Both wings were ripped from the fuselage and the main body of the aircraft itself had been shredded and peeled back as if wound from the top of a sardine can. Even from that distance, Joel could see the spray of aircraft seats and he knew there were likely people still strapped into those seats, though mercifully he couldn’t see them in great detail.

Almost the entire main drag of the small town below had been destroyed by the plane. A few scattered buildings were standing, but even the ones still standing had siding ripped free or shingles torn off, many of them charred black and still smoldering, thin tails of smoke rising from what remained.

For some reason the sight hit Joel like a punch in the gut. They’d seen many terrible things during their time on the road, and even before, when the hurricane had descended upon South Brisbane, Louisiana. But this was the first time Joel could remember when they’d seen almost an entire town, or the center of it anyway, wrecked by an aircraft crash.

“Tulsa,” Helen said softly.

“What?” Joel asked, turning to look at her.

She had a vague look on her face, a sort of blank, empty stare, her head slightly tilted to one side as she cast a vacant glance over the horizon.

“I think it was going to Tulsa. The plane.”

“Maybe it was,” Joel agreed.

“They were right in the flight path. I bet they heard a hundred planes fly overhead every single day.”

Above the clouds, the sky blistered with pulsing electricity.

“They never saw it coming,” she said. Her voice was quiet and straightforward, with no inflection or emotion. As if her mind wasn’t allowing her to process the vision emotionally, only as a matter of fact.

There was a soft metal jingling and Helen whirled around on the back of Maggie, looking over toward the ground. The dog sat there, tilting its head and looking at her, its tongue thrust out through a corner of its mouth.

“He followed us,” she said, a strange, innocent brightness coming to her eyes, the smallest sliver of childish purity amid the rotted and mottled backdrop of what the world had become.

She hopped down from the horse and crouched by the dog, putting both hands on its eager head. She ruffled its fur, messing it up even more than it was and the formerly skittish dog pressed the crown of his head harder into her palms, tilting slightly, letting her have her way with his ears and his neck.

Joel’s mouth creased in a soft, wistful smile, a smile revealing hints of a happier past. He pulled his eyes away from the wreckage of the town, allowing himself to enjoy the innocence of a young girl petting a dog and letting nothing else get in the way.
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Old Mining Town

Somewhere in Oklahoma

The sun had risen, though just barely, and the clearing of the old mining village was hued in a faded eggshell, the beige light of early morning sun filtered through the clouds and scattered webs of lightning.

Ali took a long, tired stride forward, pushing the branches of one of the trees away and venturing out into the clearing. He came out just left of the weapons shack, which was still pockmarked and pummeled from where the rounds had struck as the villagers fired upon Joel and Helen and killed Steve where he stood.

“Ali!” a voice cried out and he turned to look, seeing Lynn and Fannie approach. “We had no idea what happened to you all,” Lynn said, slowing as he approached Ali, trying to catch his breath. He stood, bringing himself to his full, almost seven foot height and looked out over Ali’s left shoulder into the trees.

“Where are Edgar and Gordon? The others?”

“Dead,” Ali replied flatly. “All of them. Dead.”

“What?” Fannie gasped, putting a hand to her mouth. “What happened?”

Ali’s eyes narrowed and he continued walking, pushing past them, walking into the clearing. Two other men approached, and he turned toward them.

“Fill up two cans with gas. I tried to chase them down on the ATV, but I ran out of fuel. I had to abandon it and walk all the way back here. We need to go back into the woods with some gas so we can get the ATVs back.”

“Ali,” Lynn said, putting a hand on his shoulder. “What happened?”

Ali whirled toward him, fists clenched, looking as if he were about to strike. But he collected himself halfway through his turn, clenching his teeth then relaxing.

“He’s a savage,” Ali hissed. “Killed four of our men. Him and his little witch girl. I saw him wrap his legs around Gordon’s neck and snap it like a twig. Animal.”

“What about the others?” Lynn asked.

“Shot. All of them. I thought Edgar was going to make it—he was shot as they ran away, hit in the stomach. It was bleeding, but didn’t seem that bad. But after I ran out of gas, by the time I came back through, he was dead. And they escaped on horseback.”

Lynn shook his head.

“This guy,” he said. “How many is that? Ten of ours?”

“Too many,” Ali replied.

“And he’s just going to walk away,” Lynn said.

