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FOREWORD
 
 Madness is a general term used to describe a wide spectrum of abnormal behaviors, some dangerous, others that might even be considered colorful. Regardless of whether a person is hearing the voices of demons or going out on neighborhood watch wearing Spiderman underwear, insanity threatens to suppress rational thought in favor of the absurd. 
 Primitive cultures sought their own cures, the most popular of which involved boring holes in the heads of those afflicted to allow devils to escape. Greeks claimed that an excess of black bile was the underlying cause of irrational behavior. The Romans recognized that the mentally ill possessed non compos mentis, that is, “no power of mind.” However, it wasn’t until the eighteenth century that Europe’s civilizations truly recognized insanity as a medical condition, warranting seclusion and care in special asylums. 
 Medical experts believe that insanity can be caused by a host of different factors. Biological causes include nerve cell malfunctions, genetics, infections, injury, and toxins, to name but a few. Psychological factors might include severe emotional trauma, the loss of a loved one, or neglect. Environmental stressors can also trigger mental illness, perhaps rooted in a dysfunctional family life, low self-esteem, pressures from societal expectations, or substance abuse. Regardless of the cause, the results are often the same—a partial or complete withdrawal from reality. 
 Powerful nobility seem particularly susceptible to such afflictions. Some of the most noteworthy examples include King Charles VI who was convinced he was made of glass and Emperor Justin II who insisted he be wheeled around on a mobile throne while trying to bite his servants. Such leaders rarely had a peaceful exit from this world. Emperor Caligula, arguably the craziest of them all, was murdered by his own guard and left in the street for dogs to eat. Prince Sado, a Korean prince who murdered and raped his subjects on a whim, was nailed inside a rice chest by his father. And King Ludwig II, who spent his country’s riches building fairytale castles, was found floating face down in his own pond.
 Neither have modern civilizations escaped the painful influence of leaders who were arguably mad. Germany’s Adolf Hitler, North Korea’s Kim Jong II, Iraq’s Saddam Hussein, Russia’s Joseph Stalin, and Cambodia’s Pol Pot might all be eligible for membership in this less than prestigious club of lunatics. When the insane take power, all those under their control must endure cruelty and injustices. It is often only through the actions of a few brave individuals that reason can once again be found. Such bold men and women act with great risk to themselves and their loved ones, but without their sacrifice, entire generations would be doomed.
 
 
 

“I am not coward, but I am so strong. It is hard to die.”
 
 Meriwether Lewis 
 
 1774-1809
 
 
 

CHAPTER

1
 For a full week, Mason mourned the death of his beloved, Ava, never once leaving his remote cabin in the Blue Ridge Mountains. He used the seclusion to reflect not only on the short time they had shared together, but also on the revenge he had exacted on those responsible. With Agent Sparks and his murderous soldiers dead, there was little vengeance left in Mason’s heart. Revenge was a fire that burned hot, but once satisfied, it quickly faded, leaving only painful memories in its wake.
 That wasn’t to say that he had forgotten about General Hood. On the contrary, Mason understood that it was his duty to ensure that General Hood and President Pike, should he be involved, paid for their deeds. Before justice could be dished out, however, there was still much to be learned.
 He had discovered from Jack Atkins, a prepper who spent much of his time on the amateur airwaves, that General Hood was currently serving as the Head of Special Operations Warfare. That meant that Hood worked closely with the highest levels of government. It also helped to explain how he might have had access to chemical weapons and tactical teams to do his bidding. What it didn’t explain was why he had ordered a sarin gas attack on the Federal Law Enforcement Training Center in Glynco, Georgia. Neither did it offer insight into why his jackbooted thugs were tracking down the late president’s daughter, Samantha Glass. Those answers would have to come from General Hood himself.
 Unfortunately, Jack had been unable to find anyone who knew of the general’s whereabouts. President Glass and other high level officials had fled Washington shortly after the Superpox-99 virus hit, and it was anyone’s guess where they had gone to ground. No one in the administration had yet to broadcast where the government was being stood back up, nor was there a good reason for them to do so. Telling a nation of needy people where their well-fed leaders were hiding was all but inviting an uprising.
 Mason’s only connections to General Hood had been Agent Sparks and the mercenary, Nakai—both now dead by his hand. Nakai had confessed that he intended to deliver a shipment of military rifles to Lenny Bruce, the leader of a large militia in Lexington, Kentucky. From Nakai’s account, it sounded as if General Hood was a traitor working against the government, but his motives remained unclear. Agent Sparks had also admitted that Hood had been behind Ava’s murder, albeit indirectly as part of their hunt for Samantha.
 Despite Mason’s many unanswered questions, the next logical step seemed rather obvious. He would need to find Lenny Bruce and convince him to shed light on his arrangement with General Hood. Perhaps Lenny could even lead him to the general or, at the very least, help to lure the man out into the open.
 While it wasn’t quite yet a plan, it was a reasonable next course of action, and for now that was enough. Mason had always believed that in the absence of a strategy, it was best to stay on the move, putting one foot in front of the other until things became clear.
 
 
 Mason awoke to the morning sun spilling in through the cabin’s bedroom windows like rays of pure gold. Bowie, his loyal Irish wolfhound, lay curled up on the floor, staring up at him with one blue eye and one brown eye. 
 “You let me sleep for a change.” 
 Bowie had a bad habit of waking Mason in the night, whining to get on the bed. Given the dog’s enormous size, however, sharing the double bed was all but impossible.
 A loud knock sounded on the cabin’s front door. 
 Before Mason could say a word, Bowie took off into the living room, barking. Mason sat up and reached for his Wilson Combat Supergrade. The worn wooden grips felt smooth, almost as if they had been molded to perfectly fit his hand. Having saved his life more times than he could count, Mason now considered the .45 caliber, semi-automatic pistol to be one of his most prized possessions. 
 He swung his feet over the edge of the bed and began to dress. Before he could finish, the knock sounded for a second time.
 “Marshal? You in there?”
 Mason recognized the voice as that of Vince Tripp, his friend and fellow lawman from the small town of Boone.
 “Give me a second,” he hollered back.
 Hearing the two men talking, Bowie stopped barking and looked back at Mason impatiently.
 “You give me a second, too.”
 Once he had his clothes on and hair generally smoothed down, Mason went into the living room and peered out through the front window. Vince and a striking young woman stood on the porch. Vince’s sheriff’s cruiser sat in the drive next to Mason’s black Ford F-150. His pistol remained holstered, and he didn’t appear to be under any duress. 
 The woman was probably close to thirty, trim, but not to the point of being scrawny. She had long red hair pulled back into a pony tail and a few freckles dotting her face. She was dressed in khaki hiking pants, a light denim shirt, and trail boots. As far as he could see, she was unarmed. 
 Mason stuck the Supergrade in the back of his waistband and eased the door open. Bowie immediately pressed his way through and began scrubbing against Vince, whining for attention.
 Vince bent over and stroked the animal’s head. 
 “You ever pet this dog, Marshal?”
 “I try not to spoil him.”
 Vince laughed and extended his hand.
 “It’s good to see you again.”
 Mason shook it and offered a friendly smile.
 “And you, my friend.” He turned to find the woman staring at him, clearly sizing him up. “Ma’am,” he said, nodding to her.
 She pressed her lips together and returned the nod.
 Mason turned back to Vince.
 “What brought you out my way?”
 Vince gave Bowie one final pat on the side before the dog took off around the cabin to relieve himself.
 “Mind if we come in?”
 Mason looked back over his shoulder as if to make sure the cabin was suitable for visitors. It looked like it always did, cozy but stout enough to take anything Mother Nature might throw at it. He swung the door open and stepped aside.
 “Make yourselves comfortable,” he said, motioning toward the couch. “Either of you want a cup of coffee?”
 Vince and the woman both nodded.
 Mason went to the kitchen, poured a pot of water into the coffee maker, and switched the unit on. It began humming as electricity flowed from a small inverter wired to a car battery sitting on the floor. 
 “I thought you had a fancification generator up here,” said Vince.
 “You mean gasification?”
 “Whatever,” he said with a chuckle. “All I know is it sure looked fancy enough.”
 “That it is, but the burn box has to be refueled each morning. The inverter here helps me to get by until I can fire it up.”
 “Lord knows we sure appreciated that little setup down in Boone. We’ve come a long way since then, aye, Marshal?”
 Mason smiled, but it quickly faded. Even the mere mention of Boone reminded him of Ava. Her passing had extinguished a light in a world that was already dangerously close to being overrun with darkness. He fought off the melancholy. The time for mourning was over. Survivors had to pick up the pieces and move ahead. There was no other way.
 “Coffee will be ready in a few,” he said. “Make yourselves at home while I get cleaned up.” It was a long drive from Boone to his cabin, so Mason figured there was no need to rush into any sort of discussion. A few minutes more probably wouldn’t make much of a difference. 
 He grabbed a set of fresh clothes and went into the cabin’s small bathroom. The shower was still hot from water in the boiler, and when he came back out, he looked and felt more like his old self. He poured everyone a cup of coffee before sitting in a rocking chair across from his guests. 
 “All right,” he said, “let’s hear it.”
 Vince blew the steam from the top of the cup and took a sip of the coffee. He pursed his lips and nodded, indicating that it met with his approval.
 “This here’s Connie West,” he said, motioning toward the young woman. “She’s come all the way down from Ashland, Kentucky.”
 Connie gave him a small smile, showing off a set of perfectly formed teeth as white as piano keys.
 “Marshal Raines.”
 “You’ve come quite a piece, Connie.”
 “I heard that Boone had somehow managed to restore law and order. I had to see it for myself.”
 “That only happened with the marshal’s help,” said Vince.
 She nodded. “Which is why I convinced Officer Tripp to drive me up to see you.” She glanced over at Vince. “He assures me that you’re the right man for the job.”
 “Ma’am, I believe I said that he was the right kind of man for the job. What the marshal does and doesn’t do is his own business.”
 “And what kind of man is that?” asked Mason.
 Before either of them could answer, Bowie bumped the door with his nose and began whining to come in. 
 “One second,” Mason said, standing up and stepping over to the door. He eased it open a few inches, and Bowie slipped in. “Be good,” he warned.
 Bowie looked up at him, tilting his head to one side.
 “You heard me,” he said, returning to his seat. 
 Bowie followed closely behind and sat next to Mason’s chair, studying their guests.
 “I believe that’s the biggest dog I’ve ever seen,” she said. 
 “Yes, and like all large creatures, he sometimes forgets his manners. If you give him any encouragement whatsoever, you’ll have a hundred and twenty pounds of smelly dog on your lap.”
 “He looks well enough behaved to me. Have you had him long?”
 Understanding that he was the topic of conversation, Bowie started to stand. Mason reached over and placed a hand on his back, and he reluctantly sat back down.
 “Not really,” he said, smoothing the dog’s fur. “I found him at a gas station not far from here, standing guard over the body of his previous owner.”
 She studied Bowie, and he studied her back. 
 “He seems very intelligent.”
 “No question there. He’s smarter than most people I know.”
 Bowie turned and licked Mason’s face.
 “He heard you,” she said with a laugh.
 “He hears everything,” he said, scrubbing under the dog’s chin. “Unfortunately, he only listens to what suits him.”
 “Like I was telling you, Miss Connie,” said Vince, “Bowie and the Marshal helped to save Boone. They’re both bona fide heroes.”
 “That’s good, because a hero is exactly what the good folks of Ashland need.”
 Mason took a long sip of his coffee before setting it on the small coffee table between them. 
 “How about you start by telling me what’s going on?” 
 She stared at her cup for a moment, choosing her words carefully.
 “We have a situation in Ashland. Something like what you faced in Boone.”
 “You’re overrun with convicts?” It wouldn’t have surprised him to hear that they were, given the countless number of prisoners who had been released when the correctional system collapsed under the strain of the Superpox-99 outbreak.
 “Exactly the opposite. We’re being terrorized by lawmen.”
 “Lawmen?”
 “A man named Joe Ward, along with his three sons.”
 Mason looked over at Vince.
 He shrugged. “Never heard of them.”
 “These men hide behind badges,” she continued, “but they’re nothing more than ruthless vigilantes.”
 “What exactly are they doing?” 
 “They came down from Portsmouth a couple of weeks ago, promising they would help to stop the violence. Everyone welcomed them with open arms because we desperately needed law and order.”
 “That’s true of most everywhere.”
 “Exactly. So as you can imagine, townspeople came out of the woodwork with grievances against their fellow survivors, thinking that justice would be done. I don’t think most people meant any harm by it. They were just looking for a way to sort out disagreements.”
 “I take it that’s not how it worked out.”
 She shook her head. “Hardly. These men acted as judge, jury, and executioner, showing little mercy to anyone brought before them.”
 Mason hesitated to draw any immediate conclusions. People had used similar words to describe him on occasion. 
 “There has to be order,” he said.
 “I wouldn’t argue that point with you, Marshal. But is cutting a man’s tongue out with a skinning knife order? What about smashing a teenage boy’s foot with a sledgehammer? Or branding a young woman for taking food from a house that she thought was empty?”
 Mason frowned.
 “I’m not talking about justice, Marshal. This is something else, something awful.”
 “Okay.”
 “Okay, what?”
 “Okay, I believe you. The question is what do you want me to do about it?”
 She turned to Vince. “You said he would help.”
 “No,” he corrected, “I said he could help.”
 She looked back at Mason. 
 “Marshal, it’s your duty to come to our aid.”
 Mason met her stare. “Miss, I can assure you that I am not a man who needs to be reminded of my duty.”
 “They’re criminals. You’re a lawman.” She left the rest unspoken.
 “That may be true, but the entire country is overrun with criminals, hundreds of thousands of them I would think. I’m not able fight every enemy or right every wrong.”
 “What are you saying? That you won’t help?” Her lightly freckled face was beginning to turn an unpleasant shade of red.
 “I didn’t say that. I was merely pointing out that a man’s duty only reaches so far.” 
 What he didn’t voice was the reason for his reluctance. He couldn’t allow anything to get in the way of finding General Hood. Every soldier knew the importance of completing one mission before taking on another. While her cause certainly seemed worthy enough, he had an even greater one already set before him.
 “You’d rather sit here in your cabin and drink coffee than rescue a town being tormented by the worst of men?”
 “I didn’t say that either.”
 A thought came to her, and with it, a grin that was anything but kind.
 “You’re afraid. That’s it, isn’t it?”
 Vince scoffed. “Ma’am—”
 Mason raised his hand. “No need.” 
 “Look,” she said, “I don’t mean to offend you. I came here to find a special kind of man. One who would stand up for those in need. The people of Boone assured me that you were that man. Were they wrong?”
 He let out a deep breath before answering.
 “I have something to see to in Lexington.”
 “Ashland is on the way,” she blurted.
 While that wasn’t entirely true, he didn’t argue the point.
 “Please, Marshal. The people of Ashland need you.”
 “Even if I come to Ashland, what exactly would you have me do to these renegade lawmen?”
 “I don’t know,” she said, wringing her hands. “Convince them to leave us alone? Maybe tell them that you’ll watch over the town? Anything to make them go away.”
 Mason studied her for a moment.
 “No,” he said, “I don’t believe that’s what you want at all.”
 “What are you talking about?” The redness began to return to her cheeks.
 “This isn’t about talking or convincing anyone of anything. You believe that if I confront these men, there’ll be bloodshed. You’re seeking revenge, Connie West.”
 “And how would you know that?”
 “Because I can see it in your eyes as clearly as I’ve seen it in my own.”
 She glared at him, but her anger slowly subsided as tears pooled in the corners of her eyes. 
 “Fine. You’re right. I do want revenge. I want it more than anything I’ve ever wanted in my entire life. And I will have it, I promise you.”
 “Why?” Before she could answer, he held up a finger. “The truth this time.”
 Rather than answer his question, Connie slowly unbuttoned her denim shirt and slid it off one shoulder. Above her left breast was a patch of flesh the size of a silver dollar, blistered and swollen, neatly burned in the shape of a five-pointed star. 
 Vince gasped. “It was you they branded.”
 “Yes,” she said, wiping at her eyes. “And I will see that they pay for what they did—not just to me, but to the others as well.” She looked at Mason and gently rubbed her fingers over the blistered flesh. “Marshal Raines, are you the kind of man to let this go unpunished?”
 Mason stared at the wound, imagining the hot iron pressed against her tender flesh as she screamed in agony. Perhaps it was true that he couldn’t right all the wrongs of the world, but some injustices could not be allowed to go unanswered.
 “All right,” he said. “Let’s go make this right.”

CHAPTER

2
 After safely delivering the children to their mothers in Salamanca, New York, Tanner and Samantha had been adopted as lifelong members of the small community of survivors. With that honor, however, came a host of duties, including running off a couple of questionable men who had been eyeing the women, retrieving gasoline from abandoned cars, fixing the pump handle on an old water well, and helping to stockpile cupboards with food left behind by neighbors who had died during the pandemic. 
 While Tanner might have been justified in blaming their stay on the string of newfound chores, the truth was that both he and Samantha quickly grew to enjoy the comforts of home-cooked meals and soft beds. Also, it didn’t hurt that he had the added benefit of sharing his bed with Ona, a beautiful American Indian woman whose affection seemed boundless. To say that she and Tanner had found love would have been stretching the truth. Nevertheless, it was a relationship that left both better off than when they had started.
 After a week in Salamanca, however, both Tanner and Samantha knew that it was time to move on. Like all visitors, they eventually came to feel less like honored guests and more like an imposition. So, with a few hugs and warm goodbyes, they were once again on their way.
 As Tanner steered their newly acquired Acura MDX onto Highway 219, Samantha let out a faint sigh. 
 “What’s wrong?” 
 “I was just thinking about all that delicious food we’re leaving behind.”
 “We’ve got food,” he said, glancing at a couple of sacks stuffed full of cans and boxes.
 She reached across the back seat, retrieved a can of SPAM, and began to read its label out loud.
 “Pork with ham, salt, water, modified potato starch, sugar, and sodium nitrite.”
 “Sounds delicious.”
 She wrinkled her brow. “It sounds like a military ration.”
 “You know what soldiers used to call SPAM?”
 “What?”
 “Ham that didn’t pass its physical.”
 She snickered and tossed it back into the bag.
 “Mind if I ask you something?”
 “Probably, but go ahead anyway.”
 “Why didn’t you go and see your ex-wife while we were in Salamanca? It wouldn’t have taken hardly any time at all.”
 He sat, quietly considering her question. What she said was true. It would certainly have been easy enough to go and see his ex-wife, Grace, who lived in a nearby Amish community.
 “Would you two have argued?”
 He smiled. “Probably.”
 “Why? What could you possibly have to argue about after all this time?”
 “Oh, I don’t know. The ingredients in Oreo cookies?” He chuckled.
 “Huh?”
 “We once argued over whether or not Oreo cookies contained any real chocolate.”
 “Of course they do.”
 “You sure?”
 She squinted. “I… I think they do.”
 He laughed again. “The point is that Grace and I used to argue over the silliest of things. I think we both wanted to be right more than anything else. Or maybe we just wanted the other to be wrong.”
 “That’s weird.”
 “Yeah. But it was our way.”
 “And that’s why you didn’t go see her? You were afraid that you would argue?”
 “Not exactly.”
 “Why then? I know you wanted to.”
 He raised an eyebrow. “You do?”
 She nodded. “Sure. It’s easy to see that you still love her.”
 He shook his head gently but didn’t argue the point.
 “You could have at least stopped by to say hello. She probably still loves you too.”
 He reached over and laid his hand on her shoulder.
 “One day I’ll explain it to you.”
 “But not today?”
 “No, not today.”
 She shrugged. “Okay, but I won’t forget. I hardly ever forget anything.”
 “I know you won’t. You’re like an elephant.”
 “An elephant? That wasn’t very nice.”
 He laughed. “Elephants have really good memories. People say they never forget anything.”
 “How would people know that?” She paused. “For that matter, what would elephants have to remember? It’s not like they learn multiplication tables, or history, or science equations.”
 “I don’t know. What do I look like—an elephant doctor?”
 She shrugged. “You could probably pass for an elephant doctor.”
 “What exactly does that mean?” he said, unconsciously sucking in his gut.
 “Nothing,” she said with grin. She turned to look out her window. “I guess we’re headed to my mom’s now, huh?”
 “That’s right.”
 Without turning away from the window, she said, “I suppose you’re going to miss me.”
 “Not hardly.”
 “You’ll miss me. I know it. But it’s time, right?” There was a gentle questioning in her voice, as if she wasn’t quite sure of the answer.
 “Yeah,” he said, “it’s time.”
 
 
 The drive south skirted the eastern edge of the Allegany National Forest, passing through a host of small Pennsylvania communities, including Bradford, Lewis Run, and Wilcox. Each town or borough was essentially in the same shape, vacant and still, like a community sitting too close to a nuclear power plant after a meltdown.
 The road was lined on both sides with a thick assortment of trees, including white pines, spruce, birch, and ash, beneath which lay a dense growth of hawthorn and wild blackberry. The last people to have traveled across much of the virgin ground had been the Shawnee Indians, some two hundred years earlier. Modern man’s influence was not entirely unseen, however, as Happy Meal boxes, beer bottles, and an assortment of other garbage tossed from car windows littered the shoulder.
 As they neared the outskirts of Johnsonburg, Highway 219 became Wilcox Road, snaking back and forth across the Clarion River as if the inhabitants couldn’t decide on which side to build the road. A set of train tracks paralleled the highway, but there was no sign of engines or boxcars, either abandoned or still in use. 
 A small sign hung on a thin metal pole, warning drivers that a school lay directly ahead. Tanner instinctively slowed, although he had no illusions about the school still being in operation. A few hundred feet further down the road, they came upon a single-story elementary school resting on a small hill. A huge cement truck had tipped in the center of the highway, blocking both lanes of traffic. Dark gray cement had spilled out the back, oozing across the asphalt like a gelatinous alien blob in search of its next meal. A splintered power pole leaned against the cab of the truck, and a tangle of heavy transmission lines lay draped across the wreckage. 
 Tanner eased to a stop a few feet from the spill, and Samantha stuck her head out the window.
 “How are we going to get by that?” she asked.
 “I don’t know that we are.” 
 He swung his door open and stepped out with his Remington 1100 sawed-off shotgun at the ready. The air was warm, and birds chirped from within the dense green forest to his right. He walked slowly to the spilled concrete and touched it with the tip of his boot. It was hard and dry. Days or even weeks old, he thought.
 Samantha came from behind him and stepped up onto the large spill, peering down the road past the overturned truck. Her Savage .22 rifle hung lazily over her shoulder with the muzzle pointed down.
 “I don’t see any cars that way. Not even abandoned ones.”
 Tanner glanced up at the elementary school. The parking lot was empty. The whole setup was looking more and more intentional. Someone had gone out of their way to keep people from getting into Johnsonburg, probably to limit exposure to the virus. Whatever the reason, it put a serious wrinkle in his driving plans.
 “Does this mean we’re back on foot?” she asked.
 “Either that or we double back.”
 “How far do you think we’ve come?”
 “Not far. Maybe fifty miles.”
 “And how much further is it to Mount Weather?” She turned and looked down Wilcox Road as if expecting to see a sign for the emergency operations center.
 “Another two hundred and fifty miles, give or take.”
 She stepped down off the concrete and walked back to the Acura. After a few seconds, she reappeared from behind the car door with her pack strapped across her back.
 “Well? Are we hiking into town, or what?”
 “You’re taking this awfully well for a girl who did nothing but complain the last time we had to hoof it.”
 “This time we have a road to follow and food to eat.”
 “What fun is that?” he said, slowly walking back to the car. As he readied his own pack, he tossed her a bottle of water. “Drink this as we walk. I don’t want you passing out on me.”
 The sun was already beating down on their heads, and it was only going to get worse.
 She unscrewed the cap and took a long swig.
 “You should drink some too.”
 “You worried about me?”
 “I’m worried what I’d do without you.”
 “I’m not sure that’s the same thing,” he muttered as he swung his heavy pack over his shoulders. 
 She said nothing more, only staring up at him expectantly.
 “Okay,” he said, “let’s go see what Johnsonburg has in store for us.”
 
 
 They walked south on Wilcox Road for a good half a mile before seeing their first house. It was an old country home with a flat metal roof that looked like it had been dipped in a bucket of Army green paint. Its only redeeming qualities were a large wraparound porch and a bright green and yellow John Deere tractor sitting in the front yard. The tractor had a for sale sign taped to the front of the grille.
 Tanner led them up to the house, eyeing several partially opened windows for any clue that someone might still be inside. No heads bobbed out from behind swaying curtains, and the only sound was that of the wind blowing a set of chimes hanging from the eaves. The porch had a thick cobweb stretching between the wooden pillars, and Samantha pointed to a giant spider sitting quietly in the center.
 “Yuck,” she said, wrinkling her nose.
 “What’s wrong with him?”
 “Are you kidding? He’s so big and hairy.” 
 Tanner raised his eyebrows, leaving the obvious unstated.
 She grinned. “Oh, sorry.”
 He snorted, giving the bottom of the door a solid bump with his boot. No one answered. He peeked in through a small living room window. There were couches, tables, and the usual furnishings but no obvious signs of people, alive or dead. He tried the doorknob, and it turned with a slight squeak.
 He leaned in and shouted, “Relief supplies. Anyone here?”
 No reply.
 “Well?” he said, looking to Samantha. “Shall we check it out?”
 She shrugged. “We could, but what’s the point? They don’t have a car, and our packs are already stuffed with as much as we can carry.”
 Tanner tended to agree. They had a pretty good stockpile of food, water, and ammunition, and he wasn’t sure what else they hoped to find. He turned and studied the tractor sitting in the yard.
 “Do you think it still runs?” she asked.
 “Who sells a tractor that doesn’t run? Besides, it looks brand new.”
 They walked over to the tractor and gave it a quick onceover. Samantha laid her hand on one of the giant wheels as if checking the air pressure.
 “Do you know how to drive one of these things?”
 “How hard can it be? Besides, you’ll be the one doing the driving.”
 “Me?” She stared up at the levers and oversized steering wheel. “Why would I be driving?”
 Tanner draped his pack over the hood and climbed up onto the seat. 
 “Because,” he said, “there’s only room for one. You’ll need to sit on my lap and steer while I work the gears.”
 Samantha looked back at the road. 
 “Maybe we should just walk.”
 “Suit yourself. I’m riding in John Deere luxury.”
 Tanner turned the ignition switch, and the heavy motor came to life. He pressed the throttle slightly and listened as the diesel’s valves opened and closed. 
 “Well?” he said, shouting over the engine’s noise. 
 Samantha set her pack next to his and squeezed up in front of him. 
 “This thing is huge,” she said, grabbing the steering wheel.
 “Its size gives you leverage.”
 She tried to turn it counterclockwise, but it wouldn’t budge.
 “It’s stuck.”
 Tanner let the clutch out, and the tractor started forward. Samantha immediately felt the wheel loosen up. She rotated it to the left and guided the tractor across the lawn and down onto Wilcox Road. Tanner kept it in low gear, and they never got over five miles an hour. Still, it beat walking.
 Ten minutes later, they arrived at a huge trucking distribution center. Several box trailers sat against the loading dock, but the heavy diesel trucks were nowhere to be seen. There was also no indication of what types of supplies were handled by the facility, and given its enormous size, it could easily take a full day to make that determination.
 Across the street was a second building, much smaller in size. A white flatbed truck sat parked in the gravel lot. He pointed toward the building, and Samantha nodded, steering the tractor in its direction. As they got closer, they saw a nondescript door at the front of the building and a sliding high bay door centered along the side. A corpse lay directly in front of the high bay door, but neither Samantha nor Tanner gave it a second look.
 The flatbed truck looked to be in good shape, and on the back rested a burnt orange Harley Davidson CVO Limited motorcycle. The huge touring bike was held securely in place with a crisscross of thick chains.
 “That looks promising,” he said over the rattle of the tractor.
 “The truck or the motorcycle?” she shouted.
 “Neither.” He killed the engine and pointed to a sign hanging in front of the building. Beer, Drive-Thru.
 “They have a drive-thru for beer?”
 “God bless America.”
 Before she could object, he squeezed by her and climbed down from the tractor. Samantha quickly followed.
 “We already have enough supplies,” she reminded him, hurrying to catch up.
 He stopped and turned to face her.
 “Sam, how long have you known me?”
 She shrugged. “I don’t know. Seems like forever. Why?”
 “And after all that time, do you really think I’d pass by a beer distribution center without at least sampling the goods?” Without waiting for an answer, he spun back around and continued toward the door. “Besides, we’re going to need keys to the truck.”
 “Fine,” she said with a sigh, “but if we have to fight a five-hundred-pound beer monster, that’s on you.”
 “Fair enough.”
 They carefully approached the front door. It was metal and heavy, and locked up as tight as a nuclear submarine. Tanner thumped on the door with the butt of his shotgun. 
 No one answered.
 “Oh well,” she said, “we tried.”
 “Uh-huh,” he said, heading around to the side of the building.
 The sliding high bay door was also locked, secured to a metal ring embedded in a small slab of concrete. It was enough of a deterrent to keep out teenagers in search of a six-pack but not nearly enough to stop a determined ex-con looking to wet his whistle. 
 The decaying body was that of an old man in a dark blue jumpsuit with the name Willy monogrammed on the pocket. Pieces of his body were missing, probably chewed off by foxes or other hungry critters. Willy had been shot in the back, and from the looks of it, at very close range. A ring of keys hung from what remained of his rotting fingers. 
 “What do you think happened to him?”
 “Looks like someone pegged him from behind as he locked up.” Tanner bent over and slipped the keys off the dead man’s fingers. “Luckily, they weren’t interested in the beer.”
 He used the keys to unlock the padlock that was holding the high bay door shut.
 “You ready?”
 She slid her rifle off her shoulder and nodded, her face suddenly becoming serious.
 Tanner shoved the door up and stepped back with his shotgun at the ready.
 The single room building was dark, but enough light shone in to see that the place had been cleared out. Two dented silver kegs were lying sideways in the far corner, and a case of bottles was smashed in the middle of the concrete floor.
 “It’s times like this I think God is punishing me,” he said, slowly entering the building.
 “I thought you didn’t believe in God.”
 “I don’t, but that doesn’t keep Him from punishing me.”
 She tilted her head sideways, trying to make sense of his strange logic.
 Tanner reached the broken beer bottles and pushed them around with his foot. A big smile crossed his lips. 
 “Well, what have we here?”
 A single sixteen-ounce bottle of Straub lager remained intact. He bent down and carefully pulled the bottle free from its unlucky brothers and sisters.
 Samantha watched him from the doorway, occasionally glancing over her shoulder. She seemed especially nervous.
 “What is it?” he asked. 
 “I don’t know.” She turned and studied the street. “It feels like someone’s watching us.”
 “You see anyone?”
 “No, it’s just a feeling.”
 “You get that feeling often?” he said, walking past her toward the tractor.
 “Not really.”
 He glanced around as he stuffed the bottle into a side pocket on his pack. 
 “You’re not going to drink it?” she asked.
 He patted the bottle. “Only got the one. Figure I’ll save it for a special occasion.” 
 “What kind of special occasion? Like your birthday?”
 “Yeah, something like that.”
 “So… when is your birthday?”
 “Christmas Day.”
 “You’re pulling my leg.”
 “Nope. I’m a Christmas baby. My mother always said it’s the reason I’m so sweet and lovable.” He carried his pack to the truck and set it on the wooden boards lining the bed. “What about you, Sam? When’s your birthday?”
 Samantha looked at her feet as if embarrassed by the question.
 “It’s in May,” she mumbled softly.
 “May what?”
 “May 10th.”
 Tanner furrowed his brow. “That’s in like two days.”
 She shrugged.
 “And when were you going to tell me this?”
 “I don’t know. It’s not important anymore.”
 He turned and faced her.
 “Not important? You’re going to be turning ten years old.”
 “Twelve.”
 “Like I said, twelve years old. That’s a big day. If you’re not back at your mom’s by then, we’ll try to do something special. Maybe find us some Ding Dongs and a candle.”
 “That sounds … nice,” she said, making a funny face.
 He smiled and ruffled her hair.
 “We’ll figure something out.”
 She smiled too. “Okay.” She looked up at the huge touring bike sitting on the back of the truck. “What should we do with that?”
 “We keep it.”
 “Why?”
 “Insurance, in case we break down or run out of gas. It’s got two seats and enough room for our packs.”
 “But aren’t motorcycles dangerous?”
 He laughed. “We’re wandering a wasteland of zombies, criminals, and wild animals and you’re worried about a motorcycle.”
 “Aha! So they are zombies.”
 “Just a figure of speech.” 
 He swung the truck door open and climbed in, fumbling with the ring of keys until he found the right one. Samantha climbed up beside him. He gave the key a turn and, after a moment, the engine turned over. The fuel gauge was barely above the empty line. 
 “We’re not going to get far unless we can find some gas.”
 She bounced up and down on the seat a few times. 
 “I don’t like this truck, anyway,” she said. “The springs are poking me in the butt.”
 “So quit bouncing on them.”
 “I’m just saying that it’s not as comfortable as our last car.”
 “Maybe not, but it’s better than a tractor. Baby steps, darlin’.”
 Tanner popped the truck into gear, and they eased out of the gravel parking lot.

CHAPTER

3
 Lincoln Pike stared at himself in the small cabin mirror. His reflection was clear but slightly warped because of a bow in the polished glass.
 “President Lincoln Pike,” he said in a regal voice, as if introducing himself to a room full of admiring subjects. He liked the sound of it. President Lincoln Pike. It sort of rolled off the tongue like a witty compliment to a beautiful woman. 
 He smoothed back his mane of salt and pepper hair, admiring its thickness and vitality. His mother had told him that a man with a full head of hair will go places that a bald one will not. And by God, she had been right. He had gone all the way to the top. Admittedly, it was to the top of a nation that was a shadow of its former self, but that in no way took from his ascension. He was, at least in his own mind, the most important and powerful man alive.
 He closed his eyes for a moment, replaying the past week. His spy, and clandestine lover, Yumi Tanaka, had murdered President Rosalyn Glass. Cut her throat, as he had heard it told. Pike couldn’t imagine why Yumi had done something so drastic. She had always hated President Glass, but she also understood that killing her would be the end of everything they had built together. All he could surmise was that Yumi’s actions must have been driven by necessity. That likely meant that she had killed the president to protect him. Yumi was, if nothing else, loyal to a fault.
 He had desperately wanted to see the president’s butchered body but could never quite find a way to make the request without it sounding weird, disturbed even. Then without warning, General Carr had had the body cremated and her ashes dumped from a military C130 like sewage from a jetliner—which in retrospect, seemed fitting enough.
 Pike had, however, gone to see Yumi’s corpse in Mount Weather’s small morgue. Her cold body lay stretched out, naked under a white sheet, and he remembered feeling embarrassed for her. But shame was not the only thing he felt. There was also pain that reached deep into his gut. Only with her passing did he really begin to understand how important she had been to him. Yumi was quite simply the love of his life. She was an evil bitch to be sure, but she was his evil bitch.
 General Carr had choked the life out of his beloved. Oh sure, the doctors had some complicated terms for the rupturing of her trachea, but the hard truth was that when Carr was finished, her throat looked like a crumpled soda can. He remembered gently touching the purple indents of the general’s fingers on her soft flesh and wondering whether Yumi’s last thoughts had been of him.
  Emotion suddenly threatened to overwhelm him, and he swallowed hard to keep the vomit from forcing its way out. He shook his head, quickly opening his eyes and staring once again into the mirror. He forced a smile. Yumi didn’t matter anymore. She was gone, and he had to accept that even the most powerful man in the world couldn’t bring her back. As for General Carr, he would pay for what he had done. Not today perhaps, but eventually. If it came down to it, Pike would personally sharpen the knife that found its way into the general’s vicious heart.
 “Revenge,” a voice whispered from behind him.
 President Pike spun around. 
 He was alone. 
 He held his breath and listened. There was a slight tapping as people walked down the metal corridor outside his room, the high-pitched whine of water flowing through old copper pipes, and the incessant ticking of a clock hanging on the cabin wall. But no voices. Had he said the words himself? Sometimes that happened. Thoughts became words. Sure, that was it. He smiled and let out the breath, turning to face the mirror once again. 
 Yumi’s reflection stared back at him.
 Pike stumbled away from the mirror, trying to force a scream. He managed only a soft gasp, like that of a man being strangled with a rope. He squeezed his eyes shut and slowly reopened them, certain that the apparition would disappear. 
 She didn’t. Yumi Tanaka stood about five feet behind him, an understanding smile on her face.
 “You’re—you’re dead,” he stuttered, afraid to turn around and face her.
 She held a finger to her lips.
 “Quiet, or they’ll hear you.”
 He slowly turned, once again confident that Yumi would vanish as quickly as she had appeared. And once again, she didn’t. As impossible as it was, Yumi was there with him.
 “What are you?” he breathed.
 “What kind of greeting is that?”
 He studied her. She certainly didn’t appear to be a ghost. He couldn’t see through her, and there was no unusual chill in the air. He reached out and touched her shoulder, unsure if his fingers would find flesh or simply pass through her. She felt solid and warm.
 Pike’s heart hammered violently against his chest. 
 “My God, you’re alive. How’s this possible?” 
 Yumi stepped forward and laid a palm against his cheek.  Her hand felt warm and loving, like it always had before. 
 “You can’t be,” he whispered. “You just can’t be,” he said more emphatically, pulling her hand away from his face. “General Carr killed you. I saw your body.” He swallowed again. “Your throat.” 
 She pulled his hand to her mouth and kissed his fingers.
 “What you saw doesn’t change what you see now. Does it?”
 The question was far more important than he realized, because in that instant, his mind had to make a decision on whether to accept or reject the impossible. And once made, that decision was binding.
 Tears formed in the corners of his eyes.
 “You’re here. My God, you’re really here.”
 She smiled and kissed his hand again. 
 “Yes, lover, I’m here.”
 Pike rubbed his fingers gently across her soft lips, struggling to make sense of what was happening. 
 “You’re in my head, aren’t you?”
 Yumi stepped closer and slipped her hand down between his legs. 
 “Does it feel like I’m in your head?”
 “No,” he managed in a husky voice. “But how can this be possible?”
 She squeezed gently. “You needed me, so I came.”
 “Am I going mad?”
 She shrugged. “Does it matter?”
 Pike shook his head. “Just don’t leave me. Not ever.”
 “I’m not going to leave you,” she said softly. “I’m going to help you.”
 
 
 “Mr. President, did you hear me, sir?” The voice was that of Tom Pinker, the Secretary of Homeland Security. Pinker was a small, serious man with a powerful voice and a stare that kept people talking long past the point when they should have stopped.
 In addition to Pinker and President Pike, Jack Fry, the Director of the Federal Emergency Management Agency, General Kent Carr, the Secretary of Defense, and the newly appointed vice president, Andrew Stinson, were at the table.
 Pike brought himself back, leaning away from Yumi’s strong hands as she kneaded his shoulders.
 “Of course I heard you.”
 “Yes, sir. As I was saying, progress continues to be made in establishing the New Colonies.”
 President Pike found the term “New Colonies” to be particularly fitting, given that the cities would act in a way much like the nation’s founding colonies. Not only would they provide people with functional cities in which to live, they would also give the government a population to govern. The first three cities being readied for habitation were Olympia, Washington; Norfolk, Virginia; and Denver, Colorado. They were chosen not only because of their geographical diversity but also because together they would allow for ship and rail traffic.
 “And when will they be ready?”
 “Our best estimates are six weeks for Olympia, two months for Norfolk, and a full four months for Denver. The good news is that everything’s ahead of schedule.”
 “There’s no good news to be found here,” said Pike. “The country is a cesspool of crime and violence. All we’re doing is offering a few safe havens in a nation that used to be the most prosperous place on earth.”
 “Yes, sir, I only meant—”
 “I know what you meant,” Pike said, holding up a hand. “Let’s move on. I’ve asked Vice President Stinson to work with the Treasury Department to reestablish the country’s monetary system.” He turned to Stinson, a pudgy little man whom he found to be not only weak but so thoroughly enamored with his meteoric rise to office that he lived in constant fear of making a mistake. In short, he was the perfect vice president. “Andrew, tell us what’s being proposed.”
 “Yes, Mr. President,” Stinson said, clearing his throat. “It should be no surprise to anyone that the dollar is no longer considered a viable currency.”
 “Explain ‘no longer viable.’”
 “Simply put, no one wants to conduct trade using dollars.”
 “I thought it was the strongest, most respected currency in the world.”
 “The dollar was certainly admired for its stability, but the strength of any nation’s currency is tied to its financial health.”
 “Which is currently in the toilet.” 
 “Uh, yes sir, that’s one way of putting it.”
 “Where does that leave us? We’re sure as hell not converting to the yen or ruble.”
 “No sir. Those currencies have also been completely devalued. Rather than adopting an existing currency, a consensus has been reached to use a gold-backed currency.”
 “Gold-backed meaning what exactly?”
 “It means that a nation’s currency supply must have direct traceability to verifiable gold reserves.”
 “I suppose I should know this,” said Pike, “but how much gold does the US hold in reserve?”
 “Roughly eight thousand metric tons.”
 “Is that a lot? Put it into perspective for me.”
 “Before the pandemic, each metric ton would have corresponded to about forty million dollars, for a total of roughly three-hundred-and-twenty billion dollars.”
 “That’s a fraction of what our national budget was for any given year.”
 “Yes, sir, that’s correct. We had moved away from the gold standard back in 1973.”
 “In other words, we bookkept trillions of dollars that weren’t backed by anything other than our good name.”
 “Correct again.”
 President Pike shook his head with obvious disgust.
 “Go on.”
 “By returning to the gold standard, we could initiate fair trade with other countries.”
 “And would every country have its own currency?”
 “They could, I suppose, but it appears that most governments wish to establish and adopt a universal currency.”
 “Called what exactly?”
 “Ooh-ooh,” said Yumi with excitement. “Call it the Yumi. Please, please, please.”
 “The currency,” said Stinson, “would be called the gold-backed credit.”
 “Ahh,” she moaned.
 Pike shrugged. “Not very sexy, but I guess it’ll do. And other countries have agreed to this?”
 “Yes, nearly every major nation has already signed on. Of the G-20, the US will be the last one to ratify the agreement.”
 “And what about the nations that don’t agree to use the gold-backed credit?”
 “They will be forced to establish their own currency that is directly tied to their gold reserves if they hope to conduct international trade.”
 “I’m assuming that the gold reserves would be verified?”
 “Of course. Processes for verification and currency control are already being drawn up.”
 “What about foreign debts?”
 “We’ve proposed the clearing of all national debts.”
 Pike laughed. “I’m sure we did. And they agreed to that? The Chinese? The Russians?”
 “Everyone is looking for some way to jumpstart the world economy. Besides, it’s unlikely that any country would use their limited resources to repay debts at this point.”
 “So that’s it? We all start with fresh slates and use our gold reserves to determine our relative financial pecking order.”
 “I couldn’t have said it better, sir.”
 Pike clapped his hands with excitement. 
 “I love it. How soon until we can get credits flowing?” 
 “We’re hoping to have the currency in production by the time the first New Colony comes online.”
 “Excellent. So, in six weeks, I will be holding one of these credits in my hands, yes?” 
 “I’ll do my best, sir.”
 Yumi leaned closer and whispered in Pike’s ear.
 “He’s a reflection of your office. Don’t allow him to fail.”
 Pike smiled at the man, but it was in no way friendly or comforting. 
 “I know you’ll do your best, Andrew. I would expect no less from you every single day. But regardless of high tides or strong winds, in six weeks, these credits will be a reality. Are we clear?”
 Stinson shifted about nervously. “Yes, sir.”
 Pike turned back to Pinker. “Tell me about the situation on our borders.”
 “The Canadians are having some success stopping the exodus, but I’m afraid there have been several incidents.”
 “What kind of incidents?”
 “The kinds of things you would expect when desperate people confront armed soldiers.”
 “How many of our citizens have been killed?”
 “It’s impossible to say. A few hundred perhaps. It did, however, have the desired effect of discouraging those attempting to flee the US.”
 President Pike shrugged. “Let them shoot as many deserters as they need to.”
 There was an uneasy shifting at the table.
 “Easy, lover,” cautioned Yumi. “They’re not ready yet to see your strength.” 
 “What about the southern border?” Pike said, making an effort to adopt a slightly softer tone.
 “The situation with Mexico continues to worsen. We’ve seen a growing cartel presence in border towns all across Texas, California, and Arizona. The worst incursions have been from the Vega cartel, an especially vicious group of men. If this continues, I expect that some of the border states will eventually be under their control.”
 “With an endgame of what, exactly?”
 “Power, influence, control—the same as every other warlord. The Vega cartel has a long history of violence and little aversion to using it.”
 “Our borders must be protected at all costs.” President Pike turned to General Carr. “What do you need to wipe them out?”
 General Carr straightened and met Pike’s stare.
 “This particular cartel has grown to about eighteen hundred, all of whom are violent criminals. Of course, we can put together a suitable attack force, but unless we’re willing to cross into Mexico, the best we can hope to do is push them back across the border.”
 Pike shook his head. “We do that, and we’ll just have to fight them again in a few months. No, we need to take the fight right up to their dirty little doorsteps, kill every last one of them where they sleep.”
 “I tend to agree, but crossing into Mexico would be considered an act of war and thus would require approval by the Congressional Body.”
 Both the House of Representatives and the Senate had been decimated by the Superpox-99 pandemic, but a small subset of thirty-two congressmen and women remained. They had since been combined into a single legislative assembly known as the Congressional Body. Because of their limited number, their power had grown considerably. Unfortunately, to date, they had proven themselves indecisive and void of leadership.
 “The Congressional Body is a bunch of limp-dicked old men,” Yumi murmured, going back to massaging his shoulders. “You need to do something about them if you ever hope to rebuild this country.”
 He reached up and placed his hand on hers. Yumi was the only one who really understood.
 “Gentlemen, it’s time we faced the harsh reality of where we find ourselves. We are no longer living in the United States of America. This is a wild frontier. We have enemies pushing in from the south, outlaws terrorizing our citizens, and crazed mutants inhabiting our cities.”
 No one offered even a hint of disagreement.
 “If we hope to rebuild, indeed, if we hope to survive this apocalypse, we’re going to have to change the way we govern.”
 “Mr. President, surely you’re not proposing a military takeover,” said General Carr.
 “No, no, nothing like that,” he said, waving it away like the suggestion was preposterous. “I understand the need for checks and balances. What I’m suggesting is that we restructure the authorities granted to various bodies on a temporary basis.”
 Carr’s eyes narrowed. “How exactly?”
 President Pike sat up straight as if about to bring up a matter of grave importance.
 “I’m not going to beat around the bush. You men deserve better than that. The truth is that I want to repeal the War Powers Resolution. Temporarily, of course.”
 Jack Fry sat forward, struggling for the right words. Jack was the oldest man at the table, and in many ways the most respected. He sat in a wheelchair, the result of a car crash that had occurred six years earlier. But the chair in no way diminished his influence. 
 “Sir, the War Powers Act requires the president to seek approval from Congress for any prolonged military action. It has long proven critical in preventing past presidents from conducting military operations that might not be in the nation’s best interest.”
 President Pike offered a conciliatory smile. 
 “I fully understand its importance, Jack. But let’s face it; we don’t have the luxury of such indecisiveness right now. If we delay, we die. And I, for one, love this country too much to let her die. I’m asking for your support on this.” He shifted his gaze to dwell on each man. “All of your support.”
 Andrew Stinson was the first to speak up.
 “I’ll stand with you, Mr. President.”
 “As long as we’re clear about the duration,” said Pinker, “I’ll support it as well.” 
 Jack sat wringing his hands for a moment before finally acquiescing.
 “Given the fragility of our nation, I don’t think we have much of a choice. If we wait for the Congressional Body to approve the actions necessary to instill order, I fear that it will be too late.”
 “And you?” Pike said, turning to General Carr. “I know we’ve had our differences, but as the Secretary of Defense, your support is absolutely crucial.”
 General Carr’s face betrayed the great struggle within. He knew Pike to be an evil man, one who had ties to a horrible attack against the US Marshals. But even evil men could sometimes be right. Separating the man from the decision was not only difficult, it was also imperative. In the end, all he could manage was a quick nod.
 President Pike thanked each of them while doing his best to ignore Yumi’s incessant nibbling on his ear lobe. 

CHAPTER

4
 By the time Mason, Connie, and Bowie finally got underway, it was already well past noon. Despite Connie’s persistent nudging to get on the road, Mason knew better than to rush out the door unprepared. There was no guarantee when he would return, so he took care in securing the cabin well enough to withstand his absence. He also unloaded the .50 caliber machine gun from the bed of his truck, tucking it safely away inside the cabin. After that, he double-checked his food, water, and medical supplies to ensure they were adequate to support their trip to Ashland as well as his subsequent venture into Lexington.
 The drive from his cabin in the Blue Ridge Mountains to Ashland was right at three hundred miles, half a day under normal circumstances. But things were anything but normal. Interstates were clogged with abandoned cars and trafficked by violent predators of every shape and size. Mason decided that they would be better off traveling secondary roads, first heading west toward Johnson City and then north up through Kingsport.
 He found that having Connie on the seat beside him was a far cry better than sitting next to an Irish wolfhound. She was easier on the eyes, not to mention smelled better. For his part, Bowie never complained, seemingly indifferent to being relegated to ride much of the trip in the bed of the truck.
 “I’m sorry about what I said earlier,” she offered. 
 “Don’t worry about it.”
 “I hope you weren’t offended.”
 He shook his head. “I don’t take offense easily.”
 “I suppose that’s a good thing,” she said, glancing down at the Supergrade holstered at his side.
 “It’s been said that a man who carries a gun should have the temperament of a saint. I can’t claim to have reached that disposition, but I do try.”
 “And do you get that even temper from your father? Traits like that are usually passed down. My mother gave me my directness. And this mop, of course,” she said, touching her red hair.
 Mason smiled. “It suits you. As for my temperament, that most certainly did not come from my father. He’s probably the angriest man alive.”
 “Angry about what?”
 “People mostly. They seem to get on his last nerve.”
 “Why?”
 “I don’t know. I guess deep down he thinks most people are pretty crummy.”
 She thought about that for a moment.
 “He may be right, you know. Certainly, the men I’ve met lately have been awful.” 
 “There have always been bad men. They just feel more empowered now because there are fewer good men watching.” 
 “Is he still alive? Your father, I mean.”
 “Oh sure. He’s not about to let a little thing like Armageddon kill him. I imagine he’s having the time of his life.”
 “With all of this going on?” She gestured out her window toward a burned-out car with two bodies lying beside it. “Death and violence are everywhere.”
 “What can I say? Tanner Raines is a man who thrives in chaos. The uglier things get, the more he shines.”
 “Forgive me for saying it, but he sounds rather scary.”
 “He is that.”
 “Was he… well, you know, rough with you as a child?”
 “Not really. He pushed me to be self-sufficient, of course, but I don’t fault him for that. He was always there when I needed him.”
 “Can’t ask for more than that, I guess. Momma was the strong one in our family. She never let anyone run over us.”
 “What about your father?”
 Connie hesitated for a moment.
 “Sorry if that’s too personal,” he said.
 She shook her head. “No, it’s okay. Truth is Momma killed him.”
 Mason turned to her. “Why’d she do that?”
 “One night after a bit of drinking, he came to the bedroom and wouldn’t take no for an answer. Beat her pretty good while taking what he wanted in the process.”
 “Like I said, there have always been bad men.”
 “Anyhow, when he finished, she got up and fetched her a tire iron out of the car. That was it for poor old Daddy.”
 “And she got away with killing him?”
 “Momma ended up getting to know the police chief a little better than she probably should have, if you know what I’m saying.” She grinned. “Anyway, in the end, he declared it justifiable. It all just went away, the way things do in small towns.”
 “And here I thought my family was dysfunctional,” he said with a chuckle.
 “All families are dysfunctional in one way or another. But they make us what we are, warts and all.”
 Mason looked out at the empty stretch of road, wondering whether Connie might be right. As much as he resented his father’s quick temper and willingness to resort to violence, he wondered if they were really so different. Perhaps a man’s blood was not something he could escape. Perhaps he shouldn’t even try. 
 
 
 A few hours into the drive, they passed through Hampton, Tennessee, a small town surrounded by the Unaka Mountains. Hampton stretched only a handful of blocks in any direction and now looked completely abandoned. Mason was about to suggest they consider looking for a place to rest for the night when he spotted a large convoy of RVs and campers up ahead, parked in front of a Shell gas station. A group of at least a dozen men and women stood clustered near the middle of the caravan, talking. From their crossed arms and red faces, the discussion appeared to be quite heated. When they saw Mason’s truck approaching, one of the men hurried into the two-lane road and waved him down.
 It took Mason a moment to recognize the middle-aged man as Carl Tipton, a traveler he had met several weeks earlier in Sugar Grove. At their last encounter, Carl and his brother John had been leading a convoy of settlers searching for a safe place to rebuild. From the panicked look on Carl’s face, something must have gone terribly wrong.
 Mason pulled his truck in behind the convoy and climbed out. He told Connie to stay behind and for Bowie to watch over her. Neither of them seemed particularly pleased with his orders.
 “Marshal Raines, thank God,” Carl said, hurrying over.
 “What’s going on?”
 “We’ve lost my brother John and his wife Jules.”
 “What do you mean you lost them?”
 “In Elizabethton last night, we were attacked by those infected monsters. Everything got crazy so fast. When we realized we couldn’t fight them off, everyone ran for the RVs and raced out of town.”
 “But not John and Jules?”
 “They tried, but those damn creatures managed to tip their RV before they could pull away. God forgive us, but we left them.” Carl’s voice broke, and he choked back tears. “I left my own brother behind. And poor Jules, too.”
 “What about their daughter?” Mason didn’t even want to consider what the infected might do to a ten-year-old girl.
 “Lucy’s safe,” he said, motioning to a motorhome behind him. “She was with me in another RV.”
 “That’s something at least.”
 “A group of us went back in early today to search for them, but they weren’t anywhere to be found. Everyone insisted on getting out before dark, saying it’s too dangerous.”
 “It is too dangerous,” Mason said, thinking of the brutality he had witnessed in Richmond Hill when the infected had overrun a band of mercenaries. “They’ll tear your whole group to pieces.”
 Carl shook his head. “I don’t care. I need to make this right, even if I die in the process. I can’t forgive myself for what I’ve done.”
 “Forgive yourself or not, that’s up to you. It doesn’t change what’s done.”
 Carl put his hands over his face and began to cry.
 “I can’t live thinking they might be out there suffering. John’s the only family I got left, Marshal.”
 Mason looked back at Connie and Bowie and then turned his gaze north toward Elizabethton. He reminded himself that no journey worth taking was ever a straight line.
 “I’ll go in after them.”
 Carl looked up and quickly shook his head.
 “No, sir, this is my responsibility. I left them, and by God, I’ll go get them.”
 “No, you won’t.”
 “Why not?”
 “Because if you do, you’ll very likely die. And then little Lucy will have lost the last bit of family she has left. I don’t think your brother or his wife would want that. Believe me, even if they died last night at the hands of those creatures, they found some measure of comfort knowing that you would take care of their daughter.”
 Carl struggled with the truth of Mason’s words.
 Finally, he sighed and said, “Do you think you can find them?”
 “You point me in the right direction, and I’ll find them. Whether or not they’re still alive, though, is up to them.”
 “Thank you, Marshal. From the bottom of my heart, thank you.” 
 Mason looked back at the truck. Connie was leaning over in the seat, trying to see what was happening. Bowie kept her in check by licking her face every time she got too close—something that she did not seem to appreciate. 
 “Do me a favor, will you?” said Mason.
 “Anything.”
 “Keep an eye on the woman traveling with me.”
 Carl looked over at Connie and waved. She returned a halfhearted gesture.
 “Of course. Is she your girlfriend?”
 “No,” he said quickly. “Just another soul in trouble.”
 “We’ll keep her safe until you get back with Jules and John. You have my word.”
 Both of them heard the unspoken assumptions, but neither felt the need to question the optimism. Things would either work out or they wouldn’t. Hoping for the best rarely made a difference one way or the other. 
 
 
 “You promised me,” Connie said, her face turning a deep shade of red.
 “I said I’d help you, and I will.” Mason didn’t quibble over her assertion that it had risen to the level of a bona fide promise.
 “You can’t very well help me if you’re dead.”
 “Thanks for your concern. I’m touched, really.”
 She sighed and slumped her shoulders. 
 “I don’t mean it that way. I just want to get this done. They hurt me, you know?” Her hand instinctively went to the burn on her chest.
 He remembered all too well his own hunger to punish those who had killed Ava. And while he didn’t appreciate Connie’s selfish agenda, he could at least understand it. He stepped forward and carefully took her hand in his. She seemed surprised by the sudden physical contact.
 “Listen, Connie, I know what they did, and we’ll go set things right. But first, I need to help these people.”
 She stared into his eyes and nodded, as if coming under a spell.
 “Okay, but you’ll never get back before dark.”
 “We’ll see.”
 Bowie gave a short bark as he played with Carl, and both Mason and Connie turned to watch.
 “Are you taking your dog?”
 “Of course.”
 “But not me.”
 “Bowie’s a fighter, and I trust him with my life.”
 “But not me,” she repeated softly.
 “Can you knock a man down and rip his throat out in three seconds flat?”
 “I don’t know,” she said with a nervous grin. “I’ve never tried.” 
 “I’ll come back for you, Connie. Until then, I need you to stay safe.”
 She squeezed his hand. “Okay, but please don’t get killed. There are very few heroes left in this world.” 
 
 
 It was barely two miles to the outskirts of Elizabethton and only another half mile to the CVS Pharmacy where, according to Carl, they had been camping the previous night. The streets were still and quiet, not so much as a single survivor out scavenging for supplies. 
 Mason watched as the sun slowly lowered toward the horizon. He guessed that he had a little less than an hour of daylight left. The one thing he knew for sure was that he didn’t want to get caught out after dark in a town full of infected survivors. The last people who had made that mistake ended up needing to be cleaned up with a mop and bucket.
 The CVS parking lot was full of cars, many of them dented with their windshields smashed in. Several bodies of the infected littered the parking lot, bullet holes riddling their grotesque corpses. A thirty-four-foot Four Winds motorhome lay passenger side up, oil and gas still seeping from the undercarriage. Most of its windows were broken in, and parts of the sheet metal siding had been torn away. 
 Mason grabbed his M4 assault rifle, loaded with the double magazine that he had taped together earlier. That gave him sixty rounds of 5.56 mm ammunition, enough to give a hell of an account of himself, should it come to that. He shut off the truck and stepped out. 
 The drug store appeared deserted from where he stood, but Mason couldn’t quite shake the feeling that eyes were watching him from every dark window. Bowie hopped down to stand beside him. The dog seemed to sense they were in enemy territory, his ears perked up like small radar dishes.
 They walked slowly toward the RV, coming upon it from the front of the cab. Mason squatted down and looked in through the shattered windshield. No one was inside, but a blood-soaked jacket was wadded up on the driver’s seat. There was also a handful of rifle casings scattered throughout. John and Jules had apparently survived the initial assault long enough to get off a few rounds, but not without injury. Based on the blood smears, they had climbed out through the windshield, which made sense since climbing up and out through the opposite door would have been difficult with a leaky leg or gut. The injury also helped to explain why they hadn’t simply walked out at daybreak. Assuming they were still alive, they must have decided to hole up somewhere until the cavalry rode in after them.
 Bowie caught the smell of something on the ground and began circling toward the back of the RV. Mason followed, constantly scanning the street for anyone who might have taken notice of their arrival. So far, it appeared that they had gone undetected, at least by anything willing to come out into the light.
 There was no door at the rear of the motorhome, only a small curtained window and an aluminum ladder that now ran from left to right. Bowie inched up to the broken window and began growling.
 “Easy boy,” Mason said, pulling him back. 
 The window posed a bit of a dilemma. He sure as hell wasn’t going to drop to all fours and blindly crawl in through the small hole. Nor did he want Bowie to do so. 
 “You stay here,” he said. “I’m going up top.”
 Bowie lowered his head and hunched his back, staring intently at the small curtained window. If someone crawled out, they were in for a nasty surprise.
 Mason slung the M4 across his back and used the sideways ladder to climb up onto the passenger side of the motorhome. A door and a double window, which remained surprisingly intact, were centered along the wall. He readied his M4 and carefully walked toward the window, the metal paneling crunching under his boots as he left imprints with every step. 
 The setting sun reflected off the glass, making it impossible for him to see through the window. All he could really make out were a few cushions tossed about and a mattress propped up with one corner resting against the window sill. 
 He continued on to the door. With his right hand holding his rifle at the ready, he leaned down and turned the knob. It was unlocked. He pulled it open it just enough for the bolt to clear the striker plate, and then stepped back and waited. 
 Nothing. No shouts for help. No one bursting out through the door.
 He squatted down and used the muzzle of his rifle to flip the door all the way open. 
 There was the sound of brief movement inside, but no voices.
 Mason leaned over and quickly peeked inside. Even with the sunlight at his back, it was still too dark to see much more than the general layout. A stove was directly beneath him, and boxes of food littered the floor. 
 He cupped his mouth with one hand. 
 “John? Jules? You in there? It’s Marshal Raines.”
 No one answered. 
 Mason weighed his next action carefully. Going into the hole, as it were, was not without risk. On the other hand, if John and Jules had chosen to hide somewhere, the RV was as likely a place as any. He couldn’t leave without checking it.
 The drop was only about seven feet, but with all the pillows, dishes, and food lying about, there was no guarantee that he would land on his feet. Mason gently set down his M4 and drew his Supergrade. It would serve him better in close quarters. He also double-checked the hunting knife on his belt, although he knew that if he were forced to draw it, the fight was already half lost.
 “Ready or not,” he whispered. 
 Mason took a step forward and dropped down into the motorhome. His landing was better than he had feared, one foot planting firmly on a microwave oven and the other smashing through a glass-faced cabinet door. 
 As soon as he hit, an infected man leaped at him from the front of the RV, his hands extended like bony claws. Mason swung the Supergrade up and fired a quick shot. The slug hit the man directly between the eyes, generating enough compressive force to blast a golf ball-sized hole out of the back of his head. The 230-grain bullet, however, didn’t have nearly enough mass to overcome the man’s momentum, and Mason found himself wrestling with the dead body.
 As he struggled to shove the man away, a second man slammed into him from behind. Mason tipped forward, his foot refusing to come free of the broken cabinet. Unable to turn around, he swung the Supergrade down and shot blindly back at an angle. The bullet caught his attacker in the shin, splintering off a chunk of bone and opening a huge bloody gash in his leg. The man screamed and beat down on the back of Mason’s neck. 
 With one foot still entangled in the cabinet, Mason dropped to a knee, pivoted, and fired three shots into the man’s gut. He too fell forward, adding to the mass that was already threatening to pin Mason to the floor. Another man scrambled to get by his fallen comrades, jabbing forward with a sharp metal railing torn from a bunk at the far end of the motorhome. The corner grazed Mason’s cheek, leaving behind a bloody scrape.
 As the man brought the weapon up for a more powerful thrust, his feet were suddenly pulled out from under him. He fell, kicking and thrashing to get free, but it was to no avail. Bowie ripped into him, only stopping when he had chewed through the man’s spinal column. 
 With one final grunt, Mason pushed the dead men off to the side and took a quick look around. Other than himself and Bowie, the RV was empty. He touched his cheek. It was sore and already starting to swell. His neck felt even worse, but when he rotated his head, everything seemed to work. He carefully lifted his foot from the cabinet and stood upright. 
 “That could have gone better,” he mumbled. 
 Bowie looked up at him, blood dripping from his mouth.
 “Anyone ever tell you that you’re downright scary sometimes?”
 Bowie turned away and began bumping cabinets open with his nose in search of food.
 Even though the motorhome was in a complete shambles, it was easy to see that it was a high-end model. Some of the many features included a granite kitchen counter, four-burner gas stove, bathroom with shower stall, and even a queen-sized bed. The fresh spatter of blood, brains, and bone, however, did absolutely nothing to improve the upscale ambiance.
 “Well, they’re obviously not here,” Mason said, thinking aloud as he reloaded his Supergrade. “I’m not sure if that’s good or bad.”
 Bowie had found a box of Vanilla Wafers and looked up with a couple of cookies poking from his mouth.
 “When you’re done with your snack, meet me outside.” 
 Mason stepped back up on the microwave and poked his head out through the door like a tank commander surveying the battlefield. Fortunately, no one had been drawn to the brief firefight. He hauled himself up and out, retrieved his M4, and stood on top of the overturned RV, studying his surroundings.
 His first thought was that John and Jules might have retreated to the drug store, but he quickly discounted the idea. They had surely been in enough scrapes to know that the large store would be impossible for two people to defend. 
 On the other side of the street was a historic church. Bodies lay out front, and the building itself looked completely gutted, its doors ripped off and windows smashed. Perhaps God’s followers had grown impatient waiting for their salvation, or more likely, the infected had simply overrun the town’s survivors in a conflict not so different than the one Mason had faced in Boone. And while Jules and John might have been tempted to seek shelter in a house of the Lord, he doubted they would have been comfortable hiding in a building that was nearly falling in on itself. 
 A couple of hundred feet down the road was a sanitation company. Directly across from it was an antique gas station that now sold homemade jewelry, decorative tractor parts, and other small-town memorabilia. A little further up was an auto salvage yard and, across from it, a mobile home sales and service center. In the opposite direction were a U-HAUL store and a large roadside motel. There were other businesses past those, but with at least one of them injured, Mason doubted that John and Jules would have ventured much further. He glanced over his shoulder at the sun. He had half an hour to find them and get out of town—not nearly enough time to search all the possibilities.
 He climbed down and did a quick walk around the RV. Bowie had crawled back out the window and was busy sniffing a puddle of something that looked like a mix of motor oil and blood. That gave Mason an idea. He hurried back around to the cab, carefully leaned in through the broken windshield, and pulled out the bloody jacket. Based on the size, it had to be John’s. 
 “Bowie!” he called.
 Bowie hurried toward him, his claws skittering across the pavement as he rounded the corner. He stared at Mason with a confused look and then sat back on his haunches, waiting.
 The idea was a long shot to be sure. Mason had no reason to believe that Bowie could track a person by their scent. Then again, he had no reason to believe that he couldn’t. Given Bowie’s level of understanding of human speech, he had obviously received professional training, likely in either the military or law enforcement. It was definitely worth a try. 
 Mason bent over and held the jacket up to Bowie’s nose.
 “Go find John,” he said, standing up and waving the jacket around.
 Bowie looked at him and yawned.
 Mason squatted down and got nose to nose with the big dog. He held the jacket up between them and sniffed it a few times. 
 “Let’s go get him!”
 Bowie’s eyes came alive with fresh excitement. He jumped to his feet and began circling the motorhome, his nose glued to the asphalt. Mason slung John’s jacket over his shoulder and hurried after the dog. 
 The hunt was on. 
 
 
 If it hadn’t been for the occasional drop of blood on the pavement, Mason might have discounted Bowie’s almost supernatural ability to follow the invisible trail left behind by John and Jules. The dog was certainly not above leading them to a discarded rotisserie chicken if his stomach told him it was time to eat. 
 Bowie led them north, away from the drug store and past the gas station. He turned in at the auto salvage yard, a huge outdoor facility filled with thousands of wrecked cars and trucks. The left side of the yard contained vehicles deemed worthy of parts and looked very much like a low-budget used car lot. The right half was a graveyard filled with towering piles of crushed cars, stacked twenty feet high in tight rows. 
 Bowie paused for a moment and then turned right into the giant stacks of crumpled metal and broken glass. Mason hurried after him, wondering how the dog could track such a faint odor when surrounded by the pungent smell of oil, paint, and steel. After another few hundred feet, Bowie stopped and began barking at the back of a faded blue Chevrolet Impala that rested beneath five other vehicles. He hopped up and began scratching at its trunk, which was tied shut from the outside with a length of electrical wire.
 Mason called out, “John! Jules! Where are you?”
 Almost immediately, a voice called down from above.
 “Marshal, up here!”
 He looked up and saw a lean, middle-aged woman standing on top of the pile of cars. It took Mason a moment to realize that it was Jules. The last time he had seen her, she seemed frightened and overwhelmed by the horrific events. But standing there with a pump shotgun in one hand and waving with the other, it was clear that she had made the necessary adjustments to survive. 
 “Where’s John?” he asked, fearing the worst.
 She managed a small grin and pointed down at the Impala. 
 “I hid him in the trunk.”
 “You did what?”
 She started to make her way down the mound of wreckage.
 “He’s hurt. Darn fool shot himself in the leg.”
 Mason stepped up to the Impala, untwisted the wire, and opened the trunk. John lay inside, conscious and alert, a thin smile on his face. He cupped a Colt Commander .45 pistol with both hands.
 “Marshal Raines, sir, you are a sight for sore eyes.”
 Bowie propped up on the bumper and began sniffing John as if to confirm his find. When he was sure, he looked back at Mason and barked enthusiastically.
 Mason leaned over and patted the dog on its side.
 “You found him all right.” 
 Bowie wagged his tail with excitement.
 “Anyone ever tell you that you got a good dog there, Marshal?”
 “A time or two,” he said, extending his hand. 
 John stuffed the Commander into his waistband and grabbed Mason’s hand. Jules dropped to the ground a few feet away and rushed over to help. When they finally got John out, Mason took a quick look at his wound. The bullet had passed through the upper thigh. There was still a little blood oozing out, but it hadn’t nicked the femoral artery or splintered any bone—a through and through as people were apt to call it.
 “Not my finest moment,” said John.
 “It happens. Can you put weight on it?”
 He stood up straight, wincing slightly from the pain.
 “I won’t win any races, but I can walk.”
 Mason did a quick assessment. Night was nearly upon them. The chances that John could hobble his way back to Mason’s truck before the town’s bloodthirsty residents came calling seemed slim. 
 “We’re going to have to make a hard choice here.”
 Jules stepped over to her husband, and he draped his arm across her shoulders for support.
 “We’re not leaving John, even if I have to carry him the whole way,” she said.
 “Understood. So, either we all try to make it or Bowie and I run for the truck.” He didn’t have to tell them that neither option was without risk.
 John and Jules looked to one another and, without saying a word, seemed to arrive at the same conclusion.
 “We’ll only slow you down, Marshal,” she said. “You go, and we’ll hold out here until you get back. We made it last night by hiding John in the car and my going up top. They did their awful best to get to me, but apparently they’re not the best climbers.”
 He nodded. “If it worked last night, it should work for at least the next few minutes. Just keep quiet and try not to draw any undue attention.”
 “Does that mean I have to get back in the trunk?” John asked, looking at the oil-stained carpet and rusty tools lining the floorboard.
 Jules stared up at the tower of crushed cars. 
 “Are you strong enough to climb?”
 He sighed. “No.”
 She placed her hand on the lid of the trunk.
 “Then you’ve got your answer.”