Ali turned toward him, eyes narrowed and chin set.

“Like hell he is. He’s not going to walk away from anything.”

“You said he escaped on horseback,” Lynn said. “How do we know where he went?”

“We’re going to keep looking,” Ali replied. “They can only go so far in a day. Horses get tired. ATVs do not.”

Lynn’s lips shifted slightly and he smirked, closing both of his thick fists.

“I like the way you think.”

“We’re going to gas up those ATVs and get them back here, and then we’re going to plan our search. We’re not done with them yet.”




Chapter 24

Somewhere in Montana

The door banged open and Laura jolted awake, starting to sit up before the chains grabbed hold and pulled taut, yanking her back down to the bed. She grunted in pain as her shoulders jerked. Across the room she could see Jack stirring as well, his voice low and pained as he rolled over.

“Good morning,” Myles said, his face split into a wide grin. Laura looked at him cautiously, unsure of how to take his apparent joviality. “Time to get up.” He looked over at Jack. “I need your help, tough guy.”

Jack groaned softly and rolled over and Laura gasped. His face was crusted with dried blood and she could still see at least three fragments of glass embedded in the flesh of his cheek and along his jawline from where Myles had struck him with the framed photograph during the night.

“Ohh, that looks like it hurts,” Myles said, stepping towards him.

“Get away from me,” Jack mumbled, trying to shuffle back on the bed, unable to move fast enough with his arms shackled.

“I’m just trying to help,” Myles replied. “No need to be ungrateful.”

“You did this to me, you sicko,” Jack growled, but he couldn’t move any farther away, and Myles came closer, bending over the bed, reaching for Jack’s face. Jack started to twist away, but Myles grasped his shoulder with a firm hand, holding him in place. Bruiser uttered a low, angry growl from within the crate on the floor, glaring up at the man in the park ranger uniform. Myles reached his fingers up and pinched one of the larger chunks of jagged glass extended out of Jack’s cheek. He squeezed and pulled, slipping the sharpened glass free of the skin, a fresh trickle of blood welling from the open wound.

Jack gritted his teeth, trying not to scream as Myles tossed the glass onto the floor. He reached back and pried another jagged piece free, repeating the process for the last two visible pieces. Judging by the amount of dried blood, Laura suspected that there were many smaller pieces of glass embedded in Jack’s face. It occurred to her that without medical attention those loose pieces of small glass could potentially cause a lethal infection, which ignited a bright flare of concern in her gut.

Myles patted Jack on the shoulder and leaned past him, reaching down behind him.

“Now hold still,” he said. “I need to remove your chains so you can help. Plus, we should give your little girlfriend a bit of privacy.” He glanced over and looked at the bucket. “She seems a bit too shy to use the facilities with you in here with her.”

There was a metallic clatter from behind Jack as Myles unlocked the chains and pulled them free, bunching up the metal links and setting them on the bed, then reaching into his hip holster and slipping out a Glock, pointing the barrel at Jack’s face.

“Stand up nice and slow,” he ordered, his light humor quickly fading. Jack did as he was told, easing himself from the bed, touching his raw and injured face with two fingers. Jack advanced slowly through the room, glancing back at Laura, who nodded, giving him a reassuring look. Bruiser whined softly as Jack walked past, but Jack paid no attention, slipping through the door and out into the next room, closing it softly behind him.

“Aren’t you worried he’ll try to escape?” Laura asked as Myles turned toward her.

“And leave you here? He’s made of better stuff than that.”

“How do you know?” Laura asked.

“I’m an excellent judge of character,” Myles replied, stepping closer to Laura. He bent past her, jingling his keys in one hand while the other still firmly held the Glock.

“I don’t buy that,” Laura replied. “You’re wrong about us. We’re not frivolous lovebirds just looking for the next roof over our heads. We have family just like you.”

Laura felt a tight tug and twist of her wrists and gasped in surprise and pain.

“Do not presume to know anything about my family,” he hissed, pulling her chains tighter behind her. Any hint of previous humor was gone as if hacked away by a hatchet. She could feel his hot breath on the back of her neck. “Never, ever mention them again.” 

She nodded stiffly.

She felt more twisting and yanking from her wrists and heard the light clatter of a key in a lock. The chains released their pressure, her wrists feeling a sudden swell of relief from the metal binds, her muscles immediately relaxing.

Myles stepped back and lifted the pistol, pointing it at her.

“No funny business,” he said. “I’m going to give you some privacy and Jackie boy is going to help me get our meals ready for the day. We’re in the middle of nowhere and I’ve got your supplies stashed away. Even if you overpower me, you’ll never make it out of these woods alive, understand me?”

Laura nodded.

“Why are you doing this?” she asked. “I don’t understand.”

“You don’t need to understand,” Myles replied, his voice a bit softer and more vacant. “You wouldn’t understand even if I told you.”

“Try me,” she replied, trying to sound empathetic even though the man frightened her.

He paused while walking toward the door, but didn’t look back at her.

“You live your life surrounded by the playful noise of children. Surrounded by family. Sure, every once in a while, you yearn for some quiet and some solitude, but you don’t realize just how deep and all-consuming quiet can be when you know you’ll never hear those noises again.”

Laura sat on the edge of the bed, looking at his back, her mind in full-blown conflict between sympathy and anger.

“I used to spend the night up here once in a while,” he continued. “I’d tell Sissy it was because of work, but really, sometimes I just needed the peace and quiet. To be surrounded by nature. It recharged the batteries, you know?”

“I understand,” she replied. “I used to take weekends off and come out to the wilderness for the same reason.”

“But it’s different now,” Myles continued, showing no signs of hearing her. “The thought that, even if I wanted to, I can’t go back to them. It makes everything somehow even quieter. Too much time for introspection. For thinking about what I lost. What I gave away.”

“You need human interaction,” Laura said. “It’s understandable.”

She could see him flex and relax his fist as he stood there, the knuckles of his other hand tightening around the handle of the pistol.

“You know, you don’t have to lock us up for that,” she said quietly. “We can all be friends. Without the chains and locked doors.”

Myles turned slightly at the thought and she saw just a hint of a narrowed, mistrustful glare.

“I’m giving you your privacy,” he said. “Don’t get greedy.”

She opened her mouth to reply, but he stepped forward, through the door, letting it bang behind him. She heard the distinct metal snick of a deadbolt latching in place and then she was alone with Bruiser and her bucket, and things seemed very dark indeed.

#
[image: image]


The Stronghold

Chicago, Illinois

“Keep searching,” Captain Lancaster ordered, the young man looking at him through his dirt and soot-covered goggles, a charcoal dusting of dirt across the bottom half of his face.

“Sir, we’ve been digging for six hours,” the young man said.

“Keep looking,” Lancaster ordered, his jaw clenching. Secretary of Defense Willoughby had made it very clear that he wouldn’t consider the matter closed until he was provided proof of the woman’s death. Proof that they had, so far, been unable to obtain.

The buildings once known as The Stronghold lay in mostly smoldering ruin ahead of them, the main compound smashed by rockets and high-powered machine guns, the supporting wall broken apart, bringing down the majority of the front face of the three-story structure. Corridors and rooms were exposed, most of the front half of the building sheared away as if cut by a god-sized scythe in a fit of clumsy rage. The smaller building to the left was punched clean through. Massive holes in the front wall led to a gaping exit wound which had strewn rubble for several hundred yards in a wide circular pool around the back half, leaking into the courtyard where they’d set up a hydroponic garden and fire pit for food preparation.

There was a smaller building mostly intact on the right, though a fire team had charged through it, clearing it out with an aggressive barrage of small arms fire and M249 Squad automatic weapons, reducing any resistance to lifeless flesh and bone. Several of the citizens within the Stronghold had offered surrender and each one of them had been denied it. To that point they had not found any survivors amidst the ruined buildings.

The dirt-covered young man nodded and broke away, trotting back toward the wreckage, shouting to the others that their orders were clear. Keep digging and keep searching. No other outcome was acceptable.

Something moved at the corner of Lancaster’s eye and he turned, seeing Bruce Foster approach. His face was pale and gaunt, and he looked decidedly uncomfortable with the carnage and destruction on display before him.

“Did—did you find them?” he asked, his voice croaking.

“Not yet,” Lancaster replied, feeling no sympathy for the man who had betrayed his friends and caused a hundred deaths. “But we will.”

The sky above them was a strange mixture of gray and blue, the swirling clouds masking the fractured lightning. A particularly bright strobe formed on the western edge of the clouds and Lancaster watched it with interest.