CHAPTER

5
 After driving the flatbed truck a mile down Wilcox Road, Tanner and Samantha came across a small auto service center with two gas pumps out front. The hose and handle from one of the pumps had been torn away and was lying on the asphalt nearby. The other pump, however, looked to be in pretty good shape.
 Three red plastic tanks sat to one side of the building, as did a bulldozer, a dump truck, and several huge piles of freshly dug dirt. It appeared as if the service station owners had been in the process of installing new fuel tanks.
 “We should check for gas,” he said, easing the truck into the small parking lot.
 Samantha looked over her shoulder at the road behind them. 
 “Okay, but let’s hurry.”
 “You still feel like someone’s watching us?”
 She shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess it’s just been a while since we had to deal with anything awful. It seems like we’re past due.”
 “Don’t jinx us,” he said, swinging open the truck’s heavy door. “You coming?”
 “Of course,” she said, grabbing her rifle.
 In addition to the two pumps, the service station consisted of a repair shop and an attached auto parts store. The sign for the store was lying on the ground, white shards of broken glass all around it. Two cats lay next to the sign, staring up at them as they approached.
 “Here, kitty kitty,” Samantha said, holding her hand out like she had a treat.
 The smaller of the two cats, an orange tabby, immediately darted around the corner of the building. The other, a big black tomcat, rose up and hissed, refusing to give ground. Tanner stepped forward and flung it away with his boot. It tumbled along the ground, scrambled to its feet, and ran after the first cat.
 “That wasn’t nice,” she said, leaning around the corner to see where they had gone.
 “It was time he learned a lesson.”
 “What?” she snorted. “That convicts are mean?” 
 “That he needs to choose his fights more carefully.”
 Tanner gave the front door a tug. It rattled but didn’t open. He peeked in through the glass but could only make out a counter and a few items lying on the floor. 
 “I see a couple of gas cans in there. Even if they’re empty, they could come in handy.”
 Samantha slung her rifle over her shoulder and wandered over to the shop’s rollup door. She reached down and pulled up on the small handle. To her surprise, the door slid up a few inches.
 “Here,” she said.
 Tanner hurried over with his shotgun at the ready. He motioned for her to take a step back, and then shoved the door all the way up. Inside the shop was a large pneumatic lift surrounded by tool chests and rolling carts. Beneath the lift was a rectangular pit used by service technicians to drain oil and other fluids. Dozens of tires, most of them with stickers still on their treads, were stacked along the far wall. A quart of fresh oil lay spilled on the concrete floor from where someone had driven over it. 
 He led them through the shop and into the small parts store. A waist-high counter was stacked full of boxes with names like Bosch, Holly, and Champion. Behind the counter were six tall shelves, most of them empty except for a few gray plastic bins. He poked around a bit, finding an assortment of car parts… spark plugs, hoses, brake pads. Great for a hobbyist wanting to build a homemade dune buggy but not much use for a post-apocalyptic traveler who hopped from car to car.
 Just inside the door sat the two small gas cans he had seen from the window. He checked them. Empty. He was about to toss one to Samantha when he caught movement coming up from behind her.
 “Down!” he shouted, swinging his shotgun in her direction.
 Samantha dropped to her knees, fumbling to get the rifle off her shoulder.
 A dark-haired woman in her early twenties hurried in through the door. She wore blue jeans and a skin tight white t-shirt with the words “Got Milk” screen printed on the front. The shirt was so thin that Tanner had trouble pulling his eyes away from the enormous nipples protruding beneath. From the worried look on the woman’s face, she was in some kind of trouble.
 Tanner lowered his shotgun as Samantha scrambled over to him.
 “Help me,” the woman gasped, rushing toward them. 
 “Easy there,” he said, holding his hand out to act as a barrier. “What’s going on?”
 She never slowed her advance, and Tanner was unsure of exactly what to do. Before he knew it, she was at him, hands and breasts pressing firmly against his chest.
 “Please,” she begged, “help me.”
 “Help you what?” 
 “Help me,” Nipples repeated, pulling at his shirt. Her eyes were wide with panic, but there was an odd smile tickling the corners of her mouth.
 “Lady, I don’t know what kind of crazy you’re selling, but we’re not buying.” He turned to Samantha. “Grab one of those gas cans, and let’s get out of here.”
 She did as instructed, never taking her eyes or her rifle off the strange woman.
 Tanner heard the quick patter of footsteps coming from outside the building. He stepped over to the window and saw two men darting away.
 “You’ve got to save me,” Nipples said, pulling at his arm. “They’re after me.”
 Tanner tightened his grip on the shotgun. Something didn’t feel right.
 “Step the hell away from me,” he said, stiff-arming her back a few steps.
 “Fine,” she spat, “be like that.” Without another word, she whirled around and marched out of the building, like she had just caught her husband in bed with their babysitter.
 “What was that all about?” asked Samantha.
 He shook his head. “I’m not sure yet. Sit tight while I check it out.”
 As Tanner stepped out of the small repair shop, he saw Nipples hurrying toward an old yellow taxi cab that had pulled up alongside the store. The same two men he had seen running away were sitting in the front seat. He glanced over at the flatbed truck. His and Samantha’s packs were both missing.
 “Hold it!” he shouted, bringing the shotgun up to his shoulder.
 Nipples glanced back but continued running.
 He squeezed the trigger, sending a load of buckshot over her head.
 “Next one will be in your butt!”
 She stopped, looking back and forth between him and the men in the taxi. Before she could make up her mind, the car sped away, heading south on Wilcox Road.
 Tanner heard Samantha coming up from behind him.
 “What’s going on?”
 “Damn thieves stole our packs.”
 Samantha looked over at the truck and then back at the woman who stood in the parking lot with her arms crossed.
 “They’re just backpacks,” she said, putting a calming hand on Tanner’s arm.
 “No,” he said, “they were more than that. They were everything we had in this godforsaken world.” He walked toward the woman, letting the shotgun slowly lower. “Darlin’, you got some explaining to do.”
 When he got to within a few feet, the woman puffed up like she was about to proclaim her innocence. By the time Tanner realized that she had something in her hand, it was too late. The blade licked against his side, cutting through his shirt and opening a small gash along his side. Thankfully, the knife slid off his ribs, never penetrating deeper than the skin. 
 Tanner instinctively struck out, hitting her in the face with his left fist. The blow was more of a reactionary pop than a full-powered punch, but it caught her squarely in the eye, and she went down hard.
 Samantha walked up next to him and touched the unconscious woman with her foot. When she didn’t move, Samantha turned to Tanner and shook her head.
 “What?” he said. “She started it.”
 
 
 
 
 
 Samantha stood watch over the unconscious woman like she was guarding a prisoner of war. They had dragged Nipples into the parts room, but she had yet to stir.
 “Are you sure you didn’t kill her?”
 “Is her chest moving?” he asked, taking a second look through the boxes of parts for anything that might be useful.
 “I’m not really sure,” she said. “It’s so big it’s hard to tell.”
 Tanner laughed. “Trust me, she’s alive.”
 “What are we going to do with her?”
 “Aha,” he said, holding up a thick roll of duct tape.
 “What’s that for?”
 “Taping her up.”
 “Why would we do that?”
 “Because they’ll be coming back for her.”
 “What makes you think that?”
 Tanner walked over, rolled the woman onto her belly, and secured her hands and feet.
 “Because,” he said, “women like this don’t get left behind. Not for long, anyway.”
 The look on Samantha’s face told him that she didn’t understand.
 “Trust me,” he said. “They’ll be back.”
 She shrugged. “Even if that’s true, shouldn’t we get out of here? We don’t need another fight.”
 “We’re not leaving until they bring back our supplies.”
 “They might come with a whole army.”
 “Nah. These guys are thieves, not fighters.”
 The woman moaned and rolled onto her side. She blinked a few times before her eyes finally remained open.
 “Where am I?” 
 “You’re our prisoner,” Samantha said in a tone that was very matter of fact.
 She struggled to free her hands. 
 “Untie me!”
 Samantha said nothing.
 Nipples looked up at her and squinted.
 “Listen, girl. You better help me get free. Right now! I mean it.”
 Samantha looked over at Tanner.
 “She’s not very nice, is she?”
 “Nope.”
 “You have no right to keep me here!”
 “Hush,” he said, leaning down and helping her to sit up. “You’re lucky I didn’t snap your neck after slicing me the way you did.” He rubbed his fingers across the small cut, which was already starting to scab over.
 “You came at me with a gun. What was I supposed to do?” 
 “Don’t play the injured party, darlin’. It won’t win you any points with me. Truth is I like you better for having taken a shot at me.” He grinned. “Shows you got a little spirit in you.”
 “Come on,” she said, her voice softening, “this is silly. You’re fine. It was barely a scratch. Let me go, and we’ll forget this whole thing ever happened.”
 “Can’t do that.”
 “Why not?”
 “Because your friends took our packs. You’re staying with us until they bring them back.”
 “They weren’t my—”
 “Save it,” he said, holding up a hand. “On the other hand, go ahead. Who knows? You could be an incredible liar. Give it a try. We’re game, right, Sam?”
 She nodded. “Sure. I love a good story.”
 Nipples sighed. “Fine. You caught me, and I’m sorry. Is that what you want to hear?”
 “I don’t care if you’re sorry or not. I just want my beer back.”
 Samantha spun around. “Your what?”
 “My gear. I said I want my gear back.”
 She squinted at him but said nothing.
 “So that’s it? You’re just going to keep me here tied up like a hog?”
 “Looks that way.”
 “And there’s nothing I can say that will convince you to let me go?”
 “Nope. I’m very hard to convince of anything.” He nodded toward Samantha. “Ask her. She’ll tell you.” 
 “Oh, that’s very true,” she said. “He’s like a giant boulder.”
 Tanner cut his eyes at her.
 “A boulder?”
 She shrugged. “They’re immovable, right?”
 “Anyway,” he said, turning back to Nipples, “you sit tight. You’ll be all right once we get our stuff back.”
 She stared off for a moment as she worked something out in her mind.
 “Send the girl out so we can talk in private, grownup to grownup.”
 “Sam can hear anything you have to say.”
 Nipples shook her head. “If you want your stuff back, do as I say.”
 Tanner was about to argue the point when Samantha spoke up.
 “I’ll go out and check on the cats you scared away. It’ll be dark soon, and they shouldn’t be out on their own.”
 He shrugged. “Okay, but be careful. If you see anything you don’t like, skedaddle back here or fire off a shot.”
 “I’ll be fine,” she said, turning to leave. 
 And for the first time, Tanner realized that she probably would be fine. Samantha was more capable of dealing with trouble than most people he knew, both in and out of prison. When he heard her begin to call for the cats outside, he turned back and squatted down next to the woman.
 “Okay, darlin’, let’s hear it.”
 She smiled. “Untie me first.”
 “Not a chance.”
 “What am I going to do to a big man like you?”
 “Oh, I’m sure you could do plenty to a man,” he said, grinning.
 “Exactly,” she said, winking her good eye.
 “Ah,” he said, “so that’s it. A little honey to make things better?”
 She ran her tongue around her lips. 
 “Would that really be so bad?”
 Nipples was an attractive, albeit deceitful, young woman. It didn’t hurt that she could survive a shipwreck by simply rolling onto her back. He recognized that taking a deal like the one she was offering was terribly immoral. Then again, he thought, morality was often overrated during an apocalypse.
 “I have been known to crave a little honey from time to time,” he said, sliding her around and removing the tape.
 Nipples pulled her hands free and began rubbing her wrists. When they had finally returned to their normal color, she reached up, gently cupped his face, and kissed him on the lips. It was a long passionate kiss that probed every corner of his mouth.
 “Come on, big fellow,” she said, pulling his body onto hers. “Let’s see if we can make this right.”
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Executive Order 16662
 
 

Temporary Revocation of the War Powers Resolution
 
 

By virtue of the authority vested in me by the Congressional Body, and as the appointed President of the United States, the following is hereby ordered:

Section 1. Revocation of War Powers Resolution. (a) The War Powers Resolution of 1973 shall hereby be revoked. (b) The revocation is designed to help safeguard the nation from enemies, both foreign and domestic, and to ensure the nation’s survival following the outbreak of the Superpox-99 virus.

Section 2. Transfer of Powers. (a) The President shall hereby have the authority to conduct military operations, both within the United States as well as beyond its borders, without the consent of the Congressional Body. (b) The President shall have no limitations on the scope or duration of such military actions. (c) The Congressional Body shall work with the President in an advisory role to ensure that the interests of the nation are properly considered.

Section 3. Expiration Term. (a) This revocation of the War Powers Resolution shall expire 180 days from the date of issue. (b) Any future extensions of the revocation shall require unanimous consensus of the President, Vice President, Secretary of Defense, and Secretary of Homeland Security. 
 
 

Executive Order 16663
 
 

Issuance of New National Currency
 
 

By virtue of the authority vested in me by the Congressional Body, and as the appointed President of the United States, the following is hereby ordered:

Section 1. Complete Devaluation of the United States Dollar. (a) The United States dollar shall no longer be the official currency of the United States, and as such, it shall no longer be guaranteed by the U.S. government. (b) All dollars, both in and out of circulation, shall hereby be devalued and considered to be without financial worth.

Section 2. Establishment of a New National Currency. (a) The United States shall adopt the international gold-backed credit as its new currency. (b) The gold-backed credit shall be guaranteed with national gold reserves. (c) Such reserves shall be subject to inspection and verification by international currency monitors. (d) The currency shall remain fixed in value such that one thousand credits shall equal one ounce of 24-carat gold. (e) Gold-backed credits shall be redeemable for their equivalent in gold and will proudly display the words, “Payable to Bearer on Demand.” (f) The new currency shall be produced solely by the United States Mint and other approved international treasuries.

CHAPTER

7
 As soon as Mason stepped out of the junkyard, he knew he was in trouble. It was so bad that he paused for a moment, hoping that his eyes were playing tricks on him. 
 They weren’t. 
 Directly across the street, dozens of infected men and women flooded out of the mobile home sales center. Having used the model homes as temporary refuge, they were willing to risk exposing themselves to the last few minutes of daylight to investigate his brazen intrusion.
 It was still a good three hundred yards to the CVS lot where his truck was parked, and he had no illusions about his ability to outrun such a large group. One trip or stumble, one violent encounter along the way, anything that slowed him down, and he would be overrun by the bloodthirsty maniacs.
 He spun to look behind him, wondering whether it might be better to fight from the salvage yard. The problem was Bowie. The dog wouldn’t be able to climb the mounds of metal debris, leaving him at the mercy of the monsters. That meant, despite what seemed like insurmountable odds, they had to try for the truck.
 Mason broke into a dead run, heading south on Highway 19E. Bowie ran beside him, barking like they were playing a game. It took the mob a few seconds to spot them, but when they did, they screamed with violent fury and gave chase. Twenty or more men and women ran stiff legged and slightly bent at the waist, grunting and groaning as if the exertion pained them. Even more worrisome than the ones chasing him were the half a dozen who poured out from the abandoned church directly ahead. 
 Mason slowed only slightly, swinging the M4 up to this shoulder and firing a series of short three-round bursts. Even with many of the bullets hitting true, only four of the six fell. Before he could drop the remaining two, Bowie raced ahead and cut into his line of fire.



 A grossly obese woman tackled Bowie to the ground. That was a mistake that she lived only a brief time to regret. Mason took careful aim and dropped the final man with another burst. Their path ahead was now clear. 
 As they sprinted past the fallen group, one of the injured men reached up and grabbed Mason’s ankle. He fell, tumbling to the ground, and rolled onto his side as he prepared to bring the rifle back into play. Before he could get off another shot, Bowie had already ripped into the man. Mason scrambled to his feet and glanced back to see the infected mob closing in from behind them.
 “Leave him!” he shouted, turning and running. 
 For a split second, Mason thought Bowie and he might actually make it back to his truck. But as he saw a fresh stream of the infected spilling out from the adjacent CVS, he realized there was no going back. He scanned the street for a place from which he and Bowie could fight. There simply wasn’t one. Every building was a haven for the darkness-loving monsters. 
 Hopeless or not, he wasn’t going down without a fight. Mason stopped, planted his feet, and prepared to make his last stand. Bowie moved close to him and bared his teeth at the oncoming crowd. Mason couldn’t have felt more proud. Death was coming for them, but they stood firm, willing to meet it side by side. 
 That’s when he saw it—a possible way out. Not more than fifty yards away sat a huge white garbage truck parked in front of the Blue Ridge Trash Disposal Center.
 “To the truck!” he yelled, lowering his rifle and racing toward it. 
 Bowie ran ahead and circled the garbage truck. By the time Mason caught up, the dog was already fighting two men. He had one pinned on the ground, but the second man yanked at his neck from behind. Mason ran up, put the muzzle of his M4 against the base of the man’s skull, and pulled the trigger. There was a puff of blood as the man pitched forward into the dirt.
 Mason hurried over to the massive truck, climbed the metal step, and pulled on the handle. The door swung open but, before he could climb in, strong hands grabbed him from behind. He fell back onto the ground, his M4 clattering off the bumper and falling beneath the truck. Mason rolled onto his back, drew his Supergrade, and shot his attacker in the throat. The man thrashed violently, running around as if on fire before finally collapsing by the rear of the truck. 
 Scores of the infected were now closing in from every direction. 
 He shouted for Bowie to get into the truck, and the dog immediately obeyed, launching himself from the ground up into the cab with a single giant leap. Mason scrambled to his feet and half-crawled, half-climbed in after him. He slammed the door shut and quickly locked it. 
 He realized that his and Bowie’s lives were dependent on a single event—something that had occurred weeks earlier. Either the operator had left the keys in the truck, or he hadn’t. If the keys were there, they might live. If the keys were missing, he and Bowie would surely die in the next few seconds. He leaned down and felt next to the steering column. Not only were the keys in the ignition, but dangling from the key ring was a lucky rabbit’s foot. 
 Mason held his breath and turned the keys. The truck’s 466 cubic-inch diesel engine came to life with a throaty roar, finally settling to a metallic rumble that caused Bowie’s lower jaw to shake up and down like he was suffering from tremors. There were three pedals on the floor, which Mason assumed were the clutch, brake, and gas. The gear shift poked up from the floorboard, the letters and markings on the black knob worn away with years of use. There was also a handle with a sticker above it that read PTO, as well as a panel of various payload buttons.
 Figuring that the controls were identical to a standard transmission, he pressed the clutch and shoved the gearshift up and to the left. The first of the infected were already arriving, and they struggled against one another to get to his door. Mason eased off the clutch, and the heavy truck rolled forward. Several of the infected stepped directly in front of him and held out their hands as if thinking they could possibly stop a thirty-five-thousand pound rolling steel box. The results were easy enough to predict: screams, blood, and the crunching of bones.
 Mason dropped the transmission into second gear and steered out onto the four-lane divided highway. Even in second, he was barely managing ten miles an hour, and the infected continued to hurl themselves at the truck in a desperate attempt to stop him. 
 A scraggly looking woman jumped onto the front bumper and began beating against the windshield with her disfigured hands. 
 Holding the oversized wheel steady with his left hand, he slid his Supergrade from its holster and shot her through the windshield. The report of the .45 was deafening, but it had the desired effect. She fell away, cupping the fresh hole in her chest. Mason shoved the pistol back into its holster, afraid that the gun might be lost if he left it on his lap.
 The truck rolled on, bumping over anyone foolish enough to stand in its way. Mason shoved the transmission into third, and his speed increased to twenty miles an hour as he pulled away from the mob. He plowed ahead for another two hundred yards before whipping the heavy truck into the salvage yard. Bowie slid across the cracked vinyl seat, pressing against him. The dog seemed to be enjoying the ride and used the opportunity to lick the side of his master’s face.
 Mason sped down the long rows of crushed cars until he got to where Jules and John had been hiding. The horn button had been broken off the steering wheel, so he swung his door open and leaned out.
 “Jules! John! Time to go!”
 The trunk on the impala swung upward as John kicked it open. He struggled to climb out, his injured leg stiff and unresponsive.
 Mason hopped down and ran over to help. 
 “Where’s Jules?” John asked, leaning heavily on Mason.
 Mason searched the pile of cars. It was getting darker by the minute, and he could no longer even see the top of the stack. 
 “Jules!” he shouted.
 No answer.
 Mason felt his gut seize. Even though he had managed to gain a little distance, the screams of crazed attackers were steadily growing louder. The enemy was coming, and Jules was nowhere to be found. 
 
 
 Jules crouched behind a rusted metal barrel, clutching a 20-gauge pump shotgun in both hands. Her plan to stay hidden on top of the heaps of cars until Marshal Raines returned had quickly fallen apart. Not only had a group of the infected shown up, but they had resorted to searching individual cars. Perhaps they were having heartburn with John’s disappearing act from the night before, or maybe it was just a bit of bad luck. Either way, when they turned down her row, she knew that her husband was in trouble.
 Hoping to lead them away, she had climbed down and fired a shot before running deeper into the junkyard. What she hadn’t realized was that half of the property was a huge parking lot of cars set aside for scavenging. She now found herself stuck on that half, with absolutely no advantage over the disfigured monsters. To make matters worse, the night was growing darker, and she was having trouble seeing through the thick shadows. She had no doubt, however, that the creatures would eventually find her. The damn things possessed an uncanny ability to see in the dark, like drow elves that had spent their lives in a subterranean underworld. 
 A long string of gunshots sounded in the distance, undoubtedly the marshal fighting his way back to his truck. Assuming that he made it, he would be returning soon. She had to get back to her husband, or they would be forced to leave her behind.
 Jules shuffled down a long row of cars. She could see the taller stacks of crushed vehicles up ahead and was confident that if she could make it to them, she could once again climb out of reach. She was so focused on the tower of cars that she ran headfirst into one of the infected as he rounded the corner. The collision sent her toppling backward onto her butt.
 He dove for her, hands outstretched as he prepared to rip flesh from bone. 
 She braced the butt of her shotgun against the dirt and prepared to fire. She had only four shells remaining and couldn’t afford to waste a single one. 
 He landed directly on top of her, nearly impaling himself on the shotgun barrel. 
 As he lay dangling over the barrel, fumbling to push it out of the way, she pulled the trigger. The muffled blast imparted a tremendous amount of energy, jerking his body upward and blowing a hole the size of a quarter through his belly. The pellets tore through flesh, intestines, and organs, and he collapsed, drooping over the gun with his arms reaching for her like a drunken lover. 
 Jules pulled frantically at the butt of the shotgun, but the man’s weight held it firmly against the dirt. Warm blood spilled down the barrel, dripping onto her hands and chest. Panic threatened to overwhelm her, and she bit at her lip to keep from screaming. Ignoring the wet slime that oozed over her hands and forearms, she swung both legs up and kicked the man away.
 She lay there for a moment with the shotgun trembling in her hands, convinced that a hundred more of the monsters would appear at any moment. They didn’t. The night remained quiet except for the sound of a deep rumble, which slowly grew louder. It had to be Marshal Raines. He was coming for her and John like he had promised. She needed to move, now!
 Jules scrambled to her feet and ran. 
 
 
 Hanging from the doorframe of the garbage truck, Mason searched the night. A crowd of the infected was turning down the long row of cars. He had maybe a minute before they were on him.
 “Jules!” he shouted again.
 “I’m not leaving without her, Marshal,” John said, sliding across the seat to reopen the passenger side door.
 Mason flopped back down and dropped the truck into reverse.
 “Sit tight. We’re not leaving her.”         
 A loud beeping sounded as the truck began backing up. A makeshift reverse camera had been installed on the dash, but there was barely enough light for him to see the outline of the crowd forming behind him.
 “What are we doing?” John shouted over the roar of the engine.
 “We’re buying her some time.”
 When the truck finally plowed through the infected mob, it was moving at a pretty good clip. Bodies were crushed under the heavy tires; others fell into the hopper at the rear of the truck. Mason continued backwards until the truck smashed against a stack of crushed cars. Some of the infected who had managed to get out of the way swarmed the truck, leaping onto its side. One tore at the handle to John’s door.
 John fumbled with his Commander, and it fell heavily onto the floorboard. As he bent over to grab it, Mason drew his Supergrade and fired a single shot, blowing out John’s window and taking off the top of the infected man’s head. Cool night air spilled in, as did the smell of the truck’s exhaust.
 John screamed something unintelligible.
 Mason dropped the transmission back into low, and the heavy truck began inching forward. 
 An infected woman leaned in through John’s open window, her mouth wide as she tried to latch onto his neck. 
 “Bowie!” Mason shouted, fighting to get the truck into second. “Clear the window!”
 Bowie lunged across John, catching the woman under the jaw with his bottom teeth and across the bridge of the nose with his top teeth. Before he could clamp down, she jerked away, cartwheeling back onto the dirt road.
 “What about me?” John asked, holding the Colt up with both hands. “What should I do?”
 “You keep an eye out for Jules. She’s here somewhere. And for God’s sake, don’t shoot me or Bowie.”
 Another of the infected climbed onto the hood and began smashing his head against the windshield. He was more disfigured than most, his hands elongated and his joints swollen and enlarged from massive calcification.
 Mason fought the steering wheel as the truck bumped over bodies. 
 “John, shoot him!” he shouted, trying to see around the man.
 John pointed his pistol at the man but hesitated, his hands shaking.
 Bleeding profusely from his forehead, the infected man managed to shove his hand through the hole he had made in the windshield. He pawed at Mason, desperately trying to grab something he could rip away.
 “Damn it, man, pull that trigger!”
 John squeezed the trigger over and over, pumping 230-grain lead slugs into the infected man’s face. He didn’t stop until the gun’s slide locked to the rear. Blood arced overhead as the man pitched backward off the hood. 
 Even with the attacker gone, the windshield was now cracked and splintered in a hundred places, making it nearly impossible to see through. Mason leaned back, raised his foot, and kicked out what remained with his boot. As soon as it fell away, he saw a tower of cars looming directly ahead. He swung the wheel hard to the right, but it was already too late. The garbage truck crashed to a stop. 
 They all slammed forward against the dash, Bowie yelping as he tumbled onto the floorboard. Something sharp hit high on Mason’s brow, and blood began trickling down the side of his face. 
 Taking advantage of the truck’s sudden stop, more of the infected began to climb onboard.
 Mason stomped the clutch, dropped the transmission back in reverse, and floored the gas. He could hear dozens of the infected banging makeshift weapons on the sides and top of the garbage truck, as if trying to down a wooly mammoth with sticks and stones. 
 Not knowing exactly what he was doing, but figuring that it couldn’t possibly hurt, Mason reached down and pulled the PTO knob. Almost immediately, the engine whined as the output shaft engaged the truck’s hydraulic systems. 
 But that was it. Nothing else happened. 
 Okay, he thought, let’s put this truck to work. Moving from left to right on the control panel, he began by pressing the Hopper Start button. The night was suddenly filled with screams as the two-thousand-pound hopper paddle tore off arms and legs, sweeping several of the infected from the rear hopper into the main storage bin.
 Something heavy hammered the roof, and dimples began appearing on the inside of the headliner. Mason didn’t know if they could pierce the sheet metal with primitive weapons, but he didn’t want to find out. He stomped the brake pedal and watched as several of the infected tumbled off the back of the truck. Then he pushed the gearshift up into low and started forward again. He didn’t know how much longer he could continue the back and forth motion before one of the creatures got inside with them.
 Meanwhile, Bowie continued snapping at hands as they tried to reach in to unlock John’s door. John was all but overwhelmed by the pure chaos and seemed content to let Bowie do his bidding.
 Mason swerved right, scraping the side panel against jagged cars to peel away some of the attackers. There were sounds of footsteps above them as more of the infected found their way up top. He raised his pistol and fired three shots through the roof, watching as a man swan dived off the side of the truck. Using his knees to steer, Mason quickly dropped the spent magazine, slapped in a fresh one, and released the slide. Eight rounds in the gun and eight left on his belt—not nearly enough for the army of crazies that continued to grow around them.
 Hoping to make it harder on those riding up top, he reached down and hit the next button on the control panel, Packer Start. A huge metal wall inside the compacting bin slowly pushed forward, crushing what was left of those who had been swept in from the hopper earlier. It did little, however, to deter the half a dozen people crawling along the rooftop.
 Continuing to work his way down the control panel, Mason hit the Top Door Open button. The whine of the engine changed pitch again as the roof of the storage compartment slowly slid rearward, sending several people falling down into the compacting bin. He quickly pressed the Packer Start button again, crunching them into contorted mounds of meat and bones. He left the door open, hoping that it would make it harder for others to come over the top.
 “There!” John shouted, pointing up to their left. “It’s Jules!” 
 A lone figure stood atop a tall stack of cars, waving her arms in the air. It was Jules all right, but getting her into the truck was going to be a trick. There was no way for them to stop without being completely overwhelmed. Mason only saw one way to rescue her, and it wasn’t going to be pretty.
 “Hang out your window and yell for her to jump onto the truck,” he instructed.
 “Are you kidding? They’ll kill her.”
 “It’s the only way. If she can get into the compacting bin, I can close it up and keep her safe. It’ll be like riding in a tank.”
 John started to argue the point but quickly realized that they were out of options. He slid out the window, sitting on the edge of the frame, and waved for Jules to drop.
 “Jump into the hopper!”
 Jules moved to the edge of the stack of cars and looked down as the garbage truck approached. The drop wasn’t far, maybe five feet, but the timing would have to perfect to land not only on the truck but to thread the needle and fall directly into the hopper. She readied herself.
 “She’s only going to have one shot at this. I’ll slow, but I can’t stop.”
 John nodded. “She’ll make it.”
 Mason swung close to the cars and eased off the gas.
 “Now!” he yelled.
 Even before John motioned for her to drop, Jules was already in the air. She landed on the roof the truck and then rolled backwards, tumbling into the open bin. Mason immediately hit the Top Door Closed button, and a few seconds later, they heard a shotgun blast from deep within the belly of the truck.
 John turned to him with a worried look but said nothing.
 Mason steered the truck around a sharp corner and dropped the transmission into second. The infected continued to give chase for a few blocks but soon fell behind. Mason leaned back against the seat and enjoyed the wind rushing in through the missing windshield, a welcome reminder that the only thing ahead of them was the dark open road. 
 With the fight over, Bowie scooted across the seat and laid his head on Mason’s lap. He seemed utterly exhausted.
 Mason reached down and gently stroked the dog’s ears.
 “Take it easy, boy. We’re safe now.”
 
 
 
 
 As soon as they cleared the outskirts of Elizabethton, Mason pulled the garbage truck over to the side of the road. He opened the bin’s top door and climbed up on the roof. With only the shine of moonlight, it was difficult to see down into the hopper.
 “You alive in there?”
 The reply was a few choice words.
 He laughed. “I’ll take that as a yes.”
 “I’m waist deep in blood and other things I don’t even want to think about,” she said, standing up and shaking off some of the slop. 
 “At least you’re still breathing.”
  She handed out her shotgun. 
 “Give a lady a hand, will you?” she said, reaching up with both hands. 
 He reached down and hauled her out.
 Jules was a mess all right, covered from head to foot in blood and every manner of human waste. But as far as Mason could tell, she was uninjured. Given the dramatic rescue, that in itself was a miracle.
 John called around from the cab of the truck. There was terrible worry in his voice.
 “Marshal, is she okay?” 
 “I’m fine!” she hollered back. “Marshal Raines, you’ve got to get me somewhere I can wash up. John can’t see me like this.”
 “Are you kidding me? He isn’t going to care what you look like.”
 “Maybe not, but I do. Seriously, Marshal, you have to help me.”
 Mason looked around. “There’s not a hose on the truck, but I suppose we can stop at the Doe River. We’re going to cross over it in less than a mile.”
 “Perfect. I’ll hang onto the side like the old garbage collectors.”
 “Are you sure about this?”
 “Believe me, a man shouldn’t see his bride with intestines in her hair.”
 Mason shrugged. “All right. Hang on tight.” 
 He climbed down and slid back into the cab. Bowie seemed particularly interested in the smell of something on his hands. 
 “Where’s Jules?” asked John.
 “She wants to clean up a bit before coming up front.”
 He looked out his window for her, but she was on the opposite side of the truck.
 “Are you sure she’s okay?”
 “She’s fine. I told her that she could wash up at the river.”
 John shook his head. “I tell you, vanity’s going to be the death of that woman.”
 “I’m not so sure. If I had to guess, I’d say she’s going to live a nice long life.” 
 “You really think so?”
 “Sure,” he said. “If Jules proved anything tonight, it’s that she’ll do whatever it takes to stay alive.”
 
 
 Carl, John, Lucy, and Jules stood in the bright shine of headlights, hugging and crying as emotions overwhelmed them. They had all lost so much—friends, family, and any sense of life’s normalcy. The prospect of losing one another was more than any of them could bear.
 Connie stood beside Mason, both of them trying not to gawk at something so intimate and heartfelt. Bowie, however, showed no such discretion as he stared at the family with his tail wagging.
 “That was a fine piece of work, Marshal,” she said.
 Mason dabbed a wet cloth against the cut on his forehead.
 “A little too close if you ask me.”
 “What about your truck?”
 “I’ll go back at first light and get it. I can’t afford to lose those supplies.”
 “And after that, we’ll head straight to Ashland?”
 Mason smiled. “As long as nothing else gets in our way.”
 “I have a feeling you and your giant dog can deal with anything that gets in our way.” She squatted down to pet Bowie, but when he started licking her face, she quickly straightened. “I just wish he wasn’t such a slobber mouth!” she exclaimed with a laugh.
 “We all have our ways of showing affection. That’s Bowie’s.”
 She reached over and squeezed the back of Mason’s arm.
 “What’s yours, Marshal?”
 Mason said nothing as he watched Jules swing young Lucy around in a big circle, both of them laughing with joy.
 “Marshal?”
 He turned to Connie with a sad smile.
 “Come on,” he said, “let’s get some rest. Tomorrow’s going to be a long day.”

CHAPTER

8
 Even standing fifty yards away, Samantha heard the woman scream. It was a violent, angry scream, laced with every possible type of profanity. She wheeled around and hurried back to the shop. When she stepped inside, she saw Tanner sitting in a small chair with his back against the wall. The sawed-off shotgun rested across his lap, and he was looking out through the front window like a man without a care in the world. The woman was still taped up on the floor. She didn’t appear injured, but her t-shirt was now on inside out, and a strip of duct tape was covering her mouth.
 “What happened?”
 Tanner motioned toward the woman. 
 “She got angry and started screaming. I couldn’t have that.”
 “What made her so mad?”
 “She learned a hard lesson,” he said, meeting the woman’s venomous stare.
 “What lesson?”
 “Never to trust a man when he’s negotiating for honey.”
 Nipples tried to say something, but her words were muffled by the tape.
 “She had honey?”
 “Yep.”
 “Is there any left?” Samantha asked, looking around the small store.
 “Nope.” 
 “You ate the whole jar of honey by yourself?”
 “Oh yes,” he said, winking at Nipples.
 Nipples glared at him, growling.
 “And she expected you to let her go for giving it to you? Is that it?”
 “That’s right.”
 “But you didn’t?”
 “Nope. The way I see it is we’re even now. She did me wrong, and I did her wrong.” Tanner rubbed the scab on his side where the blade had nicked him. “I don’t think either one of us will forget the other anytime soon.”
 “I suppose that’s fair,” Samantha said, still feeling a bit uncertain as to whether or not she was getting the whole story.
 “I’ve always said I’m fair, if nothing else.”
 “I’ve never heard you say that.”
 “No?”
 “No.”
 “Well, it’s true isn’t it?”
 Samantha thought for a moment.
 “Not really, no.”
 He laughed. “You might only be eleven, but you could teach our prisoner a thing or two.”
 