He’d noticed the disturbance the night before, ragged, vibrant blue spears of lightning charging into the city buildings, breaking away from the atmosphere with swift and devastating effect. It was an unusual phenomenon, one that he had not seen in the previous three weeks, and he made a mental note to talk to the secretary of defense about it after it was all over. The lightning had been constant since the disaster first struck, and if that lightning was going to start raining earthward, that could change everything.

“So, what happens next?” Bruce asked.

“With what?”

“With me, with this group—with anything.”

“You’re free to go,” Lancaster said, looking at him. “Just as we promised.”

Bruce’s head swiveled left and right, looking at the wrecked and smoking remains of the building he’d called home for the past few weeks. Prior to moving to the Stronghold, he’d stayed in his old apartment, dark and cold, and had been swiftly running out of food or supplies. He’d never been a big fan of the folks running the Stronghold, but he wasn’t naive enough to think that he could have survived the last few weeks without them.

“I—” he said, stammering slightly, “I don’t have anywhere to go.”

Lancaster shrugged.

“That’s not my problem, Mr. Foster,” he said. “We did what you asked.”

“You were supposed to take over the Stronghold, not destroy it!”

Lancaster glowered at him.

“We made no such promises,” he said flatly. “You told us where to find it, and we found it. We promised nothing beyond that. You are on your own, Mr. Foster. I hope you’re resourceful.”

Bruce opened his mouth to protest, but Lancaster gestured to two other men in camouflage.

“Get him out of my sight. Escort him beyond the perimeter and let him go. He’s served his usefulness.”

“Wait!” Bruce shouted. “I have no food! No water! I won’t survive a week without—”

“You should have thought of that before selling your friends down the river,” Lancaster replied, cutting him off. Two men in camouflage emerged on each side of Bruce, clamping his arms in their tight grasps. They dragged him away, his voice growing fainter as he shouted protests until Lancaster could no longer hear him above the sounds of soldiers digging through the wreckage.

“Good riddance,” he said quietly. As he watched the bright spot of the morning clouds, there was a slight swirl of motion there and a thick bolt of light burst free, jolting down through the Chicago sky before vanishing beyond the buildings. For one brief moment the entire horizon was awash with the flash of lightning, then drifted into darkness again.

Somewhere in the distance, someone screamed.
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Shawna groped along the hard concrete, her fingers splayed and searching for what she knew was there. They were swallowed by an all-consuming darkness, the basement drenched in pure black, a curtain so thick she couldn’t even see in front of her face.

Finally, her fingers touched the metal cylinder and she lifted it from the storage shelf, her thumb finding the rubberized button. She pressed it and the mag light blinked to life, a white spear of light cutting through the pervasive darkness, sending a strobe along the walls and shelves of the basement storage room.

“Is there anything left down here?” Tristan asked as the sphere of light played along the metal and wood shelves, revealing some boxes, bottles, jars, and other items.

“We were playing it careful with the food stores,” Shawna replied. “Relying more on the garden and military rations. There should still be quite a bit of boxed and canned food down here. Gallons of water, too.”

“How long has all of this been here?” Selanda asked, walking toward one of the shelves and touching a box of salted crackers.

“Some of it longer than others,” Shawna replied. “For a while, my ex-boyfriend and I were taking items left behind by tenants who skipped out on rent or got arrested—even a couple who were on the wrong end of some gang violence. You’d be amazed by what we found in people’s apartments. Some of it came in very handy over the past few weeks, but we tried to stay away from too much salt, because it made people thirsty and we weren’t sure how much water we were going to have.”

“Plenty of canned fruit, meat, and stews,” Tristan said, gesturing towards a spot on the shelves where several cans were stored. 

“Water in the corner, too,” Shawna said, moving the pale beam of light towards a previously dark corner, revealing several gallon jugs.

“So, how long can we stay down here?” Selanda asked.

“Realistically?” Shawna replied. “Maybe a week? Two if we ration ourselves very carefully.”

“They’re going to be looking for us,” Selanda said, looking back towards the door leading to the stairs where she knew rubble was now piled instead. “They’re—I think they’re looking for me.”

“You?” Shawna asked.

“Remember, your surveillance group saved me from what looked to be a kill team. A group of soldiers who were after me.”

“Do you know why they would be after you?” Tristan asked.

“They think I know something,” she replied. “Something about what happened to Atlas-One. What’s happened to the world.”

“They think you know something?”

Selanda lowered her head, letting her eyes drift closed.

“I do know something,” she replied quietly. “At least, I believe I do.”

“What’s that?” Shawna asked, suddenly interested by that line of conversation.

“Atlas-One didn’t crash in an accident,” Selanda replied. “It was sabotaged. And whatever they did to sabotage it likely caused everything else that’s happened in the last few weeks. Whether they meant to or not, people working alongside Eagle Atmospheric and its CEO, Edmond Gossett, likely caused the end of humanity as we know it.”

Tristan and Shawna exchanged a glance, both of them looking uncertain about Selanda’s revelation.

“Are you sure about that?” Shawna finally asked, the flashlight illuminating Selanda’s narrow figure.

“I wish I wasn’t,” she replied. “Maybe that would alleviate some of the guilt I feel about what’s happened.”

“Guilt over what?” Tristan asked. “Lady, none of this is your fault. If anything, it’s the people who did this to you.”

“Does that really matter in the grand scheme of things? If it weren’t for Atlas-One, if it weren’t for Atlas in the first place, none of this would ever have happened.”

“That’s bull,” Tristan replied. “If it wasn’t you, it would have been someone else. You can’t take responsibility for this. Those who are responsible will face the ultimate judgement when God comes—”

He was interrupted by a soft scratching sound, the almost silent squelch of static and what appeared to be a quiet voice, all coming in quick succession.

“Shhh,” Shawna warned, holding up her free hand. “Did you hear that?”

“I heard something,” Selanda replied. “I definitely heard something.”

“Over here,” Shawna said, walking along one wall toward another dark corner of the basement, one she had not visited often. The voices grew louder, though they were almost overrun by static.

“Here!” Tristan said, angling left, pointing toward a small box that had been caught in the backsplash of Shawna’s light. “It’s a radio,” he said. “Some old ham radio or something.” Shawna adjusted the path of the flashlight and they could see it, an old brushed-metal box with several dials and switches and a long antenna extended from the top, canted slightly left. It was a battery-powered device, the sound scratchy and almost inaudible, but definitely coming through the speakers.

“Turn it up,” Selanda said, joining the two of them, but Tristan was already making his way toward the larger dial on the right, slowly twisting it to turn up the sound.

“—repeat,” the scratchy voice said, “this is Stone Sword radio, the exclusive emergency broadcast of Armageddon.” Everyone looked at each other in curiosity and wonder. “This is the show the authorities don’t want you to hear.”

The three of them stepped back, looking at the radio.

“What batteries does this take?” Shawna asked, looking at Tristan. He bent over and examined a door at the rear of the device.

“C-cell, looks like,” he replied.

“First order of business,” Shawna declared, “we search this basement and find all the C-cell batteries we can.”

“This signal is coming to you from somewhere in America, but we have eyes and ears everywhere. It’s taken some time to get things going. But take my word for it, things are going now.”

The voice stopped speaking for a second and for one heart-stopping moment, Shawna thought perhaps they’d lost the signal.

“We have an organization,” the voice continued. “We are Stone Sword, a national group, and we are working together to rebuild this fine nation. Forces in DC and beyond don’t want us to do this. They have their reasons to keep the public under their thumb, but we don’t accept that.”

The voice choked off into static, getting slightly more garbled.

“Eyes and ears from all over the country are reporting martial law. Rumors from the streets of Chicago say a full-blown military assault on American civilians has possibly taken hundreds of lives.”

Shawna’s eyes widened and she exchanged another look with both Tristan and Selanda, a look of not just curiosity, but of something else. Something like hope.

“Chicago is not an isolated event. Seattle. New Orleans. Indianapolis. Washington, DC. Violence is erupting across our nation and blood is running in the streets. The men in Washington want it to be our blood. Your blood. Unless we work together, they will get their wish.”

Tristan reached into his pocket and removed his Bible, holding it tight in both hands as they listened.

“Hope is not lost,” the voice continued. “There are many more just like us. Stone Sword is thousands strong, from all over the country!”

Shawna felt a swell of hope and pride in her chest, a feeling that, for perhaps the first time, her small group of friends was not alone.

“We must stand up against the oppression of martial law. We will not let them take our guns, we will not let them take our freedom. We will not let them march over our broken bones on their mission of conquest. We will rebuild. We will stand strong. We are Stone Sword, and for as long as injustice continues, we will broadcast this signal across all available channels. Let them try and stop us.”