 
 They came for Nipples shortly after dark. The same two young men he had seen earlier scuttled around the huge pile of dirt that sat behind the repair shop. Tanner watched them from a thicket of trees about thirty yards away. When the men got to the back of the building, they split, one going right, the other left. The one that went to the right passed directly in front of him, barely outside of arm’s reach.
 Tanner let him pass before stepping out and beaning him with the butt of the shotgun. The man fell forward into the dirt without making a sound. Tanner picked up his rifle, a Marlin carbine, and flung it off into the trees. A quick pat down revealed no other weapons. He pulled two long strips of duct tape from the roll and secured the man’s hands and feet. Then, like he had done to Nipples, he put a short length of tape across the man’s mouth. Taping someone’s mouth was risky because it could cause suffocation, but Tanner chalked that up to being a hazard of the profession the man had chosen.
 When he was finished, he hurried to the corner of the building and peeked around. The second man had already cleared the opposite corner and was moving toward the front door. Tanner leaned around and waved for the man to come to him, hoping that it was dark enough that he would think it was his partner in crime. Before the man could get a clear look at him, Tanner ducked back around and waited.
 A few seconds later, the man hustled around the corner.
 “What are you doing? I told—”
 He was cut short when Tanner stepped forward and headbutted him across the bridge of the nose. The blow was so powerful that the man dropped his rifle and stumbled back a couple of steps. Never one to leave things unfinished, Tanner brought a knee up into his groin and coldcocked him in the ear. The man bent at the waist and then fell sideways, moaning. Tanner taped him up before doing a quick circle around the building to make sure no one else had joined the party. 
 They hadn’t.
 One by one, he grabbed the men by their ankles and dragged them into the shop. He slid them up next to Nipples and let them drop. For her part, she only shook her head with disappointment. Tanner reached down and carefully pulled the tape from her mouth.
 “If you scream, I’ll zip you right back up. We clear?”
 She pressed her lips together and nodded.
 “Thank you for not killing them,” she said softly. “The older one is my brother.”
 He studied the first man, and there did indeed seem to be a resemblance.
 “How many more of you are there?”
 “Obviously, we made a mistake taking your things.”
 “You think?”
 “We’re just trying to survive. No different than you and your kid.” She nodded toward Samantha, who was standing over near the window, looking out.
 “Wrong,” he said. “We don’t take from the living.”
 “That’s true,” Samantha said, without turning around. “He wouldn’t even let me take a chicken when I was starving to death.”
 He glanced back at her.
 “I don’t remember you starving at the time.”
 “Well I was.”
 “Uh-huh. Sure you were.” He turned back to Nipples. “Point is you stole from us. That’s not something I’m going to let slide.”
 “Like I said, it was a mistake.”
 “Okay. So, I’ll ask you again. How many more of you are there? It’s better if you tell me. That way, I don’t have to resort to pulling out your brother’s fingernails.”
 She sighed. “Eleven. The rest are probably still over at the Domtar paper mill.”
 “You’re holed up at the paper mill?”
 “Most of us worked there. We use it as our home base now. It’s not much, but at least no one bothers us there.”
 “All right then,” he said, standing up, “eleven more to go. I hope I have enough tape.”
 “They’ll leave us here,” she said. “They’re not going to chance another rescue.”
 Tanner bumped one of the men with his boot.
 “For these two bozos, maybe not. But for you, darlin’, they’ll give it another go.” He smiled. “Believe me, you’re worth it.”
 She glanced over at Samantha and lowered her voice.
 “You shouldn’t have tricked me the way you did. Taking my… honey, and then not letting me go. That wasn’t cool.” There was a coy smile on her lips that suggested her feelings of betrayal were tempered with memories that weren’t all bad.
 “It was pretty crummy, I’ll give you that. And maybe one day I’ll lose a little sleep over it. Right now, I’m more worried about assholes with guns.” He looked over at Samantha. “You guard these three. I’m going back out to watch for their friends.”
 Samantha nodded. “Okay, but try not to kill anyone.”
 “Believe me,” he said, “I’m trying.”
 
 
 The second wave of rescuers was much less subtle than the first. Two Jeeps and a large sedan pulled up on the road about twenty yards in front of the garage. They turned their cars so that the headlights faced the shop. Tanner watched as six men climbed out. Every single one was carrying either a rifle or a shotgun, but they all appeared to be scared shitless—a dangerous combination to be sure.
 To his surprise, they didn’t split up, take cover, or make any effort to advance on the building. Nor did they try to shoot the place up, which would have done absolutely nothing to help their compatriots’ cause. Instead, they stood close to their vehicles doing not much of anything. After nearly a full minute, one man finally got up the nerve to step forward. 
 “Don’t shoot!” he said, cupping his hands around his mouth like a bull horn. “We just want to talk!”
 If they had split up, it might have been a decent ambush play. As it was, they seemed to be sincere enough. Of course, that didn’t mean one of them wouldn’t get a wild hair and do something stupid.
 “Guns on the ground!” Tanner shouted from the tree line. He kept his command short and immediately shuffled to his right after calling out.
 The group talked among themselves for a few seconds and then set their weapons down on the pavement.
 “Now, back up!”
 They moved as one big group, taking a few steps back, their eyes constantly searching the trees.
 Tanner came at them from the side, careful to stay out of the direct shine of the headlights. He held his shotgun at shoulder level, ready to make a mess of things, if needed. They were so focused on the area where they had last heard him that they didn’t see him until he was almost at them.
 He continued forward until he was standing directly over their weapons. There was no guarantee that one of them didn’t have a pistol stuck behind his back, but getting it in play before he took a load of buckshot wasn’t a gamble most men would take.
 “Hands!” he shouted. “Let me see them!”
 The men slowly brought their hands up, their eyes wide with fear.
 Tanner took his time looking them over, slowly panning the shotgun from one man to the next. They ranged from just past puberty to approaching retirement, with nearly every decade in between represented. They were dirty, and their faces were spotted with beards slowly filling in. If a little mud had been smeared on their cheeks, they could have passed for miners who had just crawled out from the hole.
 “Who’s in charge?”
 The man who had stepped forward earlier raised his hand a little higher. He was in his forties, a little plump around the middle, but with arms thick from a lifetime of hard work.
 “That would be me. They call me Bronco.”
 “All right, Bronco, which of you jokers has our stuff?”
 “Mister, we didn’t know what Pete and his sister were up to.”
 “Sure you didn’t.”
 “We’ve got your packs in the Jeep.” He pointed toward the closest vehicle. “I’ll get them if you like.”
 Tanner turned to a young man standing beside Bronco. He was short and thin, and had a head full of stringy hair that couldn’t have looked worse if he had crawled through a sewer. 
 “Are the packs really in the Jeep?”
 The boy looked around before answering, not at all happy about being singled out for questioning.
 “Yes, sir.”
 Tanner pointed the shotgun directly at his face.
 “Okay, Bronco, you go and get the packs. If you screw with me in the slightest, I’m going to blow this boy’s head off.”
 The young man started to protest, but Bronco patted him on the shoulder. 
 “It’s all good, Frankie. Just stay still, and you’ll be fine.” He turned to Tanner. “I’m right, aren’t I?” 
 “You are.”
 Bronco walked over to the nearest Jeep and lifted out the two backpacks. He carried them over and carefully set them on the ground a few feet in front of Tanner.
 “It’s all there. You got my word that nothing was taken.”
 “All right. Now, you men load up and drive back to the paper mill.”
 Bronco’s eyes widened a little, like he had been splashed in the face with cold water.
 “How’d you know—”
 Tanner waved his shotgun. “Go on now. I mean it.”
 “What about our people inside?”
 “I’ll let them go after I make sure you didn’t take anything from the packs. If something’s missing, I’ll take something of theirs in return.”
 “Something of theirs?”
 “Most likely a finger. Depends on what looks easiest to lop off.”
 Bronco made a concerned face but motioned for the men to get back into their cars. They quickly loaded up and eased down the street. Tanner watched until the three-car caravan disappeared around the corner. As soon as they were out of sight, he hurried back into the shop. 
 Samantha was standing next to the window, her rifle pointed toward their captives. Both men were now conscious, and Nipples was telling her brother that everything was going to be okay.
 “Time to go, Sam,” he said, tossing her one of the gas cans.
 “Did we get our packs back?”
 “We did. Go put yours on while I cut them free.”
 Samantha turned to the captives.
 “We’re going to let you go now, but you should quit stealing from people. Not everyone’s as nice as we are.”
 Tanner knelt in front of Nipples and gently lifted her chin with his hand. 
 “She’s right, you know. Next time, you might not be so lucky.”
 She started to say something but bit her lip. Now was not the time to get an attitude.
 He reached around and cut her hands free.
 “You can work the tape off your ankles and from the others. I imagine your friends will be back shortly.”
 She nodded. “Thanks.”
 Tanner stood back up and started for the door.
 “Big man,” she said.
 He glanced back over his shoulder.
 “You were right about one thing.”
 “What’s that?”
 She winked. “I’m not going to forget you.”
 Tanner grinned as he went out the door.
 
 
 Tanner and Samantha drove south on Wilcox Road, packs safely tied to the back of the flatbed truck, weapons resting on the floorboard next to their feet. Both windows were down, and the warm night air swirled around the cab. The sound of bugs, frogs, and bats serenaded them from the thick forest lining both sides of the dark street.
 “I watched you from the window,” she said.
 His gut tightened. Had she seen him with Nipples? Tanner’s discussion of the “birds and the bees” with his own son had involved a Playboy magazine and a couple of cold beers. He doubted that was going to cut it in Samantha’s case. 
 “Watched me when?”
 “When you dealt with those men outside.”
 “Ah,” he said, breathing a sigh of relief. “And you were proud of me, right? I didn’t kill a single person.”
 “I was proud of you. I think I’m rubbing off on you.”
 He smiled. “We’re both changing each other.”
 “I guess. But I think I’m changing you more.”
 “If you say so.”
 “I’m confused about one thing though.”
 “What’s that?”
 “Was all this really necessary over a couple of backpacks? It’s like the woman said. They were just trying to survive.”
 “Maybe so, but I didn’t like their means.”
 “What are means?”
 He thought for a moment before answering. 
 “Means are how you go about getting what you want.”
 “And means matter?”
 “Darlin’, means are all that ever really matter.”

CHAPTER

9
 General Hood stood at attention, staring straight ahead, his thick frame filling out the tightly pressed uniform. He might have been mistaken for a Terracotta Warrior had it not been for the thin sheen of sweat covering his forehead and the Colt .45 hanging on his waist. 
 “We have a problem, Mr. President.” 
 President Pike walked over and slowly closed the door to his office. His movement was calm but deliberate, telling any who might be paying attention that this was just another government matter: nothing to see here, move along. Yumi sat in his chair with her feet up on his desk, her skirt riding up her silky thighs.
 “What kind of problem?” he asked, unable to take his eyes off Yumi’s legs.
 “I received a message this morning from Lenny Bruce, a message that I would classify as threatening.” When Pike failed to respond, the general continued. “If you recall, Lenny is the leader of Fresh Start, a community rebuilding in Lexington.”
 Pike nodded, transfixed as Yumi slowly slid her skirt higher and higher.
 “Sir,” Hood said a little louder, “Lenny’s the man we made a deal with regarding the rifles taken from Glynco. He’s going to be a problem.”
 Pike forced himself to turn away from Yumi, and she giggled.
 “Oh fine,” she said. “Talk to the general. You obviously love him more anyway.”
 Pike cut his eyes at her, and she giggled again.
 “What kind of problem?” he asked.
 “The kind that could expose our plans to destabilize the previous administration, not to mention our involvement in the killing of hundreds of US Marshals.”
 The president turned to him.
 “Yes, sir,” said Hood. “That kind of problem.”
 “How could he know all this?”
 “I suppose he pieced most of it together. Lenny’s a clever man. He started asking questions and didn’t stop until he figured out what was what. He now believes that we were behind the attack at Glynco and that we intended to have him use the stolen weapons to remove President Glass from office.”
 “That’s a hell of a lot of piecing together.”
 “Maybe so, but how he got to where he is doesn’t really matter. What matters is that he’s right, and if his allegations are made public, something could stick to us.”
 “This one’s easy,” said Yumi. “Get rid of Lenny, and you’ve gotten rid of the problem.”
 “Can we get rid of him?” asked Pike.
 “Sir, Lenny’s a sewer rat. His entire life he’s been dodging people trying to kill him.”
 “You’re saying he would be hard to get to.”
 “I’m saying he would be damn near impossible to get to. He’s surrounded by hundreds, maybe thousands, of loyal followers.”
 “Okay, so we send in a few gunships and blow them all to hell and back. I’m the president, remember?” 
 “I wish it were that easy. Lenny knew he would become a target, so he’s already gone underground. We’re sure he’s in Lexington, but no one we have operating in the area seems to know exactly where.”
 “All right, so pay the SOB off. What could it possibly cost?”
 “Sir, you don’t understand. Lenny’s worse than an SOB. He’s a true believer. He’s convinced that the country has been given a second chance to build a more puritanical society.”
 “With him serving as the Grand Poobah indoctrinating all the young virgins, no doubt,” sneered Yumi.
 “If he only wants to harm us,” asked Pike, “why tip his hand and come forward with a threat?”
 “That’s the damnedest part of it all,” Hood said with a nervous laugh. “Apparently, he wanted to give us a chance to come clean. To throw ourselves on our own swords, as it were.”
 Pike thought for a moment.
 “What if we let the bastard go public? What harm would it really cause?”
 General Hood stepped a little closer. 
 “Sir, I don’t think you fully appreciate the… the delicacy of the situation.” 
 “What does that mean?”
 “Your relationship with President Glass’s murderer was not as secret as you might have believed.”
 “Uh-oh,” Yumi said, playfully.
 President Pike stepped away from Hood, surprised by the revelation.
 “Who knew?”
 The general shrugged. “I knew. Others surely did as well.”
 “What are you saying? That I asked Yumi to kill her?”
 “No, sir, I’m not saying that at all. But if someone were to come forward with allegations about your intentions to undermine President Glass, coupled with rumors of a relationship with her killer… well, it could lead to complications.”
 “I had nothing to do with her murder.”
 “That’s true,” Yumi said, raising her hand. “That one was on me.”
 “Even so, you wouldn’t be the first man to be hanged for a crime he didn’t commit.”
 Pike shooed Yumi out of his chair and flopped down. She moved around to stand behind him, her hands running through his hair.
 “You need to do something,” she said. “General Hood is right. Lenny could ruin everything.”
 “We need to do something,” said Pike.
 General Hood nodded. “Yes, sir, but what?”
 “We could drop a couple of those sarin bombs. They certainly did the trick in Glynco.”
 Hood shook his head. “The area is too large. Besides, knowing what he does, Lenny’s almost certainly prepared for such an attack.”
 “What then? Give me something.”
 The general stood at attention, saying nothing as he pondered options.
 Yumi whispered in Pike’s ear. 
 “You’re the president, my love. Do something decisive. Make me proud of you.” 
 President Pike closed his eyes, feeling the damp heat of Yumi’s breath on his ear. She was right. She was always right. An idea came to him. It was horrible, unforgivable even. And yet, it was perfect.
 “General, I have an idea. But once again, I’m going to need your help with its execution.”
 “Anything, Mr. President. You should know by now that I’m with you to the very end.”

CHAPTER

10
 For lack of anything better to drive, Mason opted to return to Elizabethton in the garbage truck. The windshield was missing, but it was safe enough for traveling the few miles back into town. Bowie sat beside him, and Connie pressed herself against the far door to avoid the dog’s ever-wandering tongue. Even limiting their speed to twenty miles an hour, the warm morning air ruffled hair and brought in the occasional bug, which Bowie couldn’t resist snapping at.
 Mason’s first stop was the Blue Ridge Trash Disposal Center, not to return the garbage truck but to retrieve his M4 rifle. Unfortunately, it had been run over when he fled the previous night, and the barrel was bent beyond repair. He ejected the magazine and cycled the bolt to recover the final bullet. In a world where manufacturing was extinct, he couldn’t afford to waste anything. He gently set the weapon on the floorboard, intending to repair it at his earliest opportunity. Swapping barrels on an M4 was not particularly difficult, and there were surely hundreds of thousands of the weapons still clutched in the hands of dead soldiers.
 “Was that yours?” asked Connie.
 “Unfortunately, yes,” he said, climbing back up into the truck.
 “I guess you ran over it, huh?”
 “That or a herd of elephants came through here last night.”
 “From the way you handled it, I’m assuming it had some special significance.”
 “It was a gift from an old friend.”
 “At least you still have your handgun.”
 He smiled, appreciating her concern.
 “I imagine they’ll bury me with this pistol,” he said, patting the Supergrade.
 She glanced down at the weapon, wondering what could possibly be so special about a two-pound hunk of machined steel. 
 “Guns have always been a part of your life, haven’t they?”
 “I suppose. My father taught me to shoot when I was a boy. Later, I went on to be a soldier and then a lawman.”
 “My mother always hated guns. She said they made it too easy for someone to take a life.”
 “That’s ironic, given her actions, don’t you think?”
 “Oh, don’t get me wrong. Momma didn’t have anything against killing. She just believed that it should be done looking into a person’s eyes.”
 “I see.”
 An idea struck her. “Would you be willing to teach me how to shoot?”
 “Why?”
 She shrugged. “A girl should know how to shoot, especially nowadays. Don’t you think?”
 He didn’t see any reason to disagree.
 “All right. Next time we make a pit stop, I’ll show you the basics.”
 She folded her arms, satisfied. 
 Mason proceeded down the road a few hundred feet until they arrived at the CVS store. He was relieved to see his truck parked where he had left it. With hundreds of other cars lining the street, the infected hadn’t found a particular reason to notice his.
 Keeping a watchful eye on the store, the three of them quickly transferred to the F-150. With the engine running, Mason dug through his supplies and retrieved the Steyr Aug A3 that he had taken off Nakai, the mercenary who had perpetrated the gas attack on Glynco.
 “You’ve got another rifle?” she said, a note of surprise in her voice.
 “It was a trophy of sorts.” 
 “Then why bother with the broken one? That one looks like a perfectly fine weapon.”
 “The Aug is a perfectly fine weapon—compact, reliable, and easy to handle.” He locked the bolt and did a quick visual inspection. “But it’s not a Colt M4. The trigger’s mushy, and with a sixteen-inch barrel and the compact design, it’s primarily for close quarters combat.” What he didn’t tell her was that he only had a single magazine for the weapon, which meant that he was never more than thirty rounds away from being out of the fight. 
 “But it’ll do?”
 “Yeah,” he said, securing the Aug in the gun rack, “it’ll do.”
 As they eased out of the parking lot, Connie rubbed her hands together.
 “We should make it to Ashland today.”
 Mason said nothing as he stared out the window at a world coming apart at every seam. She certainly had more confidence than he that anyone could travel two hundred and thirty miles without one of those seams ripping wide open.
 
 
 They drove for the rest of the morning without stopping, never getting much over thirty miles an hour. The roads were all passable, but much like a soldier looking for improvised explosive devices, Mason could never quite shake the feeling that threats lay hidden behind every car lining the shoulder. Bowie, on the other hand, felt no such worry and was snoring loudly on the seat beside him.
 As they approached Kingsport on Highway 23, Connie pointed to a colorful billboard showing an elephant wearing a tasseled red hat, announcing that the Annual Shriners’ Carnival would be at the Appalachian Fairgrounds for two short weeks. The distinctive shape of a Ferris wheel still towered in the distance, suggesting that, even though those weeks had come and gone, the carnival had remained.
 “Do you think we could make a quick stop?” she asked.
 “You’re not going to get to ride the Ferris wheel, if that’s what you’re thinking.”
 “I know that,” she said, laughing. “I figured they’d have a few porta-potties and maybe a shooting gallery. It might be a good way for me to learn to shoot.”
 Mason didn’t bother pointing out that the entire world was now essentially a shooting gallery.
 “Okay, but we’ll need to hurry,” he said, pointing to a wall of dark clouds. “There’s a storm coming.”
 She nodded. “It won’t take long. I promise.”
 He exited onto Gray Station Road, using the Ferris wheel to guide him in. The carnival ended up being less than a quarter of a mile from the exit and had been set up in a large dirt field, surrounded by a chain link fence. Mason followed the fence line around until he came to the entrance. 
 A small brick building sat beside the gate, probably used as a basic security post to keep people from bringing in alcohol or weapons. The door to the building had been kicked in, and it looked empty inside. Beyond the gate stood the lure of popcorn stands, games, and other amusements, soiled only by the drink cups and wrappers blowing across the fairgrounds. 
 Mason and Connie climbed out of the truck and walked over to inspect the gate. It was chained and padlocked, but the top edge was bent over, making for an easy climb. Bowie raised his head and looked out the open window, but he seemed reluctant to give up his early afternoon nap. Looking at the gate and then back at the hundred-and-twenty-pound dog, Mason motioned for him to stay put. Getting Bowie over the top was all but asking for a hernia.
 Bowie yawned and dropped back out of sight.
 Mason quickly scaled the gate and dropped down on the other side.
 Connie hesitated, looking beyond him at the vacant park.
 He glanced over his shoulder. 
 “Is there a problem?”
 “I don’t know. It just feels kind of weird.”
 “We can go somewhere else if you like.” 
 “Nah, it’ll be okay. Those porta-potties are really calling to me.” She carefully pulled herself over the fence, using his outstretched hand for support.
 They walked past a ticket booth decorated with red, white, and blue streamers, obviously designed to convey the notion that carnivals were as American as apple pie. Never mind the opportunistic conmen, rickety rides, and smell of elephant dung. This was about more than childhood fun; it was about national pride. 
 Even though the place had likely been abandoned for weeks, there was still the unmistakable odor of popcorn in the air. The fair itself was understandably dark and still, the silence broken only by an occasional creak of a ride settling or the flap of a tent blowing. And without the chimes of bells or joyful revelry of children running between rides, the entire setting seemed staged and artificial.
 Connie inched closer and hooked her arm around his.
 “Do you get the feeling that we’ve stepped into a bad dream?”
 “Definitely a little creepy,” he said.
 They approached a row of blue plastic porta-potties. One of the small buildings had been tipped over, and the smell of sewage was so pungent that Mason’s eyes began to water.
 He checked the unit furthest from the spill. It was empty and looked to be fairly clean.
 “Are you going to be okay in there?”
 “I think I can manage,” she said with a smile. “But don’t go far.”
 He nodded. 
 After Connie went inside, Mason stepped around a large concession stand and relieved himself. Strategically, he couldn’t justify confining himself to a small outhouse, unable to see anyone who might approach. Men had been peeing on bushes and in alleys since they had learned to stand upright, and he saw no reason to buck the trend. 
 When he was finished, he took a quick peek back around the corner. Connie wasn’t out yet.
 “I’ll be back in a minute!” he hollered in her direction.
 She didn’t answer.
 He turned and walked a short distance, surveying the huge fairground. It was obviously designed to support all types of activities, everything from carnivals and rodeos to Independence Day fireworks. A series of long tin buildings resembling chicken houses were at the back of the property, probably storing bleachers, chairs, tents, and other fairground supplies. 
 The carnival itself had been set up in the center of a large dirt field. The main attractions were the Ferris wheel, which looked a little wobbly for anyone old enough to shave, and an antique carousel with hand-painted horses. Even though the motorized merry-go-round wasn’t working anymore, he thought that Connie might like to see it. Sexist or not, every woman he had ever known liked carousels, and this might be her last chance to see one for a while.
 He walked back around to the porta-potties and was surprised to find that Connie was still not out. It had been nearly five minutes, and he seriously doubted that she was doing her makeup inside a portable john. He put one hand on the Supergrade and bumped the porta potty with the other. The thin plastic door swung open, held shut only by a loose spring. 
 It was empty inside. 
 Mason spun in a full circle, scanning the area.
 “Connie!” he shouted.
 No reply.
 He was about to run and get Bowie when he heard an aborted scream. It had only lasted a second, but it was enough for him to determine that she was near a series of show tents erected on the other side of the small fair.
 Mason took off toward the sound, drawing his weapon as he ran.
 “Connie!” he shouted again. “Where are you?”
 Nothing.
 He hurried up to the first tent but hesitated to rush blindly inside. The tent was roughly circular, measuring perhaps twenty feet across. The only way in or out was a flap-covered doorway. There was simply no strategic way to enter with one person, so he opted for a quick, hopefully unexpected entry.
 Rushing headlong through the heavy canvas flap, he stumbled over a row of chairs before finally coming to rest on his belly, looking up at a small stage. Not his most graceful entrance to be sure. Fortunately, the tent was empty.
 He scrambled back out and raced over to the next tent. Even before entering, he detected the pungent odor of human decomposition. Something, more likely someone, was dead inside. He stopped to listen. There was a slight buzzing sound. Blowflies, he thought. Again, he rushed into the tent, this time successfully avoiding the chairs. 
 The stink was nearly overpowering, and Mason had to cover his mouth to keep from gagging. In the center of the tent was a large wooden chair, decorated to look like a royal throne. On it sat the body of the largest woman he had ever seen. Having been dead for some time, she was now little more than a huge pile of bones, hair, and what he could only describe as sticky human goo. Maggots feasted on what remained, and thousands of blowflies buzzed around it, hoping to get their share of the queen. A large sledgehammer rested in the middle of her remains—a hint that her exit might have been quick, but it certainly hadn’t been peaceful. 
 He stumbled back out of the tent, fighting his way free of the flap and the stench.
 Another scream pierced the air, this time from over by the carousel.
 He spun, raising his pistol, and scanned the area for movement. A shape darted between two of the carousel horses. Tired of being two steps behind, Mason circled the ride from the opposite direction. He scanned the maze of colorful horses, each poised at different heights. And that’s when he saw something that could only be described as bizarre. Connie was being carried kicking and screaming like a runaway bride, draped over the shoulder of a clown. And not some amateur birthday party clown either. This clown was in full costume: puffy trousers, bright red hair, and a painted white face. 
 “Connie!” he shouted, trying to line up for a shot.
 The clown glanced back over his shoulder, stuck his tongue out at Mason, and dashed inside yet another tent.
 Mason approached with his Supergrade at the ready. He couldn’t be sure that the tent was identical to the others. Perhaps there was another way out. Why else would someone retreat into a dead end? Of course, it could have been a simple mistake.
 “Bring her out, or I’m coming in,” he said, immediately taking a couple of steps to the left. Who was to say that the clown didn’t have a Tommy gun inside? The situation had already crossed into the realm of the surreal, so everything was now on the table.
 No one answered or made any effort to come out. More important still, no one cut loose with a long blast of machinegun fire.
 Mason was confident that even if he were forced to go inside, his enemy would be at a disadvantage. There were few people in the world who could outshoot him in close quarters. He leaned forward and put his ear to the tent, hoping to get an idea of how many people were inside and where they might be positioned.
 He heard the rustle of clothing as well as a slap-slap-slap of someone running in oversized shoes. It took him a moment too long to realize that the footsteps weren’t coming from inside the tent. 
 Something hard thumped Mason on the back of the head, and he fell against the tent before sliding down onto the dirt. The last thing he saw before everything went dark was a shiny red clown shoe stomping down on the side of his face.
 
 
 Mason awoke to a stream of warm urine splashing across his back and shoulders. He struggled to get free, but his hands were securely taped behind his back. His ankles were similarly bound, and his mouth was taped shut.
 “Don’t worry, princess. Your time’s comin’.” The clown’s voice was scratchy, like that of Stephen King’s Pennywise. “You lie there for a bit soakin’ in my piss, while I give your girlfriend a little plug of the ol’ clown juice.”
 With that, the clown zipped up, turned, and left.
 Mason had experienced harsh treatment at the hands of captors before, but it was safe to say that this was the first time he had been urinated on by a maniacal clown. He pushed his bruised ego aside and focused on his military training: survive, evade, resist, and escape, the mantra of every professional soldier caught behind enemy lines. 
 Rolling to one side, he took stock of his situation. He was inside a carnival tent, although it was not one he had visited previously. The only sound was that of his own breathing. Mistake number one, he thought: leaving a prisoner alone. 
 Still, he had his work cut out for him. With his left hand, Mason grabbed his right fist and flexed his back and shoulders. The tape gave slightly, but only until the threads drew taut. His captor had used enough layers that he wasn’t going to rip it off. He repeated the process several more times until the tape no longer gave. It felt like he had managed to achieve a gap of about an inch between his wrists—not enough to slip out, but perhaps enough for what he had in mind. 
 He prepared himself for the most difficult part of the escape, the transfer of his bound hands to the front of his body. If he had been blessed with the flexibility of a gymnast, it would have been child’s play. As it was, it was going to hurt like hell. He bowed his back and struggled to slide his hands down past his butt. His shoulders ached as they stretched to their natural limits, and he breathed a sigh of relief when his hands finally cleared his hips. He rolled onto his back, sat up, and lifted his feet through so that his hands were now in front of his body. The hard part was over.
 He quickly reached up and pulled the tape off his mouth. If the tape around his wrists hadn’t been so crumpled from his stretching it, he could probably have twisted his hands and torn free. It was easier than most people thought. Unfortunately, now that he had made a mess of the tape, it would require a little more effort. 
 Reaching down, he untied one side of his boot, leaving the other half of the lace secured. He tied the free end of the lace into a knot and slipped it into his mouth. Holding the knot between his teeth, he extended his feet until the lace drew taut. The Kevlar boot laces were round and coarse, perfect for what he had in mind.
 He pulled his wrists apart, pressed the edge of the tape against the lace, and began to slide his hands up and down. Within seconds, the lace sawed through the edge of the tape, and his hands tore free. He reached down and freed his ankles, taking a moment to lace up his boot. 
 Instinctively, he reached for his Supergrade. No surprise, the holster was empty. His hunting knife was also missing. His captor was inexperienced but not stupid. 
 He glanced at the tent’s flap. Going out that way was not an option. 
 The tent was held up by a wooden center post and eight thick cords secured to stakes outside. He imagined that the stakes were driven in with heavy mallets and would be impossible to uproot by hand. Midway between each cord, however, the edge of the tent was a little loose. He peeked underneath and spied the back of an identical tent next door.
 Mason squatted down, grabbed the loose portion of canvas, and attempted to deadlift it away from the dirt floor. It was a little easier than he expected, and he managed to slide the canvas up by about eighteen inches. He dropped to his belly and low crawled through the gap. 
 He was free.
 
 
 Mason weighed his options. He could make his way back to the truck and get the Aug. With the rifle in hand, he would have quite a bit of firepower, certainly enough to deal with a sadistic clown. The problem with that plan was that by the time he returned, Connie might already be dead, or worse. He had to bring the fight to his enemy now. And to do that, he needed a weapon.
 An idea came to him—the sledgehammer. It was primitive, but sometimes primitive was good.
 He quickly oriented himself to the layout of the carnival. If he had it right, the tent with the dead woman inside was less than fifty feet away. He raced toward it, keeping a careful check on his surroundings. Even soaked in urine, it was a blessing to still be alive. He sure as hell wasn’t about to let the clown get the better of him again so easily.
 He ducked back inside the tent. The stink was worse than he remembered, and he wasted no time hurrying over and hoisting the sledgehammer. The handle was made of yellow fiberglass, and the head a hefty sixteen pounds of steel. The entire thing was coated in dried blood and bits of brain. The hammer had served its purpose well, and he hoped it would again.
 Mason peeked out through the flap to make sure the coast was still clear. 
 It was. 
 He slipped out and hurried around to the back. There was no way to be sure whether Connie was still in the same tent, but it was a good place to start. If he didn’t find her there, Mason would have no choice but to get Bowie. Searching the snack shacks, game booths, and large tin buildings would require far too much time without the dog’s keen sense of smell.
 As he crept up to the back of the tent, Mason heard Connie pleading from within.
 “Please,” she begged, “we haven’t done anything to you.”
 “You’re pretty,” a scratchy voice answered.
 Mason tiptoed around to the front until he stood only a few feet from the entrance. If he could lure the clown out, one good hit to the chest would do the trick. But that was easier said than done. From the sounds coming from inside, Pennywise was planning to enjoy Connie’s company in a most unwelcome way. If he waited much longer, it would be too late.
 Mason choked up on the sledgehammer with both hands, holding it in front of him like Thor clutching Mjolnir. It would take a moment to use in a fight, but keeping it in a neutral position kept his options open. He took a calming breath and bolted through the flap.
 The clown stood in the center of the tent, a pair of puffy black pants pulled down to his enormous white shoes. His bare bottom and hairy legs stood in stark contrast to his colorful costume. Connie was sitting on the dirt floor in front of him, her hands secured behind her back and her face twisted with fear. Mason’s Supergrade and spare magazines were resting on a chair directly behind the clown.
 “No! Not now!” he shouted, frantically grabbing his pants.
 Mason stepped forward, let the hammer slide down his hands, and swung for the bleachers. The sixteen-pound block of steel smashed against the back of the clown’s head and, much like Gallagher’s famous watermelon extravaganzas, the man’s brains, eyes, and blood exploded onto the wall of the tent.
 Connie’s eyes grew wide, and she began to gag.
 Mason dropped the hammer and quickly retrieved his Supergrade and ammunition. Assume nothing, he reminded himself as he checked the firearm to ensure that it was properly loaded. When he was confident that the weapon was ready to fight, he stowed it in its holster and turned back to Connie.
 “Are you okay?”
 She seemed unable to speak, her eyes drifting over to what was left of the clown.
 “Are you okay?” he said louder.
 She looked up at him and nodded.
 He quickly searched the clown for his hunting knife. It wasn’t on him. No matter, he thought. Finding another knife would be easy enough. He moved over to Connie, squatted down, and carefully removed the tape from her wrists. As soon as he did, she reached up and wrapped her arms around his neck.
 “It’s all right,” he said, waiting for her to stop shaking.
 It took a couple of minutes for her to finally relax enough to let him go. And when she did, she leaned away. 
 “You smell awful.”
 Mason stood up and pointed to the dead man. 
 “You can blame that on Pennywise the Pissing Clown.”
 “Who?”
 “It doesn’t matter,” he said, helping her to her feet. “Let’s just get out of here.”
 As they were about to push open the flap and step out, Mason stopped.
 “What is it?” she asked, becoming very still.
 “White shoes.”
 “What are you talking about?”
 “The clown. He’s wearing white shoes.”
 She looked back over at the dead clown and nodded.
 “So?”
 “The man who hit me on the head was wearing red shoes.”
 Connie stepped back from the flap.
 “Are you sure?” Her voice was trembling again.
 “Yes.”
 “Two crazed clowns? That’s impossible.”
 “Meeting one crazed clown is nearly impossible. But once you accept that, two doesn’t seem like much of a stretch at all.” Mason placed his hand on the grip of the Supergrade. “When there is one, there are two,” he mumbled.
 “What?”
 “It’s an old gunfighter saying, reminding us to always assume there are more assailants than the ones we see.”
 “So what do we do now?”
 Mason was about to suggest that he go out alone when Connie picked up on his train of thought.
 “No way,” she said, looking over at the nearly headless clown. “I’m not staying here with that.” 
 “Are you sure? Getting out of the carnival is going to be tricky business. There are plenty of places he could hide.”
 “I’m sure.”
 “All right. Stay two steps behind me. And if I say drop, you drop to the ground.”
 She nodded.
 Mason pushed the tent flap aside and stepped out. 
 
 
 The storm was rolling in from the south. Dark thunderheads puffed and spewed, lightning flashed, and thunder caused the air to tremble with fear.
 “We have to hurry,” Connie said, looking up at the sky.
 “No,” he countered. “We have to move carefully.”
 “But you have your gun now.”
 “I had my gun the last time he dropped me.”
 That did little to make her feel better.
 “Stay two steps behind me,” he reminded her, walking slowly toward the carnival’s entrance.
 It seemed unlikely that the second clown had a firearm. If he had, he would have shot Mason in the beginning, even if only to wound. Why else take a chance sneaking up on him the way he had? But that didn’t mean that he was unarmed. At a minimum, he had Mason’s knife, a blade sharpened to a razor’s edge back at the cabin. But knives were short range weapons. The clown would need to catch them by surprise as they passed a building or rounded a corner.
 Mason stayed in the center of the dirt walkway, hoping to avoid such an ambush. To each side were concession stands and games where contestants could win worthless Cupie dolls. Mason doubted that any of the stalls were close enough to initiate a knife attack without being shot first, but it didn’t mean that the man wouldn’t try. 
 Unfortunately, the sky was growing darker by the moment. Shadows of thick clouds covered the land, transforming the carnival into a lifeless, colorless relic. When the rain finally came, it did so with a vengeance, sheets of water pelting them from above. The rainfall grew so intense that Mason had to frequently look behind him to make sure that Connie hadn’t fallen back, or worse, vanished without a trace. Every time he looked, she was still there, soaking wet with her hair hanging like thick copper strands.
 “Sing to me,” he said, trying to talk over the roar of the rain.
 “Sing? Are you crazy?”
 “I need to know you’re okay. Sing, so that I can concentrate on what’s out in front of us.”
 “What should I sing?”
 “Anything. Just pick something you know the words to.”
 She wiped the water from her mouth and began singing “Angel,” a song made famous by Sarah McLachlan. Connie’s voice was surprisingly rich and smooth, and Mason paused a moment to let it fill the air around them like a protective spell. He continued on, and her voice grew louder and more impassioned with every step they took. Before long, it felt like she was doing more than singing. She was trying to tame the raging storm with the magic of her voice.
 As they rounded the ticket booth, the clown emerged from behind the small money-changing stall. He was very close—eight feet, maybe. He held Mason’s knife in his right hand and a miniature baseball bat in the other. His makeup was smeared and splotchy as the rain slowly washed it away. The madness in his eyes, however, could never be cleansed.
 Connie stopped singing.
 Mason and the clown stared at one another. The distance was close enough that the blade and the gun were at even odds, especially when wet hands were involved. Mason let out half a breath, and both men moved at the same instant.
 The clown lunged forward, blade extended like a samurai performing the fine art of Iaido. He was very fast.
 Mason drew his Supergrade, leaning hard to the right as he fired. He was faster.
 The bullet hit the clown in the forehead, splitting his skull and ricocheting back and forth a few times before finally finding its way out through his neck. Even death, however, did not stop him from inflicting pain. The blade caught Mason along his left shoulder, cutting a deep gash before it fell from the clown’s hands.
 Connie rushed forward and saw the steady trickle of blood mixing with rain as it flowed down his arm.
 “You’re hurt,” she cried, sliding her arm around him for support.
 For a moment, Mason thought he might pass out. He didn’t. And when the world finally stopped spinning, he bent down and picked up the blade. 
 It was, after all, a very good knife.
 
 

CHAPTER

11
 Tanner drove for the better part of an hour before the flatbed truck finally ran out of gas, choking to a quiet stop on the side of Highway 219. Samantha had fallen asleep on the seat next to him, and he simply eased to a stop and laid his head against the window. When he awoke hours later, it was to the sound of her door opening.
 He jerked upright.
 She patted his arm lightly. 
 “I’m going to pee.”
 “Take your—”
 “Yeah, yeah, I know.”
 Samantha grabbed her rifle and slid out of the truck. 
 His sleep broken, Tanner sat forward and yawned. He felt stiff and groggy, like he had spent the night on the floor of a jail cell. He opened his door and stepped out. The morning air had a fresh smell to it, and the temperature was cool but comfortable. He rolled his head and arms around, taking a deep breath to see whether nature might replenish him. 
 It helped, but only a little.
 He stumbled off into the bushes and relieved himself. Briars and poison ivy were everywhere.
 “Hey,” he said over his shoulder, “be careful not squat next to anything with three leaves.”
 Samantha said something that he couldn’t make out.
 When he finished, he went back to the truck and began rummaging through his backpack. Samantha returned, rubbing the sleep from her eyes. She looked even worse than he felt. He tossed her a breakfast bar, and she caught it with one hand.
 “There was a time not so long ago that that bar would have bounced right off your forehead,” he said with a chuckle.
 She shrugged and tore open the package.
 “I guess I learned to catch somewhere along the way.”
 “No,” he said, “you learned to survive somewhere along the way.”
 Samantha looked up at him.
 “Do you think I’d be okay on my own? You know… if something happened to you.”
 “What’s going to happen to me?”
 “I don’t know. Maybe you’ll get eaten by a crocodile.”
 Tanner looked around. “I don’t think there are any crocodiles around here.”
 “That was just an example. More likely, you’ll be eaten by zombies or shot by one of the violent convicts—no offense.”
 “None taken,” he said, taking a big bite of an oatmeal-flavored breakfast bar.
 “So, what do you think? Would I make it without you?”
 He thought about it a moment.
 “You might.”
 She nodded. “That’s what I thought too.”
 “But don’t worry about it,” he said, passing a bottle of water over to her. “I’m not going to get killed.” 
 “You say that, but how do you know?”
 “I’ll let you in on a little secret.”
 “What’s that?”
 “I’m pretty sure I’m unkillable.”
 She laughed. “Unkillable?”
 “Yep,” he said, taking a long drink of water. “It means I can’t be killed.”
 “I know what it means, but it’s ridiculous.”
 “Is it?”
 “Of course.”
 “How do you know?”
 She shook her head as if trying to rattle something loose.
 “Why would you even think something like that?”
 “I’m basing it on historical evidence.”
 “What? Like George Washington?”
 “No, not George Washington,” he laughed. “Think of it this way. How many scrapes have we been in?”
 “I don’t know. A lot. You tend to attract trouble.”
 “And have any of them killed me?”
 “Well, no, but that doesn’t mean—”
 “Like I said,” he thumped his chest. “Unkillable.” 
 
 
 “I’ve never ridden on a motorcycle,” Samantha said, running her hand across the Harley Davidson’s black and orange fairing.
 Tanner swung his leg over the seat and lifted the kickstand.
 “It’ll be fun. You’ll see.”
 “Shouldn’t we have helmets?”
 “We should, but then we wouldn’t look as cool.” He started it up, and the engine purred with a smooth, high-pitched whine.
 “It sounds… clean.”
 “This is a high-end touring bike. Trust me, it’ll feel like you’re floating on a cloud.”
 Samantha reached over and felt the raised passenger seat. The black leather was smooth and soft.
 “I’ll probably fall off.”
 “Probably.”
 “But you’re going to make me ride it, anyway.”
 “Sam, I won’t make you do anything. If you prefer to walk on a zombie-filled, dog-infested highway, I’m fine with that.”
 “And I suppose you’d just leave me?”
 He faked an impatient sigh.
 “You coming?”
 She hesitated, looking back down the desolate highway. Something big darted across the road a few hundred feet behind them. It was probably a deer or an elk, she thought, but it could just as easily have been a werewolf.
 She carefully climbed aboard. 
 When she was finally settled, he gave the bike a little gas, and they started down the highway. She leaned forward and wrapped her arms around his thick waist.
 “You won’t fall off.”
 “Maybe not, but it wouldn’t hurt you to skip a meal or two,” she said under her breath.
 “What was that?”
 “I was saying that it feels good to be back on the road.”
 “Uh-huh. Sure you were.”
 
 
 They drove through the early morning hours, weaving around cars and the occasional cadaver, watching as the sun slowly rose in the eastern sky. Samantha leaned against Tanner’s back, enjoying the wind blowing past her face as she fought against growing exhaustion. They passed through the tiny town of Grampian, speeding past an Arby’s and a Checkerboard Pizza. After that, they turned east on Pennsylvania Route 729, a rural two-lane road lined with rock quarries, farms, and long stretches of undeveloped forest. 
 “Cool, right?” he said over his shoulder.
 “Yeah,” she said, her voice weak and faint.
 “There’s nothing quite like riding across the country on a motorcycle.”
 “If it’s so great, why doesn’t everyone do it?”
 “Because when it rains, you get wet. And when you crash, you get dead.”
 “Oh.” She held on a little tighter.
 “Like I said, there’s nothing quite like it.”
 They drove on for another hour before coming to a large green sign welcoming visitors to Altoona, Pennsylvania. Tanner had never been through Altoona before, but from what he could see, it was a pretty good-sized town, easily spreading a few miles in every direction. He pulled to the side of the road and climbed off the motorcycle to stretch his legs.
 “What do you think?” he asked. “Should we detour around Altoona or plow straight through the middle?”
 Samantha was slow in getting off the bike.
 “Either way,” she said.
 Tanner glanced over at her. She looked pale and sweaty.
 “You all right, kiddo?”
 “Just tired, I think.” Her legs buckled, and she put a hand on the bike to steady herself.
 Tanner scooped her up and carried her over to a small patch of grass.
 “Rest for a minute,” he said, setting her down.
 “Yeah,” she said, lying back, “a little rest.”
 “Are you hurting anywhere?”
 She shook her head. “But I feel kind of weak and tired, like I have the flu.”
 He checked her eyes. They were glassy and seemed to lack their usual spark. He leaned down and put his forehead to hers. She was definitely warm.
 “What are you doing?” she asked. “Personal space, remember?”
 Both of them managed a smile.
 “I think you’re sick.”
 “Lucky me.”
 Tanner stood up and looked around. Old houses were on both sides of the road. He didn’t see anyone out in the yards or any other indication that the homes were still occupied.
 “How about we get you somewhere to rest?”
 She nodded but didn’t open her eyes.
 The closest house was a two-story home with a wraparound porch and faded yellow shutters. A sign out front read, Mama Benson’s Bed and Breakfast.
 “You stay here while I check the house.”
 She said nothing.
 Tanner grabbed Samantha’s rifle and set it beside her. Sick or not, it was always better to have a gun within reach. 
 Snatching up his shotgun, he hustled up to the house. Like the home they had checked earlier, this one had a thick netting of cobwebs blocking the porch stairs. Obviously, no one had been in or out of the place for many weeks. He pushed through the web and tried the front door. 
 It was unlocked.
 As soon as he stepped inside, he saw that everything in the house had been mothballed. The curtains had been taken down, sheets were draped over furniture, and stacks of cardboard boxes filled nearly every corner. He did a quick search of the downstairs and didn’t find anyone, alive or dead. Samantha would be happy to hear that, since she had an aversion to sleeping in buildings with dead bodies.
 He raced up the stairs and did another quick walkthrough. There were a total of six bedrooms, but again, all were empty. It looked like a great place for them to rest for a while. He headed back out to Samantha, his gut beginning to twist as possibilities played out in his mind. What if her condition worsened? He sure as hell wasn’t a doctor. He was lucky to put a Band-Aid on straight, let alone diagnose or treat any kind of serious illness. 
 “Stop it,” he muttered. “There is suffering in this world. There’s nothing you can do to change that. The sooner you accept it, the happier your life will be.” 
 Rather than console him, the Buddhist tenet only heightened his worry. Sure, there was suffering. And sure, he was willing to take his fair share. But Samantha deserved to live a long and happy life, and he would do everything within his power to ensure that she got that chance.
 
 
 Samantha lay sleeping on a queen-sized bed, a thick quilt draped across her. Every time he pulled it down, she would slide it back up, accusing him of trying to freeze her to death. He folded it down again careful not to wake her. Her fever had peaked, but wet rags on her forehead and chest were doing little to address the underlying cause. She needed a doctor.
 Leaving her presented all sorts of fresh worries. What if her condition worsened before he could return? What would someone do if they found her in such a weakened state? While he could imagine all sorts of bad things that might happen if he left to get help, his gut told him that she would be in real trouble if he didn’t. 
 He sat down on the edge of the bed and flipped the wet rag on her forehead.
 “Sorry,” she said softly.
 “For what?”
 “For getting sick.”
 “I forgive you.”
 “Am I going to die?”
 “Someday.”
 Her eyes slowly opened. “I mean, am I going to die today?”
 “Of course not. You’ve got some kind of bug. Everyone gets those. You’ll be fine in a few days.”
 “If I do die, promise you’ll tell my mom I was trying to come home.”
 Tanner swallowed the lump in his throat.
 “She’d probably throw me in jail.”
 “Probably,” she said with the hint of a smile.
 He reached under the cover and laid his hand on her stomach. She was still burning up.
 “You’re going to leave me, aren’t you?” she said.
 He hesitated. “I was thinking of going to get a doctor, maybe find a few medicines to help you heal up faster. I wouldn’t be gone long.” He looked around the room and out into the hallway as if to make sure they were still alone. “No one’s going to find you here.”
 She glanced over at her rifle leaning against the chair.
 “If they do, I’ll fight them. I promise.”
 “I know you will.”
 “Do me a favor?”
 “Don’t worry. I’m not going to get killed.”
 “I was going to ask you to bring me a bottle of Yoo-hoo. I’ve got a terrible thirst for chocolate milk.”
 He leaned down and kissed her on the forehead.
 “You sleep. I’ll see what I can find.”
 
 
 Based on its size, Tanner figured that Altoona probably had about fifty thousand inhabitants before the pandemic. Surely there were a few doctors left among the survivors. All he had to do was find one and convince him to come and take a look at Samantha. He couldn’t imagine that being too difficult. Everyone loved kids. And in the unlikely event that the doctor wasn’t altruistic by nature, Tanner would be more than happy to provide the necessary incentive.  
 The most logical place to start looking would be at a large medical center. And according to his map, the Altoona Hospital was less than two miles from where he now stood. He started up the motorcycle, taking one final look back at the house where Samantha rested.
 “She’ll be all right,” he told himself. The words sounded hollow, like they were spoken by a politician panning for a vote. “She’ll be all right,” he said again, this time with more conviction.
 He pulled out into the street and sped toward Altoona. Over the next mile, the road took on several names, Buckhorn Road, Colonial Drake Highway, and finally, 18th Street. The sides were lined with tightly packed vinyl houses, and the closer he got to town, the more congested the road became.
 Tanner saw two teenagers standing in front of one of the old houses, smoking cigarettes. One leaned a hunting rifle lazily against his shoulder, and the other wore two pistols slung across his chest like a Mexican bandito. Tanner placed his sawed-off shotgun on the handlebars of the bike and steered in their direction.
 As he got closer, the two youths turned to face him. The one with the pistols tipped the guns forward for a faster draw. 
 Tanner pulled up and stopped directly in front of them, letting the bike idle quietly.
 The young man with the rifle nodded, blowing out a mouthful of smoke.
 “I’m looking for a doctor,” said Tanner. “Wondered if you could point me in the right direction?”
 “You sick or something?” he asked, taking a step back.
 “Probably just the clap. Figured it wouldn’t hurt to get the old weed whacker checked out.”
 The two teens looked to one another unsure of what to make of the stranger. 
 “Mister, you’re not going to have much luck in Altoona. You’ll have to take your…” he chuckled, “weed whacker over to Pittsburgh.”
 “Not a single doctor in the whole town?”
 The boy with the pistols chimed in.
 “Oh sure, there are a few left. But they all work for the Merchant now.”
 “Who’s the Merchant?”
 “He’s the guy who basically runs the town. If you want anything, you have to go through him. But from the looks of it, you don’t have much he’d want. Maybe the bike, I don’t know. I think he’s got a lot of that kind of stuff already.”
 “Where do I find this Merchant fella?”
 “You won’t have to find him. One of his guards is blocking the road up ahead. He’ll stop you on your way in. I imagine if you ask, he’ll take you to see him.”
 Tanner nodded his thanks and gave the bike a little gas. If getting a doctor required seeing the Merchant, then that’s what he would do.
 The boy with the rifle shouted after him.
 “He won’t help you though.”
 Tanner gripped the handlebars of the bike a little tighter.
 “We’ll see.” 
 
 
 The man guarding 18th Street wasn’t in uniform, but there was no doubt that he was all business—M16, high and tight haircut, and a clean-shaven face. He looked like a commando trained to inflict every manner of hell on his enemies. As soon as he saw Tanner approaching, he took up a defensive position behind the barricade of cars. 
 Tanner raised one hand high into the air and waved. When he got to within twenty or thirty yards, he braked to a stop and waited for the man to make the next move.
 Commando came straight at him, deliberate and practiced, rifle glued to his shoulder. 
 “State your business in Altoona,” he demanded.
 “I’m looking for a doctor.”
 “You got the pox? We don’t allow anyone with the pox into town.”
 Tanner thought about using the same clap joke, but Commando didn’t seem like a man who appreciated juvenile humor. Better to keep it simple and to the point. 
 “I have a sick kid a few miles outside town. It’s not the pox. Folks told me to go see the Merchant to arrange for a doctor.”
 Commando took a moment to look him over. 
 “Doctors are expensive.”
 “I can pay.”
 He nodded. “Stay here. I’ll call it in.”
 Commando returned to his position and radioed in the request. About ten minutes later, a red and white cruiser approached with the words Fire Chief painted on the side. A man got out, and the two of them talked briefly. When they were finished, Commando waved Tanner over.
 “You’ll surrender your weapons and follow me into town on your motorcycle. Understand that we have strict laws in Altoona. If you do anything illegal, I won’t hesitate to shoot you.”
 “Don’t worry,” Tanner said with a reassuring smile, “I’ve always done my best to stay on the right side of the law.”
 
 
 The Merchant was conducting business out of the Altoona First Savings Bank, a single-story brick building with stubby white pillars out front. The parking lot was clear except for a few potential traders coming and going. The entrance was guarded by four heavily armed men, all of whom looked like they had hired on from Blackwater.
 Tanner was taken inside, made to wait a few minutes in the entryway, and then ushered into an office at the back of the bank. Behind a pedestal desk sat a sweaty little man with a round face and even rounder glasses. He looked like Harry Potter might if he had spent the last ten years at Hogwarts, carousing and womanizing. Despite his soft, disheveled appearance, his eyes shone with both intelligence and guile.
 He studied Tanner carefully, motioning for Commando to wait outside the door.
 “You want a doctor.” It was a statement, not a question.
 “My kid’s sick. I need someone to come and take a look at her. Maybe give her some medicine.”
 The Merchant smiled slightly. “I’m sorry about your daughter. I really am.”
 Tanner nodded.
 “Did my men explain how we operate here?”
 “More or less. You’ve set up a barter system, trading goods and services.”
 “That’s right. And do you have something to trade?”
 “I’ve got a kid desperate for care. Surely, that’s worth a couple hours of someone’s time.”
 He offered a sad smile.
 “No, I’m sorry, but it’s not. We facilitate exchanges, not handouts. There are no exceptions to this, Mister…”
 “Tanner.”
 “Mister Tanner. No exceptions whatsoever. As far as medical care, it is one of the most expensive services we offer.”
 “All right,” Tanner said, not at all surprised. “Would it be okay to make my case to the doctors directly?”
 “There’s no law against it if that’s what you’re asking. But it won’t do you any good. They all work for the town now.”
 “The town? Or you?”
 “Mr. Tanner, despite what you might think, I am not a bad man. I was elected to help the town survive. A month ago, we had nothing. People were struggling to eat, to find clean water, to feel safe at night. Now, we have a system that everyone understands. Some bring in food. Others need that food. We simply facilitate the trading.”
 Tanner wanted to argue his case, but he saw no point. The Merchant was not a man who would be swayed by emotion or need. He was quite simply a businessman, and businessmen survived by carefully weighing profits and losses. And that, he thought, might be his way in.
 “Understand this,” he said, “if we can’t resolve this peacefully, you and I will find ourselves on opposite sides of a disagreement. If that comes to pass, it would not be good for your business. I can promise you that.” Tanner looked over his shoulder and weighed his chances of disarming Commando and shooting the Merchant in the face. Not good, but not impossible either.
 The Merchant took a moment to consider his next move carefully.
 “There might be a way,” he said slowly.
 “How?”
 “Everything about you tells me that you’re a very hard man, perhaps harder than any in my employ. That is a skill that could serve you well in Altoona.”
 “As what? A guard? I don’t have time—”
 “No, not a guard. We have,” he hunted for the right words, “a fight club.”
 “A fight club?”
 “People love to see a good fight. In fact, they pay handsomely to see and bet on such events.”
 “What kind of fights?”
 “Bare knuckles, usually. The winner comes away with a white card, the loser a black card. Those cards can be brought here and traded for goods or services, anything from a box of food to a full night with a beautiful woman. They are quite valuable.”
 “What are you saying? That if I win one of these fights, you’ll help my kid?”
 “Oh heavens no,” he said, waving the suggestion aside. “That wouldn’t be a fair trade at all. Bring me three white cards, and you’ll have your doctor and medicines.”
 Tanner looked over his shoulder at Commando. The man stared back at him with steel in his eyes.
 “I should tell you that I’m considering just taking what I need.”
 “I understand,” said the Merchant, “but I also sense that you’ll make the right decision.”
 Tanner took a deep breath and let it out slowly.
 “Fine. But if you cross me on this, God Himself won’t stop me from burning everything you’ve built to the ground.”
 The Merchant managed a nervous smile.
 “We honor all bargains. As I said, I am not a bad man.”
 “Those are words I’ve heard before, and they’re usually spoken by bad men.”
 The Merchant stared at Tanner, waiting for him to move beyond threats and into acceptance.
 “When and where?”
 “The fights are held every evening up at Horseshoe Curve.”
 “Where’s that?”
 “Out to the west a few miles, but we’ll escort you there.” He smiled. “I wouldn’t want you getting lost.”
 “What is it exactly?”
 “Horseshoe Curve is a tight bend in Norfolk Southern Railway’s Pittsburgh Line. It became famous in World War II when Nazis sent a team to sabotage the tracks. Thankfully, they were unsuccessful, and it subsequently became a tourist site. And now,” he let the words hang in the air for a moment, “now, it’s a fight club. All things must evolve, yes?”
 Tanner couldn’t give three shits in the wind about the history of the railroad, but he tended to agree with the last part. Things had to evolve if they were to have any chance of surviving.
 “Have a doctor and medicines waiting. When I bring you the three cards, I’ll need him to be ready to roll.”
 “White cards. You must win the fights, Mr. Tanner.”
 “Understood.”
 The Merchant stood up and extended a soft, sweaty hand. 
 “It is customary to seal every important deal with a handshake. I think this one qualifies.”
 Tanner reached forward, and despite the man’s assurances to the contrary, it felt an awful lot like he was shaking hands with the Devil. 
 Before he released the Merchant’s hand, he said, “There’s one other thing I want, and it’s nonnegotiable.”
 The Merchant’s eyebrows rose with a mix of curiosity and amusement when Tanner told him of his final request.

CHAPTER

12
 The rain had stopped, but not before Connie and Mason were both soaked to the bone. Even the truck’s seat was wet from the window having been left partially open. Mason sat with his shirt off, examining her handiwork. The stitches were clean and straight, but the cut still burned.
 Bowie whined at the door, and Connie let him out to use the bathroom.
 “Thank you, Marshal,” she said, her voice breaking slightly. 
 “For what?”
 She wiped her eyes. “For saving me, of course.”
 “I couldn’t very well leave you to a couple of sadistic clowns.”
 Connie slid closer and leaned against him. Her hair hung in thick wet clumps, and her white shirt clung to her chest, showing the outline of a bra and the firm breasts beneath. She was shaking, perhaps from the cold, more likely from the entire ordeal.
 He put his arm around her with the intention of letting their body heat slowly warm each other. Without saying a word, Connie unbuttoned her wet shirt, slid it off, and set it on the dashboard. Her skin was smooth and soft, perfect except for tiny freckles dotting her shoulders and the star-shaped burn on her chest. Before he knew what was happening, she slid forward and swung a leg over to straddle his lap.
 “What are you doing?”
 “I’m helping a cowboy to get back on his horse,” she said in a lust-filled voice.
 “Connie—”
 She leaned in and kissed him, hard and passionate, like they were the last two people left alive.
 Mason started to protest, images of Ava coming to his mind. But as Connie continued to kiss him, pressing her warm breasts against his bare chest, he felt himself falling under her spell. His hands rose along the soft skin of her back, and he pulled her toward him.
 Neither of them noticed Bowie whining at the door, staring at them through the steam covered windows, wondering why no one was letting him back in.
 
 
 
 “No wonder people are afraid of clowns,” Connie said, combing her hair back into a tight ponytail. 
 She looked like she felt a thousand percent better. The truth was that Mason felt better too. The ordeal with the clowns had brought them closer, and making love like two teenagers in the cab of his pickup hadn’t hurt either.
 “I suppose clown makeup is no different than a ski mask,” he said, steering the truck around a burned-out tractor-trailer. “It gives evil men something to hide behind.”
 “You’ve obviously dealt with this kind of thing before.”
 “Many times.”
 “And it doesn’t bother you? All that violence?”
 He thought about it a moment.
 “When I see men who think they can take anything they want, I feel driven.”
 “Driven to kill them?”
 “Driven to bring them to justice.”
 “And that’s what you’re about, isn’t it? Justice?”
 “That’s some of what I’m about.”
 She closed her eyes and took a deep breath.
 “I was so afraid back there.”
 He nodded. “Most people are consumed by one of two thoughts when confronted by violence.”
 “What thoughts?”
 “They either can’t believe it’s happening at all, or they wonder why it’s happening to them.”
 She looked down at her hands. 
 “I guess I was thinking a little bit of both.”
 He reached over and placed his hand on hers. 
 “Sooner or later, we all find ourselves in the wrong place at the wrong time. It’s better to focus on what it takes to get out alive.”
 She turned to him. “Are you afraid of anything?”
 “Of course. Everyone’s afraid of something.”
 “Other than dying, I mean?”
 “I didn’t say I was afraid of dying.”
 “How could anyone not be afraid of dying?”
 He shrugged. “I accept that I’m going to die a violent death.”
 “Why would you say such a thing?”
 “I’m a lawman trying to pick up the pieces after an apocalypse. It doesn’t take Nostradamus to predict my fate.”
 She seemed disturbed by his statement.
 “Even so, that’s an incredibly sad thing to say.”
 “Why? My end will in no way diminish my accomplishments.”
 Connie thought about that for a moment. 
 “If you’re not afraid of dying, what else could there be?”
 Mason debated on whether or not to tell her. Like much of his life, it was private.
 “Come on, open up a little.” 
 “Fine,” he said with a sigh. “I do have one fear that I think about quite often. But if I tell you, you may not understand.”
 She sat forward, her interest clearly piqued.
 “Tell me anyway.”
 “My single greatest fear is failing people when they need me the most.”
 She furrowed her brow. “That’s your greatest fear? Disappointing people?”
 “Not disappointing them. Failing them. There’s a difference.”
 “Give me an example.”
 “All right,” he said, taking a moment to collect his thoughts. “The first person I ever killed was an Iraqi colonel in the Republican Guard, a real butcher. My unit had been hunting him for nearly a week, but he had a knack for always managing to stay one step ahead of us. When we finally caught up to him, he was hiding in a school. We moved in, careful and deliberate, but he used our caution against us. By the time we cornered him, he had taken three young girls hostage. He knelt behind them with a bayonet stuck to the throat of the oldest, shouting the usual religious babble. The poor girl was so scared that she didn’t even seem to notice the blood running down her neck.”
 Connie cringed. “That’s awful.”
 “My fellow rangers were all lined up, everyone wanting to stop him but no one sure of exactly how to do it. When I looked into his eyes, I knew he was going to cut that girl’s throat. Don’t ask me why—maybe to show his resolve, maybe as some kind of brutal sacrifice. I figured I had maybe two seconds to act.”
 “What did you do?”
 Mason stared off into space, reliving the moment.
 “I brought my rifle up and fired a single shot.”
 Connie sat quietly for a moment, waiting for him to finish.
 “I never heard the gunshot, but I remember watching him fall.”
 “Was the girl okay?”
 He nodded. “The bullet caught the colonel right under his eye, and he was dead before the bayonet hit the floor. Some of the rangers went around saying that it was the luckiest damn shot they’d ever seen.”
 “And was it?”
 “No. I refused to fail that little girl. If I’d had to take that shot a hundred times, I’d have hit him a hundred times.”
 “But that’s what you’re afraid of, isn’t it? Missing that shot or acting a little too slowly? Seeing that girl, or whoever it is at the time, murdered before your eyes?”
 “That’s right.”
 She leaned over and kissed him softly on the cheek. 
 “I don’t think I’ve ever met a man like you, Mason Raines.”
 He smiled but said nothing.
 “I’m sorry about what happened to your girlfriend.”
 Mason looked over at her, surprised.
 “You knew Ava?”
 “No,” she said, shaking her head. “The deputy told me about her. He said I should take it easy on you.”
 He smiled, imagining Vince warning her not to push him too hard. They had all been a little worried about him since Ava was killed. 
 “And what you did to me an hour ago was taking it easy on me?”
 “No,” she laughed, “that was me getting everything I wanted and more. I hope you didn’t mind. I can be a bit pushy at times, in case you didn’t notice.”
 “I didn’t mind.” 
 “How’s your shoulder?”
 Mason rotated his arm around a little.
 “I’ll live.”
 Bowie snuggled up against him as if sensing his injury.
 “I said I’d live,” he said, stroking the dog’s head.
 Bowie slid his tongue in and out a few times, laying his head on Mason’s lap as content as a dog could be between meals.
 “That dog loves you something fierce,” she said.
 “Bowie’s the one constant in my life. Without him, I’d be lost.”
 She looked at the dog, clearly not fully understanding the connection between man and beast.
 Mason motioned to a road sign showing that Ashland was still eighty-seven miles away. 
 “We’re not going to make it before dark.”
 “It’s all right,” she said. “I know a place in Prestonsburg, maybe ten miles up the road.”
 He waited for her to offer more.
 “It was the house I grew up in. My mom and dad have both passed, but I’ve been down to it a few times. It sort of makes me feel safe, you know?”
 “Sure,” he said, thinking of his own family’s cabin. “I can’t say I know much about Prestonsburg, Kentucky. Was there much to do there when you were growing up?”
 “Oh sure, as long as it had to do with farming or country music.”
 He smiled. “And what made you move up to Ashland?”
 “To escape farming and country music, of course,” she said, laughing.
 “I see, and did you find what you were looking for there?”
 “Almost.”
 “Almost?”
 “I met a man.”
 “That sounds serious.”
 “It was. We were going to get married. Maybe even have a couple of kids.”
 “What happened?”
 “He was killed by a drunk driver two years ago. One second he was there; the next he wasn’t.”
 “I’m sorry.”
 “Yeah,” she said, “me too. But we go on.” She turned to look out the window. 
 “Things will get better.”
 “That’s what I thought too.”
 “But not anymore?”
 Connie stroked her fingers across the blistered skin on her chest.
 “No, Marshal, not anymore.”
 
 
 Mason stood by the kitchen window, looking out at the sprawling ten-acre farm. Endless stretches of weeds and grass grew up through the rich brown soil. Night would be upon them soon, but Connie was right, being at her family’s home did make them feel safe. It was nearly a mile out of Prestonsburg, so there was little to worry about, certainly not the infected, who seemed content to stay in the cover of towns and cities.
 “Can I ask you something?” he said, taking a sip of his coffee. 
 Connie was sitting at the kitchen table in a small chair stained from years of hardworking people taking a brief rest. She looked relaxed, like she belonged in the old house.
 “Of course.” 
 “Why don’t you stay here? You could work the land. Raise some pigs or cows. There are surely plenty around.”
 “Right now, I have some unfinished business to take care of.”
 He glanced back at her. 
 “Revenge still burning hot?”
 “As hot as the iron that was pressed to my flesh.”
 “And after it’s all settled, then what? You’ll come back here and settle down?”
 “If I find the right man, I might. I couldn’t make a go of it alone.”
 He nodded. “Makes sense.”
 “I’m tired, Marshal,” she said, getting to her feet. “I think I’m going to call it a night.”
 “All right, get some rest. It’s been a rough day.”
 She walked to the kitchen doorway and hesitated. 
 “What is it?”
 She turned to face him, and he could see worry in her eyes.
 “Would you mind staying in the room with me tonight? I’m still feeling a little... unsettled.”
 He placed the cup on the kitchen table and walked over to her. 
 “I’d be happy to. But just so I’m clear, is this an invitation to sleep in the armchair or curl up naked under the covers?”
 She grabbed his hand and led him up the stairs.
 “You’re in luck. I don’t have an armchair.”

CHAPTER

13
 Tanner turned right onto Veterans Memorial Highway, keeping the Harley a comfortable distance behind Commando’s vehicle. The road paralleled a wide set of railroad tracks that he assumed eventually led up to Horseshoe Curve. They swung around a small lake on their left and passed a filtration plant that processed water from the Lower and Upper Kittanning Dams. 
 They finally came to a stop in a parking lot for the Horseshoe Curve Visitor Center. A long set of stairs led from the visitor center up to some kind of landing overlooking the railroad tracks. Tanner shut off the bike and slowly dismounted.
 Commando motioned for him to follow as he headed toward a group of men standing in front of the nearest building. One of them, a dark-skinned giant as enormous as the famous sumo wrestler, Akebono, stepped forward to shake hands with Commando. 
 “What kind of trouble are you bringing me this time?” he said in a slow baritone voice.
 “This is Tanner. The Merchant has him fighting three fights tonight.”
 “Three?” He studied Tanner. “He won’t last one. Besides, I got a full docket tonight.” 
 “Not my call. Or yours,” he quickly added.
 Akebono shrugged. “Whatever. If the Merchant wants him to fight three fights, I’ll give him three fights.” He turned to Tanner. “Are you up for this?”
 “I agreed to fight, so I’ll fight. Only one thing…”
 “What’s that?”
 “I want the first three fights, one right after the other. I’m sort of in a hurry.”
 Akebono laughed. “You are, are you?” 
 When Tanner said nothing more, Akebono shrugged, an amused look on his face. 
 “If that’s what you want, I’ll make it happen. But when that third fight comes around, assuming you’re still standing, remember that you asked for it.”
 “Understood.”
 Commando turned to Tanner and shook his head.
 “You’re either one hell of a fighter or one hell of a fool. I haven’t decided which one yet.”
 Tanner met his stare. “Nothing says I can’t be both.”
 
 
 Tanner had been in more fights than he could count, but he had never once fought for profit. With more than thirty years of martial arts training in karate and jujitsu, as well as some conventional boxing and wrestling, he had developed his own style of hand-to-hand combat that merged the practical benefits of each. 
 In all his life, he had lost only two fistfights, the first to a girl in second grade and another to a gang of bikers who were not above biting, head butting, and nut crunching. From both losses, he had come away with more than bruises—he had learned valuable lessons. From the first, it was to never underestimate someone because of what swings between their legs. And from the second, it was to always be the nastiest fighter on the battlefield.
 “Fights are held in front of the old steam engine at the top of the funicular,” Akebono said, pointing up the steep hill.
 “What the hell is a funicular?”
 He shifted his enormous finger to point to a track that ran up the steep hill. A trolley car sat at the bottom.
 “It’s basically a small ski lift that carried tourists up to the curve. Of course, it doesn’t work anymore, so you’ll have to hoof it up the stairs.” Akebono turned to walk away.
 “You don’t watch the fights?”
 “Do I look like a man who climbs up and down hundreds of stairs every day?”
 Tanner bit his tongue. Akebono would select the fighters he would face, and he could see no reason to give the giant a hard-on to teach him a lesson.
 “I plan the fights down here,” he continued. “You fight them up there.” He looked up at the sky. “It’ll be dark soon. You should go and size up your opponents.”
 Commando led Tanner up a long stretch of stone stairs. At the top was a gazebo stuffed with vending machines, all long since raided. As he suspected, the landing overlooked the tracks, obviously designed to allow tourists to take pictures of trains as they whistled their way around a curve four football fields wide. An old-fashioned steam locomotive sat in front of the gazebo, along with a collection of rusted train parts, axles, bearings, and large metal wheels. In the center of the landing, a ring of oil drums had been set up to cordon off a makeshift arena. 



 A handful of men were already in the arena, stretching and practicing basic drills in preparation for upcoming bouts. All of them looked tough, and a few could have even passed for professional cage fighters. Tanner took his time watching them, looking for respective strengths and weaknesses.
 “What do you think?” a squeaky voice said from behind him.
 Tanner looked over his shoulder and saw a greasy-headed kid who couldn’t have been much older than Samantha. The boy extended his hand as if meeting a business partner for lunch.
 “I’m Snaps.”
 “Tanner,” he said, shaking the boy’s hand. 
 “You fighting tonight?”
 “The first three.”
 “Three fights in a row?”
 Tanner nodded.
 Snaps took a moment to study him.
 “No offense, Mister, but are you sure you want to do that?”
 “I need three white cards.”
 “We all need three white cards, but I’ve never seen anyone try to get them in one night, never mind in a row.”
 “What do you do here, kid?”
 He pulled on the white towel that hung around his neck.
 “I clean up after the fights. Sometimes I doctor people if they’re not too broken up.”
 “They pay you?”
 Snaps shrugged. “They feed me.”
 Tanner thought about asking where his parents were but realized he already knew the answer. Besides, he sure as hell wasn’t going to lecture a kid who had already figured out a way to survive the world’s deadliest pandemic. 
 Snaps leaned in. “Plus, I play a little action on the side. When I have enough, I’m going to find a way to get out of here. Maybe head over to Virginia. Everyone says the government’s setting up a big city over there.”
 Tanner grunted and turned back to look at the competitors. 
 “Who’s the best fighter here?”
 Snaps looked around. “Lots of these guys are good, but if I had to worry about one, it’d be the Russian.” He nodded toward a dark-skinned, muscular man with tattoos covering the entire left side of his body. “He’s horrible. The good news is that he’s a finisher. They only call him in when the crowd demands it.”
 “Finishes as in what? Kills?”
 “Sometimes.”
 “Great.”
 “But don’t worry about it. With you fighting three fights, they’re not going to put him in. Not unless you make the crowd really mad.”
 “All right, kid. Walk me through a typical fight, start to finish.”
 Snaps shrugged. “Two guys square off, usually barehanded but sometimes with knives or hammers. They go at it until someone surrenders or can’t fight any longer. That’s about it.”
 “Any rules?”
 “Only that no one interferes with the fight.”
 “Referees?”
 “Just the announcer. There’s never any issue with deciding the winner because he’s the guy still standing.”
 Tanner nodded. “Sounds simple enough.”
 “Oh, it’s simple all right. But simple and easy are a mile apart.”
 