The radio crackled with another quiet hiss of static, then faded into nothing, leaving the three of them standing in the relative darkness, surrounded by a strange mixture of confusion, anticipation, and a quiet but rising sense of optimism.

“What do you think it means?” Tristan asked quietly.

“I think it means we need to figure out where those Stone Sword people are and what they’re up to,” Shawna replied. “Especially if Selanda is a target as she believes she is, and especially if she knows something about what happened.”

“I don’t know,” Selanda replied. “These Stone Sword guys could just have stumbled upon some big radio tower and decided to play a prank on everyone. How do we know? How could we know?”

“What other options do we have?” Shawna asked. “The Stronghold’s been destroyed. All of our friends are likely dead. The supplies in the basement will last us a week at best, which is about how long it will probably take to dig our way out. We’re all out of other options.”

Selanda crossed her arms over her chest and nodded softly.

“Agreed,” she said. “So, we dig out and hit the streets.  See what we can find out.”

Tristan smiled, nodding in agreement, his fingers gently squeezing the treasured book at his waist. There was hope, and hope was good.

But part of him couldn’t stop seeing an image in his head. The image of the sword of God as it lanced through the clouds and struck the city, showering sparks and debris into the air. He wasn’t sure if that was an isolated incident or a sign of things to come, but regardless, he suspected any trip to Wyoming was going to be fraught with fresh challenges. Challenges beyond men and guns.

Challenges from the heavens themselves. He decided not to tell the others what he’d seen. At least not yet. Hope filled the dark air of the basement and he had no desire to bring that down. After all, hope was just about all they had, and it was in dreadfully short supply.

–––––––– 



Epilogue

Somewhere West of Malcolm, Wyoming

It had taken the man far too long to get from Seattle to Wyoming, and every hundred miles he traveled increased his rage and determination to accomplish the mission Corvan had sent him on.

He’d visited Laura Park’s brownstone but found it empty, spending hours poring through her personal belongings in an attempt to find some hint of where she might have gone. He’d found an address—her sister’s address, and it had been recently written down, so it seemed like the most obvious place to go next.

But these days one didn’t just hop a plane from Seattle to Cheyenne. Things weren’t nearly that easy. A few stolen cars, some siphoned gas, and many dozen miles walked, and the man from Washington crept along the trees just south of the farm that matched the address found in Laura’s home.

Every window was dark. He’d passed many darkened windows during his trek, but he’d also seen many others, softly alight with the flicker of candles. The farmhouse had none of that. There were no cars in the driveway, no sign of animals in their pens, and he could feel the quiet desolation of the place as he ventured from the trees, approaching the house in a low, bent-knee walk. Slipping the silenced pistol from a holster at his hip, he slunk through the rungs of a fence, emerging into a pasture where no horses trotted. There was a large white barn to the left and he made his way there first, crossing the long, untamed grass, slipping through more rungs of fencing, then approaching the sliding barn door.

Quietly he nudged the door aside and made his way in, removing a small flashlight from another loop on his belt and snapping it on, spreading the light back and forth within the dimly lit barn.

No animals there either. Pigpens and chicken coops were empty and a set of six stable stalls stood just as empty as the rest of the barn. His quick trip through the barn did little to alleviate his sense of isolation and the feeling that the farm was just as empty as the trees beyond it. 

Still, he exited the barn, his boots walking softly on the packed hay, and moved back across the side yard toward the house itself. The door was locked, but easy enough to break into, and within moments, he’d opened it and ventured into the mudroom. There were no shoes or boots there at all, no jackets or sweatshirts. Once again, no sign of anyone inside.

Crossing through the near corner of the empty living room he made his way toward the kitchen, walking through a narrow opening out onto the smooth linoleum floor, his pistol lifted and slowly moving back and forth, just in case. He checked the cabinets, the pantry, and the refrigerator.

Empty. All of it.

Whoever had lived here was no longer present. They’d moved on to bigger and better things and had taken all of their supplies with them. The cupboards were bare, so to speak. Figuratively and literally.

His gloved hand tightened around the pistol. Dressed all in black from neck to feet, the slender, muscular man was almost lost against the darkness inside the house as he moved from room to room, using the flashlight to guide his way, pausing from time to time to check drawers and closets.