 
 By the time darkness arrived, the entire landing was packed with people—easily two hundred, ranging from teenagers seeking a thrill to old men seeking a buck. The weather was warm enough that many of the spectators had pulled off their shirts, including some of the women. They danced around, screaming and shouting like punks at a college rave, only instead of DJs and dancing, they were looking forward to violence in its rawest form.
 Commando had stayed on as well. Whether it was to watch the fights or keep an eye on Tanner, he wouldn’t say.
 A thick-necked man, who probably competed himself, walked to the center of the arena with a slip of paper in his hand.
 “All right, listen up!” he shouted. “We have a special event to start off this evening’s festivities. To my right is Tanner, a first-time fighter determined to be the only combatant to ever win three consecutive bouts.”
 The crowd came alive, the jeers and boos far outnumbering the cheers.
 “He stands at six-foot-four and weighs,” he looked over at Tanner, “let’s call it two-hundred-and-forty pounds. His first fight will be against Gerard, a master of savate.” The announcer gestured toward a tall, lanky man with long brown hair and a pointed goatee. He wore a pair of tight-fitting stretch pants and a white t-shirt. “Gerard’s record is eleven wins and two losses. The odds are currently…” he looked over at a man who held four fingers in the air, “four to one in favor of Gerard. I invite you to place your bets. The fight will begin shortly.”
 Tanner watched as people sized him up like he was a head of cattle being put on the auction block. Based on what they knew, any smart man would surely bet against him. A few who liked to play longshots might give him a go, but surely not risking much. Rather than bring supplies with them, people exchanged simple promissory notes. Tanner could only assume that the Merchant and his organization helped to ensure that deadbeats were properly punished.
 Gerard moved into the arena, jumping up and down and pumping his arms to get the crowd to feed off his energy. 
 They did. Pretty soon, many began shouting, “Gerard! Gerard! Gerard!”
 While everyone was looking at Gerard, Snaps hurried over to Tanner.
 “Watch his kicks. He likes to go for the knees.”
 Tanner nodded his thanks.
 Snaps patted him on the back.
 “Just so you know, I got a little something riding on you.”
 Before Tanner could reply, the announcer called the two fighters to the center of the arena. When both were standing in front of each other, the announcer leaned in.
 “There are no time limits and no breaks. You fight until someone is down for good. Questions?”
 Gerard suddenly lunged forward and shouted in Tanner’s face. His eyes were laced with thick red veins, likely the result of some kind of amphetamine. Tanner felt his blood pressure rise, but he made no move to push the man back. It was the oldest trick in the book to get in a cheap shot at the expense of an agitated opponent. Seeing that he couldn’t goad Tanner into doing something stupid, Gerard stepped back and gave him a toothy smile.
 The announcer told the two fighters to return to their sides of the arena. Once they had, he retreated and motioned for the fight to begin.
 Tanner knew what to expect even before Gerard charged forward. The kickboxer was wired on something, and the drugs filled him with energy just busting to get out. That would likely prove to be both an advantage and a disadvantage. Gerard would be fast and strong, but also careless and operating with less than perfect form. And despite the man’s expertise in savate, being a good sixty pounds lighter would be difficult to overcome.
 They closed to within a few steps. 
 Gerard leaped at him with a quick jab. There was little behind it, and Tanner batted it away. Without pausing, Gerard whipped a roundhouse kick to the outside of his thigh. It was quick and powerful and slapped his leg with enough force to rupture blood vessels. 
 Instinctively, Tanner dropped the point of his elbow directly onto the man’s ankle. There was a muffled crunching sound as bone met bone. Gerard hopped back a few steps, testing to see whether he could put weight on the injured foot.
 Tanner advanced, giving him no time to recover.
 Gerard fired three quick punches, a jab, cross, and then an uppercut. All three hit Tanner in the face, and all three hurt, but none stopped his advance. He grabbed Gerard’s hair and pulled the man’s face down into a powerful knee strike. The blow broke Gerard’s nose and probably would have ended the fight had he not managed to grab Tanner’s back leg.
 He jerked up, trying to upend Tanner like a mountain giant trying to uproot a tree. Tanner sprawled backward, driving the man down into the dirt beneath him. Gerard rolled away and scrambled back to his feet, wiping the blood from his face.
 Tanner slowly stood back up and stared at him. The energy in the man’s eyes had turned to panic.
 “Walk away,” he mouthed. 
 Gerard looked around. People were shouting for him to fight, waving their fists with anger. Bets were on the line, and he was supposed to be the surefire winner. The fear in his eyes slowly subsided, replaced by uncontrolled rage. He started toward Tanner, ignoring the pain of his injured ankle and the fresh trickle of blood dripping off his goatee.
 When he got close enough, he leaned away and kicked his heel toward Tanner’s shin. It was a vicious kick, unique to savate, designed to break an opponent’s leg. To be effective, however, it relied on the proper angle as well as leverage—neither of which Tanner allowed him to have. As soon as Gerard’s foot left the ground, Tanner shuffled forward and swung an elbow to the side of the man’s head. The blow was short but driven by all of his upper body mass as well as the twist of his hips. 
 Gerard’s head spun sideways as his jaw dislocated and blood sprayed from his mouth. He was already on his way to the ground when Tanner caught him with a short cross from the other direction. Gerard landed flat on his back, his head cocked up at an odd angle, blood oozing out from his nose and mouth. Had it been personal, Tanner would have put a boot to him, but as it was, he simply stepped back to see if the man had any fight left in him.
 He didn’t.
 Snaps hustled in and squatted down next to the fallen man. He made a quick gesture to indicate that he was alive. Two beefy men moved in and dragged Gerard out by his arms. When the arena was clear, the announcer returned to stand in the center.
 “The first fight goes to Tanner!” he shouted. The crowd was too busy settling bets to really pay much attention to him. He turned to Tanner. “You’ve got five minutes before the next fight.”
 Tanner nodded and walked over to his side of the arena. His thigh hurt, and he massaged it, hoping to reduce any chance of cramping. 
 Snaps hurried over.
 “Here,” he said, handing him a bottle of lukewarm water.
 “Thanks.” Tanner tipped the bottle up and didn’t turn it back down until it was empty. The fight hadn’t really taken much out of him, but it had been a long day. He let out a deep belch.
 “I knew you were a fighter,” Snaps said with an admiring smile. 
 “You get your payout?”
 “Four fold, even.” He looked around as if wanting to make sure no one was listening. “I got word on the next fight.”
 “Who’s it going to be?”
 Snaps nodded toward a barrel-chested man sitting on a folding lawn chair. Two other men were talking to him. All three had their eyes set on Tanner.
 “That’s Captain Ford. The way I hear it, he used to be the star quarterback before going off to fight in the war. Came back with a chest full of medals and something not quite right in his head. He was awaiting trial for murdering his wife when the pox hit. His two brothers let him out of jail, and no one’s cared enough to try to put him back in.”
 Tanner recalled his own fortuitous escape from prison.
 “He’s only fought a handful of times,” continued Snaps, “but he fights like he’s fighting for his life. He won’t go down easy.”
 “Good to know.”
 “I’m going to let everything ride on you. The odds are three to one. That’d be big for me. Real big.”
 “You do what you want. It won’t make any difference how hard I fight.”
 “I know that,” Snaps said, looking down. “I just wanted you to know that I’m with you. We’re in this together, right?”
 Tanner set his hand on the boy’s shoulder. 
 “Sure we are, kid.”
 
 
 By the time the announcer finished his second round of introductions, the crowd was starting to get wound back up. Captain Ford was a town favorite, a war hero who had beaten the unfair justice system. He had only fought six times in the arena but had yet to lose a single bout. He had also killed two of his opponents by repeatedly stomping on their throats, which further endeared him to those who enjoyed the more bloodthirsty competitions.
 As the announcer finished reminding them of the rules, Captain Ford stepped forward and smiled, showing off a couple of gold crowns. He was nearly a full head shorter than Tanner but as stout as a pit bull.
 “Have you heard about me?” 
 “Some kind of war hero, right?”
 “That’s right. I spent two years over there. And believe me, I killed a lot of men. A lot.”
 “Good for you.”
 “They say I have PTSD.” 
 “You sure it’s not PMS?” Tanner said, grinning.
 Captain Ford’s face and neck burned a bright red.
 “I’m gonna kill you for that. Do you understand what I’m saying? This is the last day of your miserable life.”
 Tanner stared into the man’s eyes and saw only hatred. Hatred for his wife. Hatred for his country. But most of all, hatred for himself. 
 “You do what you need to, Captain, and I’ll do the same.”
 “I can see this one’s going to be fun,” the announcer said, shaking his head.
 They retreated to opposite corners, each man never taking his eyes off the other. The announcer shouted from the sideline for the fight to begin.
 If Snaps was to be believed, Captain Ford was a ruthless murderer. Even if that tidbit had been intentionally planted to give him reason to fight, it didn’t change the fact that the captain was suffering from some kind of post-traumatic lunacy. That meant he was dangerous, not knock-your-teeth-out dangerous, but stomp-your-brains-out kind of dangerous. Tanner would have to be careful.
 They circled each other for a moment, each looking for an opening. When Captain Ford didn’t see one, he took a chance and swung a wide haymaker. Tanner saw it coming, leaned back, and watched the fist sail by a good six inches in front of his nose. The blow had so much power behind it that the momentum sent Ford stumbling to his left. Before he could recover, Tanner stepped forward and hit him with a quick left hook to the back of his head. Instead of the usual hollow spongy feel of the mastoid, he struck something hard and metal. What would normally have left a man lying in a puddle of his own piss did little more than bruise Tanner’s knuckles. 
 Captain Ford wheeled around, clocking Tanner high on the cheek with his own hook. Tanner felt his eye begin to water, and he took a step back. Ford immediately advanced, firing a rapid series of jabs and crosses, none of them particularly powerful, but several landing. The more times Ford hit him, the madder Tanner got. There was no way in hell he was going to let some deranged captain keep him from getting back to Samantha.
 “Die! Die! Die!” Ford shouted, his fists flying in a relentless barrage.
 He sliced in with an uppercut, hoping to catch Tanner under the chin. Rather than retreat, Tanner closed the gap and pulled the captain’s head down against his chest. Captain Ford struggled to push off, but the harder he pushed, the harder Tanner pulled him in. It became a contest of strength and body mass, and that was not one that the captain could hope to win. He resorted to flailing from the side, desperately trying to land a blow that might soften Tanner’s grip. But that was like beating on a pyramid, hoping to turn it to sand.
 The audience watched in hushed fascination as Tanner literally squeezed the life out of Captain Ford, finally snapping his vertebrae between the atlas and axis. When he heard the unmistakable snick of the man’s neck break, Tanner let Ford drop to the ground. The man stared up at the sky, mouthing something quietly. With the loss of control of the phrenic nerve, he would die of cardiac arrest or asphyxiation within the next couple of minutes.
 The captain’s two brothers charged into the arena, revenge burning in their eyes. Before either of them could reach Tanner, two short bursts of automatic gunfire rang out, peppering the men’s chests with neat bloody holes. They both fell dead mere feet from their brother. 
 Tanner looked over and saw Commando with his rifle raised. His face was completely expressionless, like he was an unmanned drone being controlled out of Langley. It took the crowd only seconds to react with threats and shouts for justice. Oddly, their anger seemed directed only at Tanner. He was the outsider responsible for the loss of their beloved hero. 
 Tanner raised his hands protectively and began to back up, unsure whether the situation was about to spiral out of control. 
 Snaps rushed in and grabbed him by the sleeve of his shirt.
 “Come on,” he said. “Let’s give everyone time to cool down.” He motioned to the announcer that they were going back to the gazebo.
 The announcer held up five fingers indicating that they had five minutes. 
 When Tanner finally left the arena, it didn’t take long for the crowd to get on with settling bets and discussing what the third fight might look like.
 
 
 Tanner leaned against a vending machine, drinking a fresh bottle of water and lightly rubbing his cheek. There would be bruising, but he’d had worse.
 “You’re screwed,” Snaps said, hustling back over to him.
 “How so?”
 “I just heard they set you up with the Russian. Not only that, it’s going to be with weapons, which is another way of saying it’s a fight to the death. Like I said, you’re screwed.”
 “I take it you’re not betting on me this go-around.”
 Snaps shook his head. “I’d love to have that kind of payoff, but they’ll stack the deck against you. No way you’ll walk away from it. You’re—”
 “Yeah, yeah, I got it. I’m screwed.”
 “Sorry.”
 “Tell me about the Russian. How does he fight?”
 “He’s a bull that charges straight at you and never lets up.”
 “Is he fast?”
 “More strong than fast.”
 “Does he mind getting hit?”
 “Not a bit. I’ve seen him let other fighters hit him just to mock them.”
 “Like Rocky.”
 “Who?”
 Tanner shook his head. “Never mind. What you’re telling me is that he’s a tank. Slow but strong, willing to take it on the chin when needed.”
 “That about sums it up.” Snaps turned to head back to the arena. “Oh yeah,” he added, pausing to look back at Tanner, “I almost forgot. He’s got a bad eye.”
 
 
 Tanner stood five feet away from the man others considered so fearsome that he had simply become known as “the Russian.” He stood about as tall as Tanner but was leaner and more cut. He wore a pair of tactical fatigue pants and combat boots, and had pulled off his shirt to reveal an elaborate set of tattoos running along the entire left side of his body. What was most disturbing about him, however, was the quiet loathing in his eyes.
 Tanner was fairly sure that he hadn’t slept with the Russian’s sister on some previous occasion, so he saw no cause for such hatred. For men like Captain Ford, fearsome expressions were part of the bravado, merely used to bolster one’s ego and perhaps shake an opponent’s resolve. This was not the case with the Russian. He was exactly what he proclaimed to be—a killer. 
 As he had done before, the announcer quickly explained the rudimentary rules and then sent them to their respective sides of the arena for their weapons. When Tanner got back to his side, Snaps was already there waiting for him. The boy looked like someone had kicked him in the gut.
 “What is it?”
 “I’m sorry, Mister. This sucks.” He held out a stubby screwdriver, the flat blade no more than two inches in length.
 “What’s that?”
 “It’s your weapon.”
 Tanner looked across the arena. The Russian was hefting a large wood axe onto his shoulder.
 “Like I said,” repeated Snaps, “you’re screwed.”
 Tanner reached out and took the screwdriver. He looked around the arena and saw people pointing and laughing. The joke was on him. Ha, ha, very funny. 
 The Russian pumped the axe up into the air with his right hand and raised the other to energize the crowd. They roared with excitement. He was their finisher, the man who would set things right by killing the outsider.
 Rather than meet the Russian in the middle of the arena, Tanner began circling along the outer edge. If Snaps was right, the Russian couldn’t see well out of his left eye. Tanner figured that as long as he kept moving in that direction, he could stay in the man’s blind spot.
 He stepped around large metal wheels and hopped over an axle as he worked to make the fight less one-sided. A man with an axe needed distance with which to swing it. That meant good footing and open space. Trip him up on a few old train parts, and that axe might prove more dangerous to the lumberjack than the intended victim. And despite its fearsome appearance, Tanner knew that a full-sized axe was not the ideal weapon for hand-to-hand combat. Its length was fixed, and it was heavily weighted at one end, making it difficult to swing quickly. He guessed that nine times out of ten, a right-handed person would swing the weapon from right to left, usually downward at roughly a forty-five-degree angle. All he had to do was make sure he wasn’t in the way when it came down.
 Surrounded by old train parts, Tanner motioned for the Russian to come and get him. He was, after all, the guy holding the axe.
 The Russian spread his feet apart and slowly advanced.
 Tanner waited, moving only enough to keep the Russian from getting a firm bead on him. 
 When the Russian closed to within about ten feet, he tossed the axe from his right hand to his left and then back again. He choked up on the handle and swung the blade in a lazy figure eight. 
 Tanner kept moving in a large circle to his right, waiting for the Russian to make a mistake. Not able to fully watch the minefield he was traversing, Tanner tripped over a large metal rod poking up through the dirt. And when he did, the Russian made his move,  forward and swinging the axe down from right to left.
 Tanner spun away, and the axe came down into the dirt, barely missing his thigh. He started to lunge toward the Russian, but the man immediately jerked the axe up between them. Tanner stepped back and looked around for options. The train debris was only delaying the inevitable. Eventually, the heavy blade would find muscle, and that would be that.
 The only way to have a fighting chance was to get in close. The best way to do that, he decided, was with a sudden redirection of energy. It was a simple principle of Judo. First, convince the opponent of movement in one direction. And then, when he was most vulnerable, move in the opposite direction. It relied on the fact that it took time for the brain to process changes as well as for the body to overcome momentum.
 Tanner retreated toward the antique steam engine, pretending to glance over his shoulder as if to make sure of where he was headed. The Russian picked up the pace, trying to get to him before he could find cover. Tanner allowed him to get closer, confident that the man wouldn’t swing the axe while on the move. Then, as the Russian leaned forward, taking longer and longer steps, Tanner did the unexpected. He changed direction, leaped over the debris, and charged his enemy.
 The Russian stopped and instinctively brought the axe back to chop. But there just wasn’t time for him to make the decision, plant his feet, and ready the axe before Tanner was on him. He hit the Russian with his full body weight, barreling the man back and robbing him of the footing necessary to swing the axe. Tanner continued to drive forward, never allowing a gap to open between them.
 The Russian stumbled over a large spring and fell onto his back. Tanner followed him to the ground, stabbing the screwdriver into the side of the big man’s neck. The blow was solid, and the two-inch tip went all the way in. Unfortunately, it missed the carotid artery as well as the windpipe, instead punching a bloody hole in the thick meat of his neck.
 The Russian immediately shoved the axe up between them, hoping to use the blade as a mini guillotine. Tanner released the screwdriver, which remained firmly planted in the man’s neck, and grabbed the handle of the axe. As strong as Tanner was, he was no match for the Russian. He watched as the heavy blade slowly inched toward his face.
 If Tanner released the handle, he was dead. He knew that. He also had no way to head butt or otherwise injure the man below him. A memory of a similar struggle came to him. It was during a high school wrestling match, some forty years earlier. He had been disqualified for his action, but it had worked nonetheless.
 Tanner coughed up a mouthful of phlegm and spat it into the Russian’s face.
 The man’s reaction was much the same as the high school wrestler’s had been, pulling one arm back to wipe the disgusting mess from his face. And when he did, Tanner jerked the axe away and jumped to his feet. 
 The Russian immediately rolled onto his stomach and scrambled to put distance between them. Tanner raised the heavy blade high into the air and swung it down with all his might. The axe caught the Russian directly between his shoulder blades with a wet thunk. He screamed, pushed up a few inches, and then collapsed, nose first, into the dirt.
 Tanner put one foot on the Russian’s body and worked the bloody axe free. He held it ready, looking down at the Russian like Paul Bunyan inspecting a felled tree. Blood and chips of bone spilled out from the deep wound in the man’s back. Tanner couldn’t tell if he was alive or dead, but it didn’t really matter. He sure as hell wasn’t getting back up.
 He turned back to the crowd, which had fallen silent. Their finisher was finished. Tanner held the axe at the ready. If anyone should decide to take the matter into their own hands, he had an answer for them. 
 None did. Instead a few people started clapping, and it quickly grew into thunderous shouts. Tanner! Tanner! Tanner!
 Tanner dropped the axe and walked over to Commando.
 The guard said nothing, offering only the faintest nod of approval.
 
 
 
 
 
 The elderly doctor stepped from the small bedroom and quietly closed the door behind him.
 “Well?” asked Tanner, his heart pounding.
 “She’s got a serious streptococcal infection.”
 “In English, Doc.”
 “She has strep throat.”
 “Strep throat? You sure? She didn’t say anything about her throat hurting.”
 The doctor shrugged. “It can hit people differently. I gave her a penicillin shot. That should take care of it, but take these with you just in case.” He handed Tanner a bottle of large pills. “If the fever comes back, give her two a day for ten days. Don’t skip a dose, and don’t stop early.”
 Tanner nodded. He had heard the same instructions a dozen times, but this was the first time he intended to follow through with them.
 “A few months ago,” said the doctor, “sicknesses like these were little more than an inconvenience. Now, with the lack of antibiotics, they can be life threatening. It’s a good thing you were able to negotiate my services.”
 Tanner reached out and shook the man’s hand.
 “I appreciate you helping my daughter.”
 The doctor started to say something and then stopped himself.
 “What?”
 He looked left and right, as if making sure no one was within earshot.
 “You needn’t pretend. I know who she is.”
 Tanner met the man’s stare.
 “And?”
 The doctor shrugged. “And nothing. I’m glad she’s safe. You obviously love her, and that’s what any orphan needs.”
 “Orphan? What are you talking about?”
 The doctor stepped closer and lowered his voice.
 “President Glass died more than a week ago. You didn’t know?”
 Tanner shook his head, his mind racing with what the news meant.
 “The way I heard it, she was murdered by one of her closest advisors. A terrible loss if you ask me.”
 “Did you tell Samantha?”
 “No, of course not. But she’ll find out eventually. Once she’s recovered a little, you should break the news.” The doctor patted him on the arm and turned to leave. “I guess you really are her father now.”
 
 
 After the doctor was gone, Tanner went in to check on Samantha. She was awake but still weak and feverish.
 “Am I going to make it?” she asked with a small smile.
 “The old coot said you should be feeling better by morning. Gave me some horse pills in case you’re not.” He held up the bottle and rattled the pills around.
 “Why would he give you horse pills? Oh no, not another veterinarian.”
 He chuckled. “It’s just an expression. It means the pills are big.”
 “Because horses have big mouths?”
 “I guess so.”
 She rubbed her fingers across her mouth.
 “Do I have a big mouth?”
 Tanner bit his lip. “Not at all.”
 “Did you have any trouble finding the doctor?”
 “Nah, no problems at all.”
 She looked at the bruise on his face and the blood covering his shirt.
 “Just another day, right?”
 He smiled. “Just another day.”
 “It’s a good thing you’re unkillable.”
 “It is, isn’t it?” 
 She reached over and laid her hand on his. 
 “Seriously, I’m glad you’re okay.”
 “I almost forgot,” he said, reaching behind his back. “I got something for you.” He brought forward a small bottle of chocolate drink.
 Samantha struggled to sit up, disbelief in her eyes. 
 “Happy Birthday, Sam,” he said, handing her the bottle of Yoo-hoo.
 She felt of the glass bottle, shaking her head in amazement.
 “How?”
 “Ah, it wasn’t so hard. I traded with a nice fella who happened to have a bottle.”
 She unscrewed the top and took a drink. 
 “Oh, that’s so good. You try.” She held it out to him, and he took a small sip. It tasted like chocolate milk with a cup of sugar stirred in for good measure.
 “Good, right?”
 “The best,” he said, wondering how quickly he could get to the bottle of lager he had stowed in his pack.
 She took another sip and closed her eyes to savor the flavor.
 “I think this is the best birthday present I’ve ever gotten in my whole life.”
 “It’s a bottle of Yoo-hoo.”
 “No,” she said. “This is perhaps the last bottle of Yoo-hoo in the entire world. And you went and got it for me.”
 “It was the least I could do. You only turn nine once.”
 She started to correct him and then smiled when she realized he was joking.
 “Wow,” she said, taking another sip, “this is so good.”
 

CHAPTER

14
 Early the next morning, Mason and Connie followed Highway 23 northeast, skirting the Kentucky and West Virginia state lines. The four-lane road, dubbed the Country Music Highway, was famous for passing through the hometowns of renowned country music stars, including Billy Ray Cyrus, Ricky Skaggs, Dwight Yoakam, and Loretta Lynn. Skirting smaller towns like Paintsville and Louisa proved easy enough, but as they got closer to Ashland, the roadways became more congested. 
 Huge oil storage tanks and industrial smokestacks towered off to their right as part of the six-hundred-and-fifty-acre Catlettsburg Refinery. Mason couldn’t help but wonder what was going to happen to the world as gasoline became less and less usable, slowly degrading to where it would eventually turn into a gummy varnish. As bad as things were now, they were only going to get worse. 
 The shoulder tapered as it butted up against steep rocky slopes, eventually becoming too narrow for the truck to pass. He steered through a gap in the stalled traffic, crossing over onto the grassy median. The steep incline caused Connie to lean against him, and Bowie slid across the bed of the truck.
 “We’re not going to make it much further,” he said.
 “Just a few hundred more feet,” she said, pointing ahead. “Exit on Lake Bonita Road. It’s less crowded and will bring us over to Rockdale. From there we can come in from the west on Highway 60.”
 “Is that how you came down to Boone?”
 “That’s right. My place in Ironville isn’t far from where we’re going.”
 “And where exactly is that?”
 “To the Paramount Arts Center in downtown Ashland, right next to the Ohio River.”
 Mason remembered hearing of the arts center, a place that drew top musical talent from around the country. It had been built to be a high-end theater, but its completion had coincided with the arrival of the Great Depression, leaving its financial future in doubt. Originally designed to show silent films, the theater finally found success by adapting to play “talkies.” For the past several decades, great efforts had been made to restore and remodel the historic landmark into a versatile performing arts center, able to seat fourteen hundred people.
 “What are they doing at the Paramount?”
 “I think the Wards like to pretend they’re living in the past. The Paramount is their playground. When you meet them, you’ll understand.”
 “What does that mean?”
 “Last time I saw them, they were all decked out like gunslingers from old westerns—big black hats, long trench coats. It was all quite ridiculous.”
 “People have accused me of playing cowboy a time or two.”
 “Maybe so, but the difference is that these men wouldn’t know a real lawman if he bit them on the balls. You would.” She threw him a sidelong glance. “At least, I think you would.”
 “I would, believe me,” he said, grinning.
 She laughed. After a few seconds, the smile faded away.
 “Marshal, despite their over-the-top-dress and distorted sense of justice, please don’t underestimate these men.”
 “I won’t.”
 “Joe, the father, is a bastard through and through. From what I’ve heard, he used to be the sheriff of Portsmouth ten years back. Rumor has it that he was forcibly retired for beating up some kid who mouthed off to him.”
 “A man with a temper.”
 “That’s an understatement. And from what I could tell, he raised his kids with that same tough love. They’ve been taught that the best way to resolve a disagreement is to get a bat and beat the other person until they stop causing trouble.”
 “That can be effective.”
 “Maybe so, but I think they’ve come to enjoy it.”
 He nodded. “What do you know about his boys?”
 “Three sons, Karl, Max, and Frank. Karl’s big and mean, and looks and acts like every other bully. Max is small and wiry, not intelligent exactly but sort of street smart. The youngest, Frank, seems weak, like he’s still trying to come into his own. Unfortunately, that means he’s willing to do whatever he’s told, no matter who it hurts.” Her voice faded away.
 “He’s the one who branded you?”
 “They were all involved, but yes, Frank’s the one who actually held the hot poker to my skin. I think he saw it as some kind of initiation into manhood.”
 “Of the group, who do you think is likely to be the most trouble?”
 “Hard to say. Being family, I think they’ll either all walk away, or they’ll all fight. There won’t be any middle ground.”
 “It’s just as well that way.”
 Mason turned onto Lake Bonita Road, and found that Connie had been right. It was much more passable with a single lane weaving its way through the stalled traffic. They drove for another ten miles through rolling hills, thick forests, and the occasional farmhouse. A few people were outside their homes, working small plots of land. No one waved.
 As they reached Rockdale and turned east on Highway 60, Mason made a decision—one that he knew Connie wouldn’t like.
 “How much further?” he asked.
 “Not far. Maybe five miles. We’ll head straight down Highway 60 and then turn right on Winchester Avenue.”
 “There won’t be a we in this, Connie.”
 She turned to him, a confused look on her face.
 “What are you talking about?”
 “You asked me to go and deal with these men, and I’ll do that. But I need to do it alone.”
 “No,” she said in a firm voice. “I’m coming with you.”
 He shook his head.
 “You know I need this,” she pleaded. “Please.”
 “I’m sorry.”
 She grabbed his arm. “Why?”
 “Because if you come along, I’ll have to constantly look over my shoulder to make sure you’re okay, just like at the carnival. And my worrying might get us all killed.”
 “But if I don’t come, how will I even know it’s over?”
 “I’m not abandoning you, Connie,” he said, giving her a reassuring smile. “I’ll come back to find you. Trust me.”
 “And if you don’t return?”
 “Then you can safely assume I’m dead.”
 She sat quietly for more than a minute.
 “I don’t suppose this is open for negotiation.”
 He turned to face her.
 “You should know by now that I’m not a man who negotiates about much of anything.”
 She shook her head, not at all happy with his decision.
 “Fine,” she sniffed. “You can drop me at my home in Ironville.”
 
 
 Mason rested his hand on Bowie. The dog whined and laid his head on the seat. 
 “Yeah, yeah, I hear you. But with what we’re walking into, we’re better off without her.”
 Connie had parted with the slam of the door, obviously upset about not being able to see the Wards get their just rewards. Mason understood her desire for revenge, but what he had said was true. She would only endanger them by coming along. He would see that justice was served, and that would have to be enough. Perhaps one day she might even thank him for sparing her from witnessing the violence. 
 Then again, maybe not. Mason suspected that Connie’s revenge was not driven by pain, but rather by shame. The Wards had dehumanized her in a way that wasn’t so different from her mother’s rape. And like her mother, Connie could not tolerate such shame without setting things right. 
 Mason turned his attention back to the road. Before the pandemic, the city of Ashland had about twenty thousand residents. Based on the few people he had seen out gathering food and supplies, he guessed that number was now closer to two thousand. Still, it was enough to survive if they organized, especially if they combined resources with folks in the adjacent communities of Huntington and across the river in Ironton. If they didn’t, most would probably be dead by the same time next year. 
 Following Connie’s instructions, he proceeded straight down Highway 60, which turned into 13th Street closer into town. The route took him past a cemetery with a large columbarium filled with cinerary urns. Someone had used red spray paint to write “Superpox-99 Was No Accident” across the face of the white brick walls. Beyond the cemetery was a gas station, vacant except for two armed men who stood guard over the pumps. Neither made any kind of threatening move as he passed.
 On the opposite side of the street was a small market, advertising homemade butter, cheese, and pies. Beyond that was a church with several white crosses made from PVC pipe. The words “God Didn’t Do This” were spray painted across the front of the church. For the next few miles, there was more of the same: gas stations, takeout restaurants, churches, and the occasional house, many of them vandalized with similar graffiti.
 As they passed an animal hospital, Bowie leaned his head out the passenger window and began barking. A group of cats had collected under the awning and were watching him warily. Perhaps they had been freed weeks earlier and considered it their home, or maybe it offered shelter from the occasional storm. Either way, Bowie was far more eager to introduce himself than they were to have his company.
 “Not today,” Mason said, speeding up a little to further dissuade him.
 As they got closer to the river, the road became crowded again with abandoned cars and trucks. Mason found himself driving over sidewalks and across lawns. After a few more blocks, he saw the distinctive two-story, rust-colored metal framing that supported the arts center’s stage house. Beside it sat a large white stone pillar with the word “Paramount” written down the side.
 He stopped in front of a store that sold exercise apparel and shut off the truck. 
 Bowie stood up on the seat and stared at him intently.
 “Don’t worry, I’m not leaving you.”
 Mason stepped from the truck and took a moment to work the kinks out of his back. He didn’t know what he might be walking into, but going in with one leg half-asleep was never a good idea. 
 Bowie hopped down beside him and began studying their surroundings. The street was quiet except for the faint banging of metal coming from the direction of the river.
 Mason double-checked his Supergrade. There were eight rounds in the magazine and one in the pipe. That, along with two spare magazines in a pouch at his left side, should be enough if it came to that. He considered taking the Aug. It would give him more firepower, but it would also all but ensure a fight. If possible, he preferred to meet the Ward family and hear their side of things before any shooting started.
 He dug through the bed of the truck and retrieved a flashlight. With an output of five hundred lumens, it could illuminate the goal posts at the opposite end of a football field or blind an assailant for several minutes. Because it relied on light-emitting diodes, it would also never suffer a blown bulb, and the batteries would last twice as long as a comparable incandescent model.
 Bowie looked up at him, obviously ready to get underway.
 “All right,” he said. “Don’t rush me.” 
 When Mason was ready, they walked toward a small fire exit at the side of the massive theater. He tried the knob. 
 Locked. 
 He tapped lightly against the door with the back of his hand—metal and heavy by the sound of it. The hinges were on the inside, making it nearly impossible to get inside without a battering ram or a giant can opener. Okay, he thought, so much for sneaking in through the side door.
 He turned left and headed around to the front of the building. Bowie took a moment to sniff a dark stain near the door and then hurried after him.
 As Mason turned the corner of Winchester and 13th Street, the front entrance to the Paramount came into full view. The majestic green and yellow sign hung above the ticket booth, stirring a sense of nostalgia that could only be found at old-fashioned movie theaters. He could almost see people from the 1930s dressed in double-breasted suits and flashy dresses, lined up to see King Kong or Gone with the Wind. 
 Mason approached a set of ornate wooden doors. One of them had been propped open a few inches with a pair of old cowboy boots. He swung the door all the way open, sliding the boots over to hold it in place. A steady draft of cool air flowed from the dark lobby. 
 Bowie immediately slipped in and began sniffing around. Mason followed behind him, studying the room. Posters lined the walls, and a thick gold and burgundy carpet adorned the floor. At the front of the lobby was a concession stand, now dark and empty. On either side of the glass counter were two sets of double doors that led into the theater. 
 He walked slowly around the lobby, taking a moment to look at the old movie posters. Mason had always harbored a fondness for movies, especially westerns that reminded viewers that sometimes all that stood in the way of evil were a few brave men. Some of his favorite classics were The Magnificent Seven, Rio Bravo, and The Outlaw Josey Wales.
 He stepped over to one of the theater doors and pulled it open. It was incredibly dark inside. Only the back few rows of seats were visible in the light spilling from the lobby.
 Bowie stood close beside him, not entirely sure a dog should be alone in such a strange and dark place.
 One by one, Mason propped open the remaining theater doors. Even with all eight open, much of the room was still blanketed in darkness. He clicked on his flashlight and swept it from side to side to get the general layout of the room. In all his years, he had never seen a theater quite like the Paramount. It was as if he had traveled back in time to witness the birth of American movies. Long rows of burgundy seats stretched in every direction. The walls were painted gold and lined with colorful murals of famous Italian characters, including Harlequin, Pierrot, and Pieroette. 
 He stepped in, crossing a threshold that seemed to span both space and time. The aged floor was springy and covered in the same thick carpet as the lobby. He turned his flashlight toward the front of the theater, barely able to make out the huge stage framed with an ornate black and gold proscenium.
 “Hello!” he shouted, his voice echoing like he was standing at the mouth of an underground cavern. “Anyone here?” 
 There was no answer.
 Mason stood for a moment and listened. 
 Nothing.
 If the Wards were in the building, they were either asleep or ninjas hiding in the rafters. He shined his light up to study the metal framework above him. Nope, no ninjas.
 He walked down the center aisle toward the front of the theater. Bowie stayed close by his side. Mason found it amusing that a dog that wouldn’t hesitate to stare down a rhinoceros could be as timid as Scooby Doo in the dark.
 A short set of steps led up onto the stage. He sent Bowie up first, figuring it might be good for his confidence. The dog crept up the stairs, his nose glued to the stage floor as he tried to discern the sweat from a hundred famous performers. After circling the stage, he returned to the top of the stairs and looked down at Mason.
 “Well, where are they?”
 Bowie stared at him.
 Mason walked up the stairs and across the empty stage. If the Wards were in the building, they had to be in the stage house. He hoped that he hadn’t come all the way to Ashland for nothing. If they had moved on, it would be all but impossible to find them in a world where most information was now passed by word of mouth.
 With Bowie at his side, he walked to the back of the stage and pushed through a set of heavy velour curtains. Beyond the stage prep area was a hallway with three identical sets of stairs leading up. None looked any more promising than the others. 
 He slowly climbed the first set of stairs, walking as quietly as his boots allowed. At the top were two dressing rooms, both empty except for a few pieces of furniture. The rooms had a musky odor of perspiration, gin, and cigarette smoke all rolled into one.
 Mason returned to the main floor and tried the second set of stairs. They led to a rehearsal room with its door sitting wide open. Two large windows graced the back wall, their blinds pulled up to allow the sunlight to enter. A baby grand piano was on the right side of the room, and on the left sat two antique armchairs, a coat rack, and a couch. A man was asleep on the couch, snoring loudly.
 Bowie looked up at Mason.
 Mason motioned for him to stay put while he scanned the room for weapons. He spotted a shotgun resting on top of the piano and a holster hanging on the coat rack. Both of them would take too long to get to.
 He bumped the door with the back of the flashlight.
 The sleeping man startled, jerked upright, and reached for his pistol.
 “Don’t,” Mason warned, gripping his Supergrade.
 The man stayed his hand. He looked to be in his mid-fifties, probably about the same age as Mason’s father. He wore a pair of faded jeans and a white t-shirt covered in food stains. A button-up shirt, cowboy hat, and a trench coat hung from the coat rack. A pair of black boots rested near the foot of the couch. 
 “What the hell do you want?” he demanded. Before Mason could answer, he added, “Jeezus, that’s a big dog.”
 “Are you Joe Ward?”
 The man’s eyes narrowed. “What if I am?”
 “I’ve received a complaint about you and your sons.”
 Joe laughed as his hand continued toward the revolver resting in its holster.
 “If you touch the weapon, I’ll shoot you where you lie.”
 He slowly pulled his hand back. 
 Bowie advanced into the room, making a wide circle around the man.
 “Who the hell are you to come into my house—”
 “I’m Deputy Marshal Mason Raines.” Mason parted his blazer so that the man could see his badge.
 “A US marshal?” The man eyed Mason warily. “Last time I checked, marshals have no business butting into a town’s affairs.”
 “The complaint says that you’ve been using inhumane punishments.”
 “Is this some kind of joke?” he said, getting to his feet.
 Bowie immediately moved toward him, growling.
 Joe abruptly sat back down on the couch, pressing himself up against the back.
 “If that dog bites me, sure as shit, I’ll kill it with my bare hands.”
 “I seriously doubt that.”
 Joe started to sweat as Bowie eyed him. 
 “We only did what needed to be done. You ain’t got no call to be hasslin’ me like this.”
 “Did that include branding a young woman?”
 Joe licked his lips. “Brandin’s a reasonable form of punishment. People who are branded don’t forget what they done wrong. Besides,” he said with a toothy smile, “what man don’t wanna brand a pretty lady? Come on, admit it. Cowboys like to mark their herd. It’s only natural.”
 Mason weighed shooting Joe Ward right then and there. Certainly, there would be no loss to the world. But killing in cold blood was not his way. He would finish gathering the facts and then decide what punishment fit the crime.
 “I’m guessing it’s also true that you smashed a boy’s foot with a sledgehammer.”
 “What can I say? We got tired of chasing him.”
 “And cutting out a man’s tongue? Did you get tired of him talking?”
 “You know as well as anyone we can’t allow mouthing off to the law.” Joe slid forward to the edge of the couch, and Bowie gave a deep warning growl. “I ain’t gonna deny that my boys and I are holdin’ this community accountable for their crimes. And maybe everyone don’t agree with our ways, but what we do is effective. Ain’t hardly nobody stealin’, rapin’, or murderin’ no more.”
 Mason looked at the man and felt nothing but disgust. He was worse than a vigilante. He was a vigilante hiding behind a badge.
 “I don’t suppose you’d leave if I gave you and your boys an ultimatum to get out of town.”
 “Why the hell should we?”
 “That’s what I figured.”
 “Let’s cut to the chase, Marshal. You ain’t about to shoot me lyin’ here like this. So, you might as well get the hell out.” Joe Ward flopped back down on the couch, crossed his arms, and closed his eyes. “Close the door on your way out, will ya, Marshal?”
 Mason felt his temperature rising.
 “Get on your feet.”
 Joe opened one eye. “Or what?”
 Mason drew his Supergrade and shot him. 
 The bullet tore off Joe’s big toe, and he leaped up, bellowing in pain. 
 Bowie immediately started to move in, but Mason waved him back.
 “You son-of-a-bitch!” Joe shouted, hopping around on one foot. “You blew my damn toe off.” Dark pools of sweat were forming on his white shirt, and with every hop, blood smeared on the hardwood floor.
 “You should count yourself lucky. I was tempted to shoot off something else.”
 Joe flopped back on the couch and held up his foot to get a better look.
 Mason holstered his pistol. “I’m going to give you a chance to prove just how much people appreciate your particular brand of justice.”
 “How you gonna do that?” he whined, nearly crying from the pain.
 “All I can tell you is that you’re not going to like it.”
 