Everyone was gone. He wondered if Laura Park knew that or not, or if she might try and come here anyway. Would it be worth waiting? It had taken him a long time to make the trip. Perhaps Laura had beaten him here and left with them to wherever they went?

There were too many questions. Too many unknowns. A series of frustrating mysteries, one stacked upon another.

He was a man who liked organization. Order. Clear-cut rules and regulations. It seemed as though none of that existed anymore, and as a result, he was perpetually on the edge, rage and fury just a breath away, as the normally rock-solid foundation he walked upon became more fragile and precarious with each passing day.

He walked slowly back into the kitchen, the beam of light catching on the refrigerator. Several items were held in place by magnets—some small pads of paper, a couple of business cards, and other things. No family photos or personal belongings that he could see, just more items that were packed away and carried with them wherever they—

Something caught his eye.

There was a larger magnet on the refrigerator, a magnet with a large, block-lettered logo above an ornate emblem of an angled shield with a crossing sword.

Stepping forward, he shone the light on the magnet, looking at the words with careful curiosity.

Camp Stone Sword

Survivalist Training Ground

Do you have what it takes?

There was a phone number and an address on the magnet and the man in black looked at the information there carefully. He didn’t know Wyoming well, so he didn’t immediately recognize the town name, but the words Survivalist Training Ground stood out to him as if backlit by strobing lights.

A survivalist training ground would be just the place he’d consider going if the end of the world was nigh. Would Laura’s sister do the same?

Would Laura?

It certainly seemed to be worth further exploration.

He lifted his hand, placing the magnet back on the refrigerator, his steel eyes looking long and hard at the address, committing it to memory.

Survivalist training ground.  He would have to go there eventually.  But first he’d stay here for a few days, watch the property, see who, if anyone, goes in and out.  He’d make the trip to Stone Sword soon, he’d have to or Corvan would send someone after him.

But for now, he’d stick around and do some surveillance.  After all, the world was nearing its end.  He had all the time he needed,

She’d be here soon enough, he suspected, if she hadn’t come already. And then he’d finish his mission and maybe once again, some sense of order would be restored.

Sliding his pistol back into his holster, the man in black walked down the hallway toward the bedrooms, stretching his muscular arms over his head. His trip had been long and his legs were tired. There was still much to do, and a long way to go, but he knew what came next, and whatever happened, he would be ready.
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Author Notes

As I write this, the world feels like a very different place than it was when I began writing this book, but I remain thankful for my readers and thankful that I have a way to escape from reality, if only for a few moments.

Writing in this genre has become a fascinating experiment as we face the realities of the world, and I truly hope you readers are finding your own escape within these pages.

So we stand here at book four of Storm’s Fury, a series that I don’t really have an ending in mind for as of yet.  I find that both liberating and frightening, as these characters evolve and as I grow more and more attached to them.  As I’m sure you’ve all noticed, the cast is getting larger and the scope is getting greater, which has provided its own unique share of challenges, but I hope they are challenges that I’ve met.  The beta readers certainly seem to think so.

Book three of Storm’s Fury was one of my favorite books that I’ve ever written, and I tried to follow it up with more of the same in book four and I think I have.  I do want to point out that I’m taking a few minor creative freedoms with some of the locations as we traverse throughout this universe.  Yes, I want to stay true to reality, but there are times when story dictates a minor deviation from reality, as long as it’s not so stark it pulls people out of the story.

As long as I do my job, most of you won’t notice.  And those of you who do, hopefully you won’t mind.  Joel and Helen continue to be the lynchpins of the story, though the moons around their orbit grow larger and more significant by the day, a fact that I love.  Characters initially planned to be for support only manage to mature before my eyes as well as yours, and it’s one of my favorite things about being a writer.

Anyway.  Four books in the can, I honestly can’t tell you how many are left.  Safe to say, we won’t be ending at six.

Thank you all.  Stay healthy, stay safe, and please keep reading!

Justin Bell

cover.jpeg
BOOK 4

BOOK 3
BOOK 2
BOOK 1

JJAWS OF DEATH h
PRESENT DANGERS
WIND SHEAR
STORM:S FURY

e e jee—





images/00002.jpeg





images/00001.jpeg





images/00004.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg





images/00006.jpeg





images/00005.jpeg





images/00008.jpeg





images/00007.jpeg