 
 Mason pressed Joe Ward up against a light pole in front of the Paramount.
 “Wrap one leg around the pole.”
 “What?”
 Mason pressed his boot against Joe’s bloody toe.
 “Agh! Stop! Please! Jeezus, stop!”
 “Wrap one leg around the pole,” he repeated.
 Joe swung his right leg around the pole. 
 “Now cross the other one over the top and tuck it behind the pole.”
 He did as instructed.
 “Now lower to the ground in a sitting position.”
 “What the hell are you—”
 Mason stepped on his toe again.
 “Shit!” Joe shrieked, collapsing into a sitting position with one leg wrapped around the pole and the other tucked in behind him.
 Mason put both hands on Joe’s shoulders and pushed him all the way down to the ground.
 “What the hell is this contortion?” Joe asked, trying to shift around. 
 “It’s called the grapevine. Uncomfortable to get into and nearly impossible to get out of without help.”
 “You’re crazy, Marshal.”
 “I could have tied you to the pole, but you’re hardly worth the rope.”
 Mason stepped back and inspected his handiwork. A few people could escape the leg lock, but not many. Within minutes, it would become quite painful, causing cramps to the man’s legs. Joe would struggle like hell to get free, but Mason was confident that he was far too heavy to pull himself up the pole. The injured toe would further ensure that he couldn’t snake his foot out from underneath. In the end, he would surrender and lean against the pole, exhausted from the effort.
 “What kind of monkey shit is this?” growled Joe.
 “This is you getting your just rewards.”
 “I’ll kill you for this, Marshal. I swear to God I will.”
 “Maybe.”
 Joe jerked upward with all his strength, trying to lift his body up the pole. He barely moved, certainly not enough to untangle his legs. He flopped back down.
 Mason turned to walk away.
 “You can’t just leave me here.”
 “Sure I can.”
 Joe glared at him. “I’ll starve to death. Or worse, get eaten by dogs.”
 “If you’re so loved by your flock, someone will come along and help you get free.” Mason looked up and down the street. A few people were paying attention to what was happening, but none were coming in his direction. “On the other hand, they may decide to express their displeasure with your justice system. I’m going to leave your fate in the hands of your faithful subjects. Understand, however, that if you do get free, the next time I see you, I’ll put you down like a lame horse.”
 Satisfied, Mason walked slowly back to his truck. Bowie stared at Joe for a few seconds trying to make sense of what game they were playing. When he couldn’t figure it out, he hurried after his master. Mason opened the door to the truck and Bowie hopped in. 
 “I imagine Joe’s boys will be along shortly,” he said, scrubbing Bowie’s neck. “And when they see dear old dad leg-tied to a pole, they’re going to be none too pleased.”
 Bowie pressed up against him, laying his head against Mason’s chest.
 Mason had no illusion about the Wards surrendering to his authority. Three men against one would always choose to call rather than fold. It was going to come down to a gunfight.
 He leaned down and kissed Bowie on the nose.
 “A fight is coming, and we’d better get ready.”

CHAPTER

15
 By morning, Samantha was nearly back to her old self. Her fever was gone, and she had a hearty appetite, eating a package of freeze-dried eggs and nearly a full sleeve of Ritz crackers. The miracle of penicillin had worked its magic once again. 
 “How far is it to Mount Weather?”
 “Not far, maybe another hundred and fifty miles. You sure you feel well enough to travel?” Despite his lingering concerns over her health, Tanner felt the need to get out of the house. If the doctor had spilled the beans about Samantha, the Merchant might decide to make a play for her.
 “Oh sure,” she said, wiping her mouth on a small curtain next to the bed. “Let me brush my teeth, and I’ll be ready to roll.”
 If they didn’t encounter any kind of detour, Tanner estimated they could be to Mount Weather by lunchtime. Once there, Samantha would be taken from him. With her mother dead, he didn’t know what would happen to her. The only thing he knew for certain was that she would be taken care of. Even if Samantha ended up at Crunchem Hall Elementary School under the care of Miss Trunchbull, she would be a lot safer than running around with an ex-con getting into God knows what kind of trouble.
 “You said your dad had passed, right?”
 “Yes,” she said, digging out her toothbrush. “He died from the pox.”
 “You got any aunts or uncles? Older brothers or sisters?”
 She studied him, trying to figure out what he was up to.
 “No,” she said, drawing out the word. “My Aunt Alice died a few years ago from cancer, and my dad was an only child, just like me. Why?”
 He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. She needed to know the truth.
 She stood up with the toothbrush in one hand and a bottle of water in the other.
 “What’s wrong?”
 “Last night, the doctor told me something. It’s going to hurt for you to hear it, but I know you’re strong enough to handle it.”
 She sat back on the bed.
 “My mom’s dead, isn’t she?”
 It surprised him. “How’d you know?”
 Samantha put her hands in her lap and stared at the toothbrush.
 “I just did.”
 “I’m sorry, Sam. I really am.”
 “How did it happen?”
 Tanner sat down on the bed next to her.
 “I don’t really know. The doctor only said that she’d been killed by one of her advisors. I don’t know who or why.”
 “I hope it didn’t hurt too bad.”
 “So do I.”
 Samantha sat, saying nothing for nearly a full minute. Tanner sat beside her, equally as quiet.
 “What are we going to do now?” she asked.
 He started to tell her that he was going to take her to Mount Weather, that she would be better off there. But for some reason, his mouth couldn’t quite form the words. 
 “I don’t know,” he said with a sigh. “What do you want to do?”
 “I should probably still go to Mount Weather, right?”
 “Right.”
 “People would take care of me, make sure I go back to school.”
 “I’m sure they would.”
 She looked up at him, and there were tears in her eyes.
 “Is that what you want?”
 He swallowed to keep his voice from breaking.
 “No.”
 “You love me, right?”
 He nodded, unable to speak.
 “Okay then,” she said, wiping at her eyes. “I guess we’re stuck with each other.”
 He smiled and put his arm around her.
 “I guess we are.”
 
 
 Tanner was strapping his backpack to the motorcycle when Samantha came out of the house.
 “You ready?” he asked.
 “I’ve been thinking…”
 He felt his stomach tighten. Had she changed her mind already?
 “Yeah?”
 “I don’t really have anything of my mom’s to remember her by. That’s not right.”
 “You have her eyes.”
 She smiled. “I do, don’t I?”
 “What were you thinking?”
 “That maybe we could go by our old house to get a few things. I doubt anyone has taken them.”
 “What old house?” As soon as he asked the question, he knew the answer. “Wait, you’re talking about the White House.”
 “Mom had lots of pretty things there. Pictures of our family, too.”
 Tanner thought about what Washington, DC, must look like. Jammed streets. Decaying bodies. And plenty of the infected. 
 “Going into DC would be terribly dangerous,” he said, knowing that mere words wouldn’t change her mind. Her mother’s belongings were a treasure worthy of any quest, and no threat of bandits, zombies, or plagues was going to deter her.
 “I know.”
 “Our only chance would be to get in and out before dark,” he said, thinking out loud.
 “You said that we could be to Mount Weather by lunchtime. Washington is only like sixty miles from there.”
 “You been studying the map again?” She had a way of doing that before arguing her case for a detour.
 “Maybe.”
 “Come on then,” he said, swinging his leg up over the bike.  “We’d better get rolling.”
 She tossed her backpack up next to his and strapped it down.
 “This will be easier than you think. I promise.” 
 “I have yet to see anything easy when it comes to you, Samantha Glass.”
 She hopped up on the seat and wrapped her arms around him.
 “Have you been eating enough?” she said in a very serious tone. “Really. You’re feeling so trim.”
 
 
 Even detouring around every major interstate, the drive from Altoona to Washington was less than two hundred miles. To Tanner’s surprise, less than six hours later, they were navigating unbelievable traffic jams in Fort Myer, Virginia. Hundreds of thousands of cars jammed every major roadway. Decaying corpses, now little more than clumps of dried flesh, hair, and bones, lay on the streets and sidewalks like pods from the body snatchers. The dead were dressed in all manner of clothing: business suits, dresses, hiking shorts, and blue jeans—people who had been unable to stop going about their normal activities either because of perceived necessity or tragic denial.
 Tanner maneuvered the heavy touring bike over sidewalks, weaving through alleyways and around vehicles. When things got too tight, he would stop the motorcycle and use his feet to guide them through. 
 “This is horrible,” Samantha said, studying the chaos around them.
 “It’s only going to get worse the further in we go.”
 He turned east onto 2nd Street, a two-lane residential road that paralleled Arlington Boulevard. They followed it past a set of public housing projects, the plain red brick buildings looking no better or worse for the world having been destroyed. 
 They crossed an overpass and came to a small guard booth in the center of the road. A sign hung on the front of the building, Hatfield Gate. The booth was empty, and both of the lift barriers were bent at odd angles, a result of cars pushing their way though. Tanner continued ahead, swerving around the twisted metal barriers.
 It was only after another few hundred feet that he realized where they were. Directly ahead was a huge plot of green grass, dotted with endless rows of small white marble gravestones. He stopped and stared out at the sprawling graveyard. The grass was overgrown and unkempt, but it in no way took from the ominous beauty of the site.
 “What are those?” she asked.
 “Graves.”
 “I’ve never seen so many. Where are we?”
 “Arlington.”
 “That’s a cemetery, right?”
 “You’re the president’s daughter, and you’ve never been to Arlington National Cemetery?”
 She shook her head.
 “Hang on,” he said, turning the handle bars. “It’s important that you see this.”
 Tanner turned the bike down a small road, each side blanketed by endless graves. He swung left on McPherson Drive and continued navigating through several more sections of the cemetery. Samantha sat speechless as she took in the enormity of the site. Less than a minute later, they stopped in front of a massive white amphitheater. 
 “That is so cool,” she said, looking up at it. “Can we go inside?”
 “We can go wherever we want. The world is everyone’s and no one’s.” 
 He dismounted and led her up a short set of marble stairs to stand at the front entrance of the amphitheater. Inside, curved rows of white bleachers stretched from left to right, filling the oblong shaped structure.
 “It’s like a Roman coliseum,” she said, running her hand across the smooth marble wall.
 “Let’s walk to the other side. I want to show you something.”
 Tanner led her around the inside ring of the structure, and they were both awestruck by the majestic beauty of the carved marble and intricate pillars. When they got to the opposite side, he pointed to an inscription carved above the entrance. 
 Samantha read it aloud. “Dulce et decorum est pro patria mori. That’s Latin, right?”
 He nodded.
 “Do you know what it means?”
 “It is sweet and fitting to die for one’s country.”
 She seemed surprised. “You understand Latin?”
 “Of course. Don’t you?”
 She squinted at him with suspicion. 
 He grinned. “I brought my own son here when he was a boy. I’m taking it on faith that the tour guide knew what he was talking about.”
 “I didn’t think you were that smart,” she said with a twinkle in her eyes.
 They continued back around to the main entrance and slowly descended the marble staircase. Directly in front of the amphitheater were three white inlaid slabs and, behind them, a raised white marble tomb. Samantha walked up to the sarcophagus and traced her fingers over the words. Here rests in honored glory an American soldier known but to God.
 “I’ve heard of this place,” she said. “It’s where they buried a special soldier, right?”
 “Something like that. I think it symbolizes all the soldiers who were lost or never identified.”
 “Why would—”
 Samantha’s question was cut short by a growl from behind them. They spun to find a pack of dogs approaching. 
 Tanner glanced at the motorcycle. It was maybe thirty feet away—too far to get to, let alone escape on. He reached down, grabbed Samantha, and hoisted her up to the top of the tomb. She toppled forward and nearly rolled off the other side as she struggled to find her balance on the stone structure. 
 When she was finally stable, she turned back to him.
 “Come on!” she shouted, holding out her hands. 
 The top of the sarcophagus was a little over eight feet off the ground, and Tanner doubted that he could make it up in time. He was big and heavy, and while those qualities were great in a fistfight, they were less than optimal when trying to scamper up anything. Neither was the help of a ninety-pound girl going to make much of a difference. 
 Tanner turned and brought the sawed-off shotgun up to his shoulder. There were eight dogs, all mutts and all big enough to give Cujo a run for his money. The dogs had a crazed, I’ve-been-eating-people-for-too-long, look in their eyes. He took aim at the one leading the pack and squeezed the trigger. A tight load of buckshot slammed into the dog’s chest, and it immediately tumbled forward, dead. Tanner sidestepped away from the tomb as he brought the weapon back down. He didn’t know if any dog could jump high enough to get to Samantha, but he couldn’t take the chance. 
 As he prepared for his next shot, a pop sounded from behind him. He glanced back and saw Samantha lying prone on top of the tomb, looking down the sights of her rifle. The second dog fell, whining as it crawled away. 
 The remaining six closed in on Tanner. 
 He fired the shotgun a second time, taking off most of the head of another animal. 
 Samantha’s second shot came an instant later, also killing a dog. 
 Two dogs jumped at Tanner at the same time. He swung the butt of the shotgun up and clocked one under the chin, but the second dog caught him by the meat of his left forearm. It was tremendously powerful, jerking him forward as it tried to take him to the ground. The two remaining dogs swung in around behind him, barking and snapping at his legs as they looked for an opening.
 Tanner planted his feet and began to spin, lifting the dog that had latched onto his arm into the air. As he swung around, he tried to use the dog’s body to bludgeon the other two animals coming up from behind. A third pop. A small chunk chipped out of the concrete as the bullet went wide. 
 Tanner felt the dog’s neck break and its bite loosen. He slung it away and brought the butt of his shotgun down on a dog coming in for his thigh. The blow glanced off the dog’s head, and the animal yelped as it scampered away. Of the eight, only two dogs remained in the fight, but neither appeared ready to give up on their meal.
 A fourth pop dropped the animal that Tanner had hit with the butt of the shotgun. The last dog leaped forward, its mouth open as it went for his throat. He shoved the shotgun up between them, hoping to keep teeth from finding flesh. The dog weighed more than a hundred pounds, and it drove him back until he tripped and fell. Without hesitation, the giant dog was on him, snarling and biting as it tried to get to his face.
 Tanner wrapped his legs around the animal and pressed the shotgun firmly against its neck. The dog snapped wildly, globs of milky white saliva dripping down on his chest. Much like his fight with the Russian, they were at a stalemate. The dog couldn’t get to its prize, and Tanner couldn’t initiate an attack without taking his hands off the shotgun. He had no illusions about Samantha coming to his rescue. He and the dog were simply too close. It was up to him to end it. 
 Tanner did the only thing he could. He released the shotgun.
 The heavy gun fell to his chest, and the dog immediately lunged forward. Tanner reached up with both hands and caught the dog’s head. He wrestled against the beast, driving his fingers into the animal’s eyes, ears, and mouth. It squealed in pain and finally pulled back in retreat. Tanner flung it away and quickly scrambled to his feet. The dog stumbled down a long set of stone stairs before racing across an open stretch of grass. 
 Tanner bent over and picked up his shotgun. 
 “Are you okay?” she asked, standing on top of the tomb.
 He did a quick injury assessment. There were half a dozen small wounds, but the worst was the bite on his left forearm. He counted four puncture marks on the top and three on the bottom, several of them quite deep. He moved his fingers around. Everything seemed to work okay, which he took to mean that there was no nerve damage. Pain could be dealt with, but fingers that wouldn’t close into a grip caused all sorts of problems.
 “I’m fine,” he said, walking toward her.
 She climbed down with his help, and they returned to the motorcycle. 
 “Reload,” he said, stuffing fresh shells into his shotgun.
 “But you’re hurt.”
 “First we ready ourselves for the next fight. Then we inspect the damage.”
 She nodded, her eyes never leaving the bloody bites on his arm.
 When they had their weapons fully reloaded, she used a bottle of water to wash out the dog bites. Blood still oozed from several of the holes.
 “These look awful. Do you think they’ll get infected?”
 “I’ll be all right,” he said, not at all sure of what he was saying.
 Samantha quickly dug in his backpack and pulled out the bottle of antibiotics the doctor had given him. She opened it and dumped one of the pills into her hand.
 “Here,” she said, “take this.”
 He shook his head. “You might need them. Let’s give it a day or two to make sure your fever doesn’t come back.”
 “Take it,” she repeated, pushing the pill toward him.
 “Fine.” He tossed it into his mouth, chewed, and swallowed it down.
 “Did you just chew that?” she asked with a horrified expression.
 “So?”
 She stood, staring at him with wide eyes.
 “Fine,” he said, “now you know. I can’t swallow pills.”
 “Are you kidding me?”
 “What? I told you it was a horse pill.”
 “But you’re as big as a horse!” she said, chuckling. “Besides, would it have made any difference if it was smaller?”
 He shrugged. “Not really.”
 “It’s all right,” she said, stifling a laugh. “Everyone has a weakness. Even Superman.”
 “Are you comparing me to Superman?”
 “No, he’s much stronger and more handsome. Plus, he can fly.”
 “But?”
 She raised an eyebrow. “But what?”
 “You were going to finish by saying something nice about me.”
 “I was?”
 “Yes.”
 “Oh, okay. Well, you’re really…” She thought for a moment. “Warm.”
 “Warm as in friendly?”
 “No. Warm as in making me sweat when I hold onto you.”
 He shook his head. 
 “What?” she said. “That’s nice. If it were cold out, I wouldn’t need a coat.”
 “But it’s not cold out,” he said, swinging his leg over the bike.
 “Nope,” she said, climbing up behind him. “It’s definitely not.”

CHAPTER

16
 “If we’re lucky, the Ward brothers will come in as one big group from the north. When they see Joe wrapped around the pole, they’ll rush over to him, and that’s when we’ll make our move.”
 Bowie stared at Mason and blinked a few times, as if to say, “That’s it? That’s your big plan?”
 “The only other option is to shoot them on sight. And what kind of lawman would that make me?”
 Bowie slid closer on the seat and leaned against him.
 “Don’t worry. We’ll manage, like we always do.”
 He lifted the Aug A3 out of the rifle rack and gave it a quick once over. There were thirty rounds in the magazine and another one in the chamber. Not a lot but enough for a firefight with three men if he watched his shots. The problem was that he had yet to even test fire the weapon.
 Mason climbed out of the truck and raised the rifle to his shoulder. He took aim at a nearby car and squeezed the trigger halfway. The Aug bucked slightly and made a distinctive report. All right, he thought, it works. That’s something. He squeezed the trigger again, this time depressing it fully. The weapon rocked up and down as it went into full automatic mode, the bullets making a ping-ping-ping as they punched through the sheet metal. He lowered it from his shoulder, satisfied.
 The Aug was simple and efficient, but it felt unfamiliar in his hands. The mantra of many Special Forces soldiers was “Know your weapon,” and for good reason. In the middle of a battle was not the best time to discover new features or limitations of your firearm. A good weapon was one that felt like a natural extension of the hand. Given his lack of experience with the Aug, as well as being limited to only one magazine, it would have to serve as his backup weapon. He quickly topped off the magazine with fresh 5.56 mm rounds and slung the rifle over his shoulder. 
 He surveyed the street, looking for a fallback position in case the fight didn’t go as planned. A Burger King, health center, and a host of small souvenir shops sat across from the arts center. None were suitable for making a defensive stand. On the opposite corner were several dark blue shipping containers stacked in front of an auto repair shop. He grabbed a couple of boxes of ammunition and walked over to inspect the containers. 
 Most of them were locked up tight, but one had been left open. A mound of soiled clothing was inside, and the distinct stench of human feces filled the air. He tapped on the heavy steel door. It wouldn’t stop a slug from the Browning .50 caliber machine gun that he had back at the cabin, but it was perfectly capable of stopping small arms fire. The position also provided a clear line of sight to the building as well as to where Joe was secured. Good cover, a good field of view, and nearly as defensible as a machine gunner’s nest. He couldn’t really ask for more than that—other than maybe an air freshener or two.
 Mason set the Aug and spare ammunition inside the shipping container, leaving the door partially ajar. He turned around and mentally played out how a strategic retreat might happen, identifying cars that he could maneuver behind as he fought his way back to the rifle. If the three men were smart, they would split up and come at him from different directions. But what they should do and what they would do were likely two very different things. For now, Mason felt as prepared as the situation allowed.
 
 
 To make the wait a little more comfortable, Mason moved his truck directly across from the entrance to the Paramount. From his pickup, he could see several blocks down Winchester Avenue, the path the Wards would mostly likely travel. He could also see their father, Joe, with his head leaning against the pole. The poor guy’s legs had to be hurting something terrible by now. It was a crappy situation to be in, but it was still better than what he deserved.
 Mason sat watching for more than an hour. Not a single car maneuvered the crowded street. Nor did anyone come to investigate Joe in his most unusual predicament. Having been a soldier and a marshal, Mason had learned to be patient. Bowie, however, had adopted no such virtue and quickly grew bored, flopping down on the seat beside him.
 Both of them were caught a bit off guard when the door to the Paramount suddenly swung open. Three men exited the dark theater and immediately turned in Joe’s direction. They were dressed in dark suits and cowboy hats, and had pistols holstered at their sides. If the cars had been replaced with horses and stage coaches, the men might easily have passed for the Earp brothers walking the streets of Tombstone, Arizona. 
 Mason quietly opened his door and stepped out. Bowie hopped down beside him, eyeing the strangers across the street. A deep growl rumbled in the mighty dog’s chest, and all three men turned to look. 
 Mason walked slowly toward them, stopping about seventy-five feet away—too far for most shooters to be effective once adrenalin started flowing. He took a moment to size them up. The oldest of the three, Karl, was also the biggest, standing well over six feet, with broad shoulders and a square jaw. Max was shorter and leaner, but he had a shiftiness that made Mason uneasy. The youngest, Frank, was soft and pale, as if he had been born into English royalty. 
 “Gentlemen,” Mason said in a loud voice.
 “Who the hell are you?” Karl said, sounding an awful lot like his father.
 Mason pushed his jacket aside so that they could see the shine of his badge and gun.
 “Deputy Marshal Mason Raines.”
 They looked at each other, uncertain of exactly what that meant.
 “You do that to our pa?”
 Hearing his boys talking, Joe Ward began to shout for their help. Frank immediately started toward him.
 “Don’t,” warned Mason.
 “Or what?”
 “Or my dog will chase you. And believe me, you don’t want that.”
 Frank glanced apprehensively at Bowie and then back at Karl.
 “What do I do?”
 “Marshal,” said Karl, “you ain’t got no right to hold our pa like that.”
 “You men have been committing violence against the people of Ashland. I’m here to put an end to it.”
 Max leaned over and whispered something to Karl. The man nodded slightly.
 Mason readied himself. Seventy-five feet was too far to get all three before they could draw and fire, but he could damn well plug the first one to go for a gun. Bowie also sensed the change in their posture and began to move in.
 A shot sounded from behind Mason, and a chunk of the wall exploded next to Karl’s head. The Wards immediately drew their weapons and began firing wildly in the direction of the gunshot. A bullet grazed Mason’s cheek, leaving a bloody burn to mark its passing. 
 Mason dropped to the ground and rolled onto his back as he searched for the shooter. Fearing that he had been hit, Bowie raced over and began to tug on his collar. 
 “Lie down, boy,” Mason said, pulling the dog down next to him.
 More gunshots sounded as the Wards fought their way back into the Paramount. As soon as the door closed, the gunfire stopped.
 Mason eased his Supergrade from its holster and waited. If the sniper had wanted him dead, bullets would still be flying. After about thirty seconds, a lone figure slowly stepped out from the health center across the street. 
 It was Connie West.
 Mason stood up and raced toward her.
 “What are you doing?” he snapped, ushering both her and Bowie behind a nearby van.
 “What do you think I’m doing? I’m getting my revenge, just like I told you I would.” She chambered another round in the deer hunting rifle. “No one’s going to take that from me. Not even you, Marshal.”
 He glared at her. “You damn near shot me.”
 “I told you I wasn’t very good with firearms. So, I’m thinking that’s your fault.”
 It was not the first time a woman’s logic failed to make any sense whatsoever to him. 
 “And what are you going to do now?” he asked, peeking around the van toward the theater. The doors were still closed. 
 “I’m going in there to kill them.”
 Mason grabbed the rifle. “No, you’re not.”
 “Let go. You have no right to—”
 “Listen to me,” he said, raising his voice. “An injustice was done, and you ended up with a nasty reminder on your chest. I get it. But a scar isn’t worth dying over.” 
 She jerked the rifle out of his hands, her eyes burning bright with anger.
 “Who the hell are you to say what’s worth dying over?”
 “I’m just trying—”
 “It’s fine for you to avenge your beloved girlfriend, but I can’t have justice? Is that it, Marshal?”
 “I told you I’d take care of this.”
 “Don’t you get it? I don’t want you to take care of it. I have to be there to see them punished.”
 Mason looked into her eyes, and in some ways it was like looking into his own. Connie was not going to be deterred from her mission, no matter the cost.
 “I was only trying to keep you from getting killed.”
 “I know that,” she said, her voice softening. “But some things are worth dying for. Surely you of all people can appreciate that.”
 He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. She was right. It wasn’t his call to decide what was worth risking her life over.
 “Fine.”
 She offered a small smile and touched his cheek. 
 “Marshal, I know you mean well. And I’m grateful to you for getting me this far. But I’m perfectly willing to go and do this by myself.” Before he could say another word, she marched off toward the theater. 
 “Hold up.”
 She stopped and looked back at him. 
 “I can’t let you go in there alone.”
 She let out a sigh of relief. 
 “I was hoping you’d say that.”
 
 
 
 
 Mason, Connie, and Bowie knelt behind a large air handling unit, staring at the back of the Paramount. The loading dock was twenty feet directly in front of them, its sliding door already raised about halfway up.
 “Are you sure about this?” she whispered.
 “I’m sure we can’t go through the front door without springing a few leaks. Now, stay close. And for God’s sake, don’t shoot me or Bowie.”
 Mason raced across the small lot, and Bowie dashed after him. When they got to the building, Mason pressed his back flat against the red brick wall. The partially open sliding door was only a few feet to his right. He looked back at Connie standing overwatch from the air handling unit. Her rifle was trained on the door but, given her previous marksmanship, that wasn’t particularly reassuring.
 He squatted down and took a quick peek under the sliding door. 
 No one shot at him. 
 Mason leaned around to get a better look. It was dark inside, but there was enough sunlight coming in to make out a room, roughly twenty feet on a side. It was filled from corner to corner with boxes, crates, and moving dollies. 
 He motioned to Bowie, and the dog raced under the door, disappearing into the darkness. Mason waited three seconds and then rolled in after him.
 As his eyes adjusted to the darkness, Mason saw that there were only two ways in or out of the receiving area, the sliding door and a large corridor that led deeper into the arts center. Bowie had circled the room and was now busy trying to scratch his way into a big white box along the far wall. Food, no doubt, thought Mason.
 He stood and shoved the sliding door all the way up. Connie broke away from her position and hurried over.
 “Last chance to sit this one out,” he said.
 She shook her head. 
 “All right then. Stay close.”
 With his Supergrade at the ready, Mason slowly advanced down the hallway. Bowie hurried to catch up, his mouth smeared with white frosting and small crumbles of molded cake. Together, the three followed the corridor, their feet making a distinctive clomp-clomp-click on the concrete floor. 
 After taking two turns, they arrived at an industrial kitchen. Stainless steel tables, stoves, sinks, and other food preparation equipment lined the walls. Pots, cooking utensils, and napkins were scattered on the floor as if the sous chef had suffered a breakdown after discovering rat droppings in his prized risotto. 
 Mason stopped and listened. 
 Nothing. 
 He motioned for Bowie to circle left while he went right. Connie followed a few steps behind Mason. Pots tipped over, silverware fell from tables, and paper crumpled under their feet. There was simply no way to move through the room without everyone in the vicinity knowing they were coming. 
 All right, he thought, let’s see if we can use our misfortune to draw them out. 
 Mason hefted a pot big enough to boil spaghetti for Napoleon’s army and tossed it over by the swinging saloon doors at the opposite side of the room. It clanged against a metal table before clattering to the floor.
 “What are you doing?” whispered Connie.
 “I’d rather bring an enemy out into the light than hunt him in his own cave.” 
 Mason climbed onto a table next to the swinging doors and placed his back against the reinforced block wall. A small gap at the top allowed him to see a couple of feet out into the hallway. 
 It was clear for now.
 He motioned for Bowie to be ready, and the dog turned to face the doors.
 When nothing happened for more than a minute, he pumped his arms, motioning for Connie to make more noise.
 She tossed a few frying pans around the room before ducking behind a stainless steel table.
 Mason figured that if the Wards were going to come, they would do so within a couple of minutes. People were impatient when they had a gun in their hands. As he was about ready to give up on the idea, a shadow darkened the bottom of the doorway. 
 Bowie also detected the presence of someone, a low growl starting up in his belly. 
 Rather than blindly rushing in, however, the intruder cautiously inched the door open. Despite his vantage point, Mason couldn’t see the top of the man’s head. Perhaps he was leaning around or pushing the door with a broomstick. Smart.
 Bowie started to move forward, but Mason held up a hand. The dog froze, his eyes fixed on the door as it slowly opened.
 Mason heard something slide across the floor on the other side of door. Not wanting to risk Bowie breaking ranks, he grabbed the top of the door and flung it open. Max Ward lay on his belly, pistol in hand, high crawling through the doorway.
 As soon as the door swung open, several things happened at once. Max rolled onto his back and fired three shots blindly toward the top of the door. Bowie raced ahead, snarling to get at his enemy. And Mason ducked around the corner, narrowly dodging one of the bullets. 
 Before Max could process what was happening, Bowie clamped down on his face and began dragging him into the room. He screamed in pain, firing once more into the ceiling before resorting to using his pistol to try to beat Bowie off.
 Mason leaned over and fired two quick shots into Max’s chest. The man immediately quieted. Bowie continued dragging him into the kitchen, shaking from side to side until he felt the man’s head flop around freely. 
 The door swung shut, and Mason motioned for Bowie to come closer. It was doubtful that others would follow Max’s lead, but if they did, they would likely come in with guns blazing. 
 Mason waited for two full minutes before climbing down from the table. Wherever the other brothers were hiding, they weren’t going to be lured into the kitchen.
 Connie stood up and raised a single finger. 
 “That’s one,” she mouthed.
 He nodded, not entirely comfortable with her counting the dead like points in a soccer match.
 Mason quickly searched Max Ward’s body, unsure of exactly what he was looking for. A radio would have been nice, or maybe a map showing where everyone was hiding. He found neither. The only thing of use was a Smith and Wesson seven-shot revolver, chambered in .38 Special. He reloaded it with rounds from Max’s belt and handed the weapon to Connie.
 “I don’t know how to shoot this,” she said, letting it dangle from her fingers.
 “You don’t know how to shoot a rifle either, but that didn’t stop you,” he said with a grin. “Besides, it’s easy. You wait until someone gets as close as we are now. Then you put it to their chest and squeeze the trigger. If they don’t fall down, you squeeze it again.”
 “Okay,” she said, sliding the hunting rifle across her back and taking a better hold on the pistol.
 Mason leaned down and removed the badge pinned to Max’s shirt. He took it for no other reason than to prevent anyone who might come across Max’s body from concluding that he was a fallen hero. A man who brutalized women and children deserved no such sympathies or respect. Next, he dragged the body back out into the hallway and used it to prop open the swinging doors. Light from the kitchen revealed an intersection up ahead.
 “It’ll be dark from here forward.”
 Connie’s only reply was to pull a small flashlight from her back pocket. Mason did the same, crossing his flashlight hand under his gun hand. Bowie looked back and forth between the two, perhaps wondering whether anyone had remembered to bring one for him.
 “Your job,” Mason said, looking down at the dog, “is to keep us from getting surprised.”
 Bowie tilted his head.
 “You’ll figure it out. Let’s move.”
 Mason stepped over Max’s body and eased out into the hallway. Bowie pushed past him and sniffed his way up to the intersection. The dog immediately turned to the right, but after entering the darkness, he stopped and waited for Mason and Connie to catch up.
 As they turned the corner, it was as if a blanket had been thrown over their heads. They clicked on their flashlights, and the two beams cut through the darkness like neon headlights. The hallway went on for about twenty feet before turning back to the left. As had been the case earlier, Bowie seemed reluctant to take the lead.
 “Can’t your dog sniff them out?” she whispered.
 “He could, but he’d likely get shot for his troubles. It’s better if we stay together from here on in.”
 They inched forward and peeked around the corner. The hallway opened up into the back of the stage house. They swept their flashlights around the large room. It was filled with racks of costumes, tall wooden sets, and various props used to support the shows. Two doors, both of them open, sat on the opposite wall. 
 Bowie made no attempt to enter ahead of them, instead choosing to press lightly against Mason’s leg. 
 Mason leaned back and whispered to Connie. 
 “Stay here while we check it out.”
 She nodded.
 He clicked off his flashlight and shuffled over to the nearest rack of costumes. Bowie stayed close by his side. 
 No one shot at them, nor was there any movement from within the room.
 Mason took a knee and listened. Awareness, he reminded himself, was often more important than firepower. The only sound was that of Bowie panting. He motioned for the dog to circle around a large wooden set that had been painted to look like a French delicatessen.
 Bowie blinked a few times but didn’t move.
 Mason gave him a disapproving look and pointed a second time. 
 Bowie hung his head low and reluctantly trudged off in the direction of the large prop.
 Mason immediately shuffled the opposite direction, figuring that together they would corner anyone who might be hiding behind the set. 
 As soon as he moved out from behind cover, a gunshot shook the room. It was as loud as any shotgun, although Mason was sure by the report that it was actually a high caliber handgun. The heavy slug ripped through the array of costumes and smashed into the opposite wall.
 Mason rolled away from the blinding muzzle flash. He didn’t dare fire and give away his own position until he had a better idea as to where the shooter was located. He held his breath and listened. There was the faint scratching of Bowie’s nails across the wood floor. If he didn’t do something quick, the dog would find the shooter and likely take a bullet for his discovery. 
 Based on the quiet calm, he guessed that the shooter hadn’t moved much, maybe a few feet from his original position. To get any kind of decent shot, Mason would need to use the flashlight to get a quick glimpse of where he was hiding. But it would be a race. If the shooter was ready, he would instinctively shoot for the light, very likely beating Mason to the punch.
  Employing an old FBI agent trick, Mason extended the flashlight out to the side as far away from his body as possible. He held his Supergrade directly out in front of him, ready to shift his point of aim in an instant. Once he was certain he had everything pointed in the right general direction, he quickly pulsed the flashlight. 
 For a split second, Mason saw Karl Ward kneeling behind a small couch, his huge pistol protruding around the corner. An instant later, a second thunderous gunshot rocked the room, this one sending a slug a few inches below his flashlight. 
 Mason returned fire, squeezing the trigger three times before his eyes could even fully process the brief snapshot. The burning gunpowder lit the room like magnesium flashbulbs, further destroying his night vision. Mason didn’t know whether any of his bullets had found their mark, but he couldn’t afford to be caught sitting still. He dove sideways, accidentally pulling down a couple of dresses from the rack behind him. As he hit the ground, Karl’s revolver exploded again, this time knocking over the large set that Bowie had been circling. 
 Bowie rushed by Mason, running directly toward the couch. One way or the other, the dog would be to Karl within a few seconds. Nothing was going to stop that. The best Mason could do was to give Karl something else to worry about. 
 He pushed up to his knees, clicked on his flashlight, and tossed it in Karl’s direction. Luck was on his side, and the flashlight landed such that the periphery of the beam lit the corner of the couch. Even though Karl was no longer visible, Mason wasted no time emptying his magazine into the couch, four shots so quick that the individual sounds were hard to distinguish. 
 Bowie scrambled over the top of the couch and tore into the man, biting and growling as he tried to shake the life out of him. There were no violent screams or defensive gunfire; the man was already dead. 
 Mason reloaded and carefully approached the couch. Karl lay sprawled out on the floor behind it. His body was a mess, blood seeping from four bullet holes and an even greater number of dog bites. Three of the bullets had hit him in the chest, and the fourth had punched through the bridge of his nose. Bowie stood over the body, studying it like a child might a broken toy. 
 Mason picked up his flashlight and quickly swept the room. No one else lay in hiding. 
 “Did you get him?” Connie called from the doorway.
 “I’d say.”
 She cautiously entered the room.
 “Who was it?”
 “Karl.”
 “Good. Other than Joe, he was the worst of the bunch.”
 Once again, Mason reached down and tore the badge from the man’s shirt, tossing it away onto a mound of garments. He also picked up Karl’s revolver, an enormous Ruger Redhawk, chambered in 454 Casull, a caliber with enough stopping power to drop a fully grown black bear. The weapon sported a six-inch barrel and a fiber optic front sight, which was especially useful in low-light conditions. The gun was unusual enough that Mason didn’t want to leave it behind but, at nearly five pounds fully loaded, it was far too heavy to stick in his waistband. He stuffed the hog leg back into its holster and unhooked the belt from Karl’s waist. Rather than strap it on his own waist, Mason slung the entire rig over his left shoulder.
 Connie stared at the huge gun.
 “Why would anyone carry such a large pistol?”
 “I’m guessing he had size issues,” he said with a grin.
 She laughed. “Now that wouldn’t surprise me.”
 After doing a quick search of the rest of the room, they proceeded through the stage house and into a corridor with three sets of stairs going up. 
 “I’ve been here before,” he said. “The first set goes up to dressing rooms. The second leads to an audition room. That’s where I found Joe sleeping. It could be that Frank’s retreated to somewhere he knows.”
 She nodded, shining her flashlight on the second set of stairs. 
 Mason led the way, taking special care at the landing not to get ambushed. The door to the rehearsal room was closed. He was fairly certain that he had left it open after dragging Joe out. 
 “Think he’s in there?” she whispered.
 “Let me check it.”
 He quietly took the last few steps, put his back against the wall, and leaned over to listen at the door.
 There was the distinct sound of someone pacing back and forth across the room. 
 He reached across and gently tried the knob. 
 Locked.
 Mason considered his options. Kicking the door in on an armed man was almost never a good idea. He would need to convince Frank to surrender. And that was something best done out of the line of fire. Walking as quietly as he could manage, he retreated back down a few stairs to stand beside Connie and Bowie. 
 “Frank, I know you’re in there,” he hollered up the stairs. Mason waited a moment before continuing. “Your brothers are both dead. If you want to have any chance of carrying on your family name, you need to open the door.”
 Nothing happened.
 “I’ll give you to the count of five. If you don’t open the door, I’m going to blow the lock and come in shooting.” Mason had no intention of trying to shoot his way into the room, but the threat sounded plausible enough.
 There was a brief pause before a voice called out from behind the door.
 “You promise you won’t shoot me?”
 “As long as you put down your gun, I won’t.”
 There was another brief pause as Frank considered the offer.
 “I have your word?”
 “You do.”
 The handle moved slightly as Frank unlocked the door. 
 “I’m opening the door now. Don’t shoot.”
 “Slow and easy, Frank.”
 The door slowly swung inward, and Mason brought his Supergrade up at the ready. 
 “Let’s see your hands.”
 Frank lifted his hands into the air. A pistol lay at his feet.
 Bowie started up the stairs, his tail tucked and ears folded back.
 “Easy boy,” Mason said, following him up. 
 Connie brought up the rear.
 Frank backed into the room, never lowering his hands.
 “Remember, you gave me your word.”
 “I’m not going to shoot you.” He glanced over his shoulder at Connie. “The question is what are we going to do with him?”
 Without hesitating, she stepped forward, put her pistol to Frank’s chest and pulled the trigger. The gun bucked out of her hand and fell heavily to the floor. Frank reeled back, clutching his chest, his eyes and mouth both open wide.
 “Connie!” Mason shouted, stepping back and turning the Supergrade toward her. 
 She stood looking down at Frank with a calm expression, like a serial killer who had scratched a homicidal itch. Frank fell to his knees in front of her, his eyes drooping as a steady stream of blood pulsed out from between his fingers. 
 “You murdered him in cold blood,” Mason said, still reeling from the unexpected violence. 
 “No,” she said. “I punished him for what he did to me.” She stepped out of the way as Frank pitched face first onto the floor.
 Mason felt his gut twist as he stared at the satisfied smirk on Connie’s face. How in the hell had he become a part of something so vicious? More important, what was he supposed to do now?
 She saw him looking at her and put her hands on her hips defiantly.
 “Don’t look at me like that. I told you they had to pay.”
 “Not like that they didn’t.”
 Bowie sniffed the fallen man and then turned back to look at Connie, his ears raised with curiosity.
 “You can tell your dog to quit looking at me like that too. I came here for justice—”
 Mason started to correct her.
 She waved his words away. 
 “Justice, revenge, murder, call it whatever you want. My mother taught me not to let any man abuse me.”
 Mason looked down at the fallen man. 
 “She’d be proud all right.”
 She smiled, perhaps missing his sarcasm. 
 “Yes, she would.”
 Connie bent down to pick up the revolver she had dropped.
 “If you pick that up, you’re on your own.”
 She looked up at him.
 “Joe’s the worst of the bunch. I can’t let him walk away from this.”
 “Maybe not, but I won’t be a part of his murder.”
 “All right,” she said. “But are you going to stop me?”
 He thought about it a moment. Joe Ward was a violent criminal who undoubtedly deserved whatever he got. Defending a man like him was not something Mason felt compelled to do. On the other hand, shooting an unarmed man secured to a pole was outside his definition of justice.
 “I won’t stop you, Connie. But understand that if something goes wrong, you’re on your own. Bowie and I are done here.” He turned and left the room. 
 Bowie quickly followed, glancing back at Connie as she bent over and retrieved the pistol.
 Mason and Bowie walked down the small flight of stairs, the dog’s claws clicking on the tile like a secretary’s heels. What bothered Mason most was that he had failed to see the hardness in Connie’s heart. A woman who would put a pistol to an unarmed man’s chest and watch him die was someone he didn’t want to be too close to. The fact that they had shared sexual intimacy was something he would have to reconcile later. All men can be seduced by beautiful women, he reminded himself. Often what sets them apart is finding the resolve to walk away.
 Bowie glanced back and whined as he heard Connie coming down the stairs behind them. But he made no attempt to slow and check on her. It was clear that she was now outside the pack.
 Mason passed through the backstage area and pushed through the heavy performance curtain. He swept his flashlight across the ornate stage, searching for the stairs down to the audience floor. As he walked toward the exit, gunfire suddenly erupted—the quick burp-burp-burp-burp of automatic fire as bullets tore jagged holes in the wooden stage. 
 He instinctively dropped his flashlight and dove off the front of the stage, crashing into an array of folding metal chairs and music stands. Bowie landed beside him but with much less clatter. It took Mason a moment to realize they had landed in the orchestra pit at the foot of the stage. He tossed chairs aside and scrambled over to a short dividing wall that faced the audience. 
 Flashes of light came from high above him as more bullets pounded the area of the stage where his flashlight rolled around. Someone was shooting from the rafters, and the gunfire was distinctive, an Aug A3. Joe had not only gotten free, he had retrieved Mason’s rifle.
 “Crap,” he mumbled, pulling Bowie closer. “This one’s on me.” 
 Mason peeked over the top of the wall. The distance to Joe was probably between fifty and a hundred yards. With a rifle, the shot wouldn’t have been difficult, even with the man having some cover behind the metal girders. But using a pistol to hit a target that far away in the dark required plenty of ammunition or a laser sight.
 An idea came to him. While it wasn’t the ideal weapon, the Redhawk’s six-inch barrel and fiber optic sights were fairly well suited to the task. It didn’t hurt that the 454-Casull round could punch through a refrigerator.
  He slid the Redhawk from the holster. The gun was too heavy to hold still, so he rested the six-inch barrel on the edge of the orchestra pit wall and pointed it in the direction where he had last seen the muzzle flashes.
 The rafters were dark and quiet for the moment. Joe was obviously waiting for a target. Mason picked up one of the music stands and tossed it like a javelin onto to the stage behind him.
 Joe immediately let loose with a long burst of gunfire, chewing up the edge of the stage. 
 Mason lined up the Redhawk and squeezed the trigger. The trigger pull was much longer and harder than his Supergrade, and he struggled to keep the fiber optic bead perfectly in line with the flashes. 

Boom!

 The gun went off, jerking violently upward as it hurled a 300-grain hollow-point slug toward Joe. He brought it back down and fired again. And again. And again. Only when the gun clicked over onto spent rounds did he finally duck back behind the wall. 
 The room was quiet except for a rhythmic squeaking that sounded like someone rocking in a creaky recliner. Mason planned to wait a full five minutes before moving, but within a few seconds, Connie stepped out onto the stage, waving her flashlight in his direction.
 “Marshal, you okay?”
 He started to shout for her to get down but realized there was no point. If Joe had been able to shoot, Connie would already be dead. 
 “What is it?” she whispered, leaning over the pit to talk to him.
 He shook his head. “Toss me my flashlight, will you?”
 She walked over and retrieved it for him.
 “Who was shooting?”
 Mason clicked on his flashlight and aimed it up toward the grid of metal rafters in the ceiling. Joe Ward dangled from a long electrical cord, his body hanging head down, swinging back and forth through the air like a clock that couldn’t quite keep time. Blood pooled at the top of his scalp, dripping down onto an invisible audience below.
 “My God! Is that Joe?” Her voice was a mix of horror and hope as she turned her flashlight beam on him.
 “One of his boys must have helped him to get free.” 
 Mason scanned the floor for the Aug. It was nowhere to be seen. Perhaps it was still in the rafters. More likely, it was buried somewhere in the huge ocean of seats. He took a moment to reload the Redhawk before shoving the weapon back into its holster. 
 Connie bent over and extended a hand out to him.
 Mason stared at her, a muddy mix of feelings swirling through his head.
 She offered a small smile.
 “It’s over, Marshal. No reason we can’t be friends.”
 As much as he wanted to disagree, she was right. He sighed and reached up to take her hand. 
 “I’m sorry if I caused you some trouble,” she said, helping him back onto the stage.
 He nodded. What was left to say? Whether or not he agreed with her methods, she’d had her revenge. The matter was closed.
 “What do you say we get out of here?” he said, swinging the flashlight beam over to the stairs. 
 Bowie offered a short woof from the pit below, staring up at them. 
 “Yeah,” he said, “you too.”
 
 
 Four hours later, Connie and Mason stood in front of her small farmhouse in Prestonsburg. He hadn’t felt right leaving her in Ashland, or even Ironville for that matter. Her little family farm was isolated and safe, and that was about as much as anyone could really ask for at the moment.
 She leaned in and gave him a warm hug, pressing her breasts firmly against his chest.
 “I know you’re upset with me,” she said, staring up into his eyes. 
 “You did what you felt was right, and nothing I say or do is going to change that.”
 “I couldn’t let it go. Not for you or anyone.”
 “I get that,” he said, thinking of his own personal quest for justice. 
 “Now, I’m free though. It’s like a weight is off my shoulders.”
 He nodded. “I get that too.”
 “Someday, when you find it in your heart, I hope you’ll come by and see me.” She looked out at the farm behind her. “Like I said before, it’s going to take more than just me to make a go of it here.”
 He smiled and kissed her lightly on the lips.
 “I’m sure you’ll figure something out.”
 “Maybe, but I do hope to see you again, Marshal.” Bowie raced from around the corner of her house, chasing a squirrel. He had no chance of catching it, but it was the chase that mattered. “Bowie too,” she said, laughing.
 Mason couldn’t quite reconcile his feelings for Connie. She was beautiful, loving, and full of life. Those things were all important. But she had also shown herself capable of an almost sociopathic detachment. And that was something that went to the core of any relationship—trust.
 Despite her shortcomings, though, as he looked at her lightly freckled face and bright green eyes, he felt more fondness than concern. They had traveled on a journey together and come out to see the other side.
 “I’m sure we’ll cross paths again,” he said. “Besides, if you need anything, you know where to find me.”
 “Are you going on to Lexington?”
 He nodded. “That’s right.”
 “For your justice,” she said, not hiding the fact that she considered their pursuits to be roughly equivalent.
 “To get answers.”
 She rose up on her tiptoes and kissed him on the lips, long and slow. It didn’t take long for him to feel the heat of lust begin to warm his belly. When Connie finally pulled away, she reached down and grabbed his hand.
 “Before you go,” she said, glancing back at the house, “do you think we can find a way to make amends?” 
 There was a look in Connie’s eyes that told Mason this was more than a simple offer of makeup sex. This was about defining their relationship going forward, perhaps even their memory of one another.
 He cupped her cheek with his hand but said nothing.
 “Maybe another time,” she said, not hiding her disappointment.
 He smiled and gave her one final kiss goodbye.
 
 

CHAPTER

17
 “We’ll have to go on foot from here,” Tanner said, staring out across the Arlington Memorial Bridge. 
 The bridge was six lanes across, lined with lampposts and ten-foot-wide sidewalks, and packed from edge to edge with hundreds of cars, trucks, buses, and tractor-trailers. About midway across, a dump truck had smashed through the stone railing and was teetering on the edge of the bridge. A good gust of wind was all that would be needed to send it crashing down into the Potomac.
 “Look at the way the cars are facing.” 
 She studied the traffic. “They’re all coming out of the city.”
 “And what does that tell you?”
 “That it must have been pretty bad.”
 He nodded. “We’ll need to hurry if we want to get out before dark. And believe me, we want to get out before dark.” Tanner hoisted his backpack over his shoulder and started walking across the bridge.
 “Right,” she said, grabbing her own gear and hustling to catch up to him.
 The bridge was nearly a half-mile long, but they made good time, crossing it in about fifteen minutes. When they got to the far side, they stopped to study an enormous bronze statue sitting on a stone pedestal. It depicted a naked warrior riding a warhorse. Beside him walked a nude woman carrying a shield, also equally buff and set on battle. 
 “You know,” she said, looking up at the statue, “he sort of looks like you. If you lost a little weight, I mean.”
 “And I suppose you’re the beautiful warrior goddess walking beside him?” Tanner said with a grin.
 “Of course not.”
 “No? Why not?”
 “I don’t have my boobs yet,” she said, looking down at her chest.
 Tanner raised both hands, completely exasperated. 
 “Are you trying to freak me out?”
 “I don’t know what you mean.”
 He turned and studied the street. He would rather face a hundred bloodthirsty banshees than have a conversation with a twelve-year-old about her missing breasts.
 “Please,” he said, “let’s just move on.” He pointed toward the back of the Lincoln Memorial, which was only a few hundred yards away. “The shortest way is to follow the National Mall and then cut up 15th Street to get to the White House. Sound good?”
 She shrugged. “If that’s what you think is best.” She raised her hand to her eyes and stared off in the distance. “How far is it?”
 “I thought you lived here.”
 “I did, but I never really got to go out and see the city. Being the President’s daughter isn’t all it’s cracked up to be. Did I ever tell you that people used to guard me when I took a bath?”
 “That sounds weird.”
 She nodded. “Believe me, it was. Sometimes I would float face down on the water just to see whether anyone would think I was dead.”
 “And did they?”
 “No, but I think it’s because I couldn’t hold my breath long enough.”
 “Come on,” he said, shaking his head. “It’s only a couple of miles, but I doubt it’ll be easy going.”
 They started across the grassy field behind the Lincoln Memorial. The huge Doric temple stood before them, surrounded on all sides by tall white marble columns.
 “Do you ever feel like we’re archaeologists?”
 He looked at her and wrinkled his brow.
 “What?”
 She stared up at the huge structure in front of them.
 “You have to admit it feels like we’re approaching the ruins of Atlanta or some other lost civilization.”
 “Atlanta is a lost civilization?”
 “Sure, it was buried under the sea like a million years ago.”
 “Okay, if you say so.”
 As crazy as it sounded, Tanner thought that she might be right—not about Atlanta, of course, but about them being explorers of a lost world. Modern civilization had been destroyed, and he wasn’t at all sure that it was going to recover. In a few hundred years, the historical monuments might well be overgrown and crumbling in on themselves, no different than those of ancient Rome.
 They climbed onto the raised platform surrounding the Lincoln Memorial and made their way around front. As they neared the entrance, they heard voices coming from inside.
 Tanner raised his finger to his lips. 
 Samantha nodded and slid the rifle off her shoulder.
 Together, they crept to the edge of the doorway and peered in. Two men were directly in front of Lincoln’s statue. One sat lighting a cigarette, and the other had his pants down as he urinated at the foot of the monument. The first man had a machete propped beside him; the second, a sniper rifle leaning against the statue. The monument itself, once having epitomized the leader’s strength and compassion, was now covered with graffiti and splashes of paint. 
 Tanner stepped around and raised his shotgun.
 “Hands!” he shouted.
 Both men froze and slowly raised their hands. The man who was peeing left his pants hanging down by his knees. 
 “Zip up and turn around,” ordered Tanner.
 He pulled his pants up and slowly turned.
 Tanner took a moment to look them over. Both were probably in their early thirties. The man with the cigarette wore jeans and a ripped t-shirt, and had a small mustache that any respectable man would have shaved off. The other man was stocky and bald, and had a web of tattoos going up his neck. Tanner would have bet money that both were convicts.
 “Hey, brother,” said the first man, “no need for the hostility.”
 Samantha stepped out from behind one of the pillars, and both men’s eyes were drawn to her like a magnet.
 “Lookie what we have here,” said the bald man.
 Uncomfortable with his stare, Samantha looked down at the floor.
 “I’m going to ask you both a couple of questions,” said Tanner, “and I expect honest answers.”
 The two men looked at one another, as if trying to decide which story to tell.
 “If you lie to me, I’ll kneecap you for the disrespect you’ve shown our twenty-third president.”
 “Sixteenth,” corrected Samantha.
 “What?”
 “Lincoln was the sixteenth president.”
 “You sure?”
 She nodded. “Pretty sure.”
 Tanner turned back to the men. 
 “Whatever. The point is you’d better give it to me straight.”
 The man with the cigarette took a drag and then tossed it away.
 “What do you want to know?”
 “Let’s start with what you’re doing here.”
 “We’re doing what everyone’s doing—trying to keep our bellies full.”
 “As well our other needs met,” his partner said, his eyes drifting back toward Samantha. 
 Seeing Tanner’s hands tighten on the shotgun, the first man quickly cut back in.
 “I’m Lars and he’s Yo-Yo.”
 “Yo-Yo?” said Samantha. “Like the toy?”
 The bald man smiled at her.
 “It’s just a nickname, baby doll. I bet you got a nickname too.”
 “What about you folks?” asked Lars. “Where you headed?”
 “We’re going over to the White—” she started.
 Tanner cut his eyes at her, and she fell silent.
 “Where’s the rest of your gang?” he asked.
 “Gang? No, brother, you got it all wrong. It’s just the two of us.”
 He lowered the shotgun’s point of aim to the man’s knees.
 “Hey, hey!” Lars said, dancing around. “Don’t be like that. All right, you got me. We may have a few friends in the vicinity, but it’s not like we’re a gang of criminals or nothing.” 
 “Right, I’m sure you’re just a couple of choir boys out distributing bibles.”
 “Well…”
 “Kick over the rifle and machete.”
 Lars reluctantly did as instructed. 
 “You can’t leave us without no way to defend ourselves,” said Yo-Yo. “It’s dangerous around here, especially after dark.”
 “You mean without a way to defend ourselves,” corrected Samantha.
 “What?”
 “Without no way would mean that you have a way, which of course you don’t.”
 Yo-Yo turned back to Tanner with a confused look on his face.
 “What’s she talking about?”
 “It’s a unique form of torture that only she has mastered.” He leaned down and slung the machete out into the grass. “Sam, unload the rifle.”
 She hurried over and picked it up. The weapon took her a moment to figure out, but she finally found the magazine release. After tossing the magazine over to Tanner, she pulled the slide back and ejected the round from the chamber. It clattered away into the corner. 
 “Do you want me to get that one?” she asked.
 “Yes.”
 She set the rifle down and scoured the floor until she found the missing round. 
 “Girl’s good with her hands,” Yo-Yo said, licking his lips. 
 “Both of you turn around a couple of times, nice and slow.”
 They did as they were told. Tanner didn’t see any additional weapons or ammunition on them.
 “Stay here ten minutes. And I mean ten minutes. I’ll leave your ammunition over by the Vietnam Memorial. Friendly word of advice: don’t come looking for us.”
 “Sure, brother. Why would we come looking for you? Just don’t forget to leave the ammunition. Bullets are hard to come by around here, DC being what it is and all.”



 “They’ll be there.”
 Tanner and Samantha slowly backed out of the structure, neither of them confident that this would be the last they would see of Lars and Yo-Yo.
 
 
 
 
 They hurried along the edge of the Lincoln Memorial Reflecting Pool. It was the first time either of them had ever been close to the two-thousand-foot-long body of water. There was no temptation to drink from it, however, as there were dozens of bloated corpses floating on the surface.
 Tanner tossed Yo-Yo’s magazine out into the pool.
 “Hey,” she said, “you told them—”
 “They should be thankful I sent them on an Easter egg hunt instead of beating them to a pulp. I chose the softer, gentler approach that you’re always hounding me about.”
 “I wouldn’t have minded so much with them. Especially Yo-Yo.”
 Tanner snorted. “Now you tell me.”
 “Do you think they’ll follow us?” she asked, looking back over her shoulder.
 “Not if we hurry.”
 They broke into a jog, and a few minutes later were stepping into the World War II Memorial. The elliptical memorial consisted of forty-six pillars adorned with bronze wreaths, all surrounding a pool of stagnant green water. They quickly ducked into a small walled-off service area and turned back to watch the Lincoln Memorial. 
 After a short time, Lars and Yo-Yo came out, took a quick look around, and hurried off to the north, presumably to find their ammunition.
 “I think we’re clear,” he said.
 “Look at what Yo-Yo did.”
 Tanner turned to see Samantha squatting down next to what looked like a doodle on one of the granite walls. The cartoon showed a bald-headed man with a long nose peeking over a wall. The words “Kilroy was here,” were scribed above his head. 
 He chuckled. “Yo-Yo didn’t do that.”
 “Are you sure? It looks a lot like him.”
 “I’m sure. Ask an old veteran someday, and maybe he’ll explain. Right now, we need to move.”
 They hurried through the World War II Memorial, heading straight for the Washington Monument, a stone obelisk that towered more than five hundred feet into the air. A tractor-trailer had sideswiped the monument, taking out a corner of the base before flipping over and catching fire. Black scorch marks licked their way up the side of the distinctive two-tone white marble structure. Despite the damage, however, the monument stood straight and true. They slowed and walked past the architectural marvel, staring up at it like it was a monolith meant to reach the gods.
 “This was always my favorite monument,” she said. “It reminds me of a giant pencil.”
 “A giant pencil?”
 “You don’t think so?”
 He looked up at the enormous structure.
 “Are you kidding me? It’s like six hundred feet tall.”
 “Right. That’s why I said ‘giant.’”
 “Fair enough.”
 They pushed on, turning north on 15th Street. Cars were absolutely everywhere, filling the street, jamming the walkways, and stuck in deep ruts in the adjacent grassy field. People had been desperate to escape the city, but most had become trapped in the exodus. 
 “It’s amazing how many people got stuck here,” she said.
 “That’s because they forgot the golden rule of evacuating.”
 “Which is?”
 “Get out early, or don’t get out at all.”
 She looked into one of the cars and saw the dried corpses of two middle-aged women. Sisters, she thought. Both of them were leaning back in their seats as if they had simply given up and gone to sleep.
 “Yeah,” she said. “I see your point.”
 They worked their way through the maze of cars, finally approaching Pennsylvania Avenue. The street was filled with M113 armored personnel carriers, M2 Bradley Fighting Vehicles, and light armored HMMWVs. Nearby cars were burned and riddled with quarter-sized bullet holes, some still containing charred bodies inside. Lying around the cars were hundreds of decaying bodies, most of them civilians. Dried blood was spattered all across the walls of an adjacent office building, further evidence of their horrific end. A plaque out front identified it as the Department of Commerce. 
 “What do you think happened here?”
 “Looks like a massacre to me.”
 “I know that. I mean why did the army shoot all these people?”
 “My guess is that they demanded answers from their leaders. That doesn’t usually end well.”
 “You don’t think my mom could have ordered this, do you?”
 He shook his head. “This looks more like the work of frightened soldiers.”
 Samantha suddenly grabbed Tanner’s arm and pulled him behind one of the Bradley Fighting Vehicles. The rear ramp was down, showing the infantry seats and internal workings of the vehicle.
 “Someone’s coming,” she whispered.
 He peeked around the vehicle. A group of four armed men were making their way down the middle of the street. Tanner turned and looked for a way out. Huge government buildings lined both sides of the street, offering no alleyways or obvious escape routes. They could retreat back down 15th Street, but that would put them at risk of overstaying their welcome.
 Going into the Bradley didn’t make sense either. There was no way to close the rear ramp without hydraulic power, and he sure as hell wasn’t going to try to start the vehicle. The heavy vehicle was equipped with a 25 mm chain gun, 7.62 mm machine gun, and anti-tank guided missiles, none of which he had the foggiest idea of how to operate. It was perhaps a perfect fighting vehicle, but in his hands, it was nothing more than a bulletproof box with a gaping hole in the back.
 He turned to Samantha. “Go inside and hide at the front of the vehicle.”
 “You sure?”
 “No, but it’s what we’ve got. Stay there until they pass.” He tossed his pack on the floor of the Bradley.
 “Where are you going?”
 “I’m going to give them something to chase.”
 “How do you know they’ll chase you?”
 “They’ll chase me.”
 “And you’ll come back for me?”
 He tipped his head. “Do I really need to answer that?”
 “No.”
 “Ten minutes, fifteen tops.”
 She looked less certain.
 “Just stay put,” he said. “I don’t want to have to tear this city apart looking for you.”
 
 
 Tanner stepped out from behind the Bradley Fighting Vehicle and overturned a couple of garbage cans on the sidewalk. The four men took notice and quickly veered in his direction. Once he was sure that he had their undivided attention, Tanner bolted across 15th Street and ran east on Pennsylvania Avenue. He heard the men shouting for him to stop, followed by the distant popping of gunshots. Bullets ricocheted off the wall of the nearby building, and a car window shattered about ten feet to his left, but nothing was close enough to really worry about. 
 He ran hard for several hundred feet, finally reaching 14th Street. A Round Robin, Café du Parc, and a host of other restaurants lined the street. More gunshots sounded, but they were even further off their mark. Tanner glanced back and saw that all but one of the men had fallen behind. The fastest of the bunch was tall and fit, probably on the high school track team at one time. With his thick wavy hair and high steps, he looked a bit like Bruce Jenner in the 1976 Summer Olympics.
 Tanner turned north, passing a Marriott Hotel on his right as he dodged his way through another thick maze of cars and military vehicles. He made it all the way to F Street before finally accepting that he wasn’t going to outrun Jenner. He hustled around the corner and ducked into a doorway of a small café. Sweat dripped down his face, and his heart pounded as he tried to catch his breath. 
 Thirty seconds later, his overly sprite pursuer raced past the open doorway. Tanner stepped out behind him, hoping to catch him by surprise. Unfortunately, Jenner spotted him in his peripheral vision and skidded to a stop. Before he could turn around, Tanner smashed into him from behind, driving him into a cement pillar. The rifle in Jenner’s hands flipped free, clattering under a nearby newspaper delivery truck. 
 Tanner tried to sideswipe him with the butt of his shotgun, but Jenner spun away with his hands at the ready. It would have been easy enough to put a load of buckshot into the man’s chest, but he didn’t want the rest of the gang knowing which way they had gone. Then again, he didn’t want them catching up to him either. This had to be quick. 
 He set the shotgun down a few inches in front of his feet.
 The man eyed the weapon.
 “I know what you’re thinking. It’s the old come-and-get-it trick. But still, you gotta try.”
 Jenner immediately dove for the weapon, and as he did, Tanner dropped both knees down onto his back, driving him into the pavement. Vomit erupted from the man’s mouth, splashing across the concrete. Jenner struggled to get free, panic setting in as he discovered that he was not only trapped but also unable to breathe. 
 Tanner shot a couple of quick blows to his ribs, but it wasn’t really necessary. Jenner was unconscious within twenty seconds, bubbles of vomit spewing from his nose. Tanner bounced up and down a few times, cracking ribs and otherwise causing all sorts of internal damage. Satisfied that the man was out for the count, he dragged Jenner over to the doorway and tucked him out of sight. 
 The whole confrontation had taken less than a minute.
 
 
 From the front of the Bradley, Samantha had heard Tanner bang the trash cans and the sound of the men shooting at him. He ran, and they followed, exactly as he had said they would. A couple of months earlier, she would have worried that he might be killed or, worse, that he would decide to leave her behind. She felt no such fear now. Common criminals would not best Tanner Raines. There might be something out there that he couldn’t handle, but they had yet to encounter it.
 So, rather than worry, she spent her time exploring the armored vehicle. Everything was hard and uncomfortable, and she bumped her head three different times. There was a steering wheel with two black handles, lots of gauges and buttons, and foldable seats in the back. There were also large round hatches that looked like they belonged on a submarine, as well as angled windows that allowed her to see outside. 
 More gunshots sounded in the distance. She assured herself that it was nothing to worry about. Tanner was running, and they were shooting at him. Not something he hadn’t done a dozen times before. Despite his size, Tanner was pretty darned fast. There was no way they would catch him, and if they did, they’d be sorry. 
 Afraid to touch anything that might give away her position, Samantha settled onto one of the jump seats, laid the rifle across her lap, and waited. Tanner would be coming soon. It was only a matter of time.
 
 
 Seventeen minutes later, Tanner stuck his head around the edge of the Bradley and found Samantha napping on one of the jump seats. Her head leaned back against the steel wall, and her rifle and pack rested on her lap. She looked like a paratrooper riding out to a drop zone, calm and indifferent to the dangers around her.
 Never one to startle someone with a gun, he bumped lightly on the wall of the vehicle. Her eyes fluttered a few times and then finally opened.
 “What took you so long?” she said, yawning.
 He slipped back on his pack. 
 “Come on. Let’s go get what we came for.” 
 She grabbed her rifle and followed after him.
 “Did you get rid of those men?”
 “More like I gave them the slip.” He looked up at the sky. “We’ve got maybe three or four hours until dark.”
 “And we don’t want to be in the city after dark,” she said, finishing his sentence.
 “Correct.”
 “Because the zombies come out at night.”
 “Let’s not be around to find out.”
 They hurried west along Pennsylvania Avenue, cutting across a courtyard barricaded with concrete posts. Several more Bradley Fighting Vehicles and even a couple of M1 Abrams tanks were parked in the square. As things had deteriorated, the military had apparently been deployed to protect key national infrastructures, as well as the politicians and bankers who worked at them. 
 Tanner pointed to a bank that was so majestic in appearance that he wouldn’t have been surprised to see Jesus chasing out the moneychangers.
 “Think they still have money inside?” he said, hoping to get a rise out of Samantha.
 “Really? We’re bank robbers now?”
 “All right, Bugsy,” he said in his best gangster voice, “you take the vault, and I’ll watch for the coppers.”
 She giggled. “You’re funny.”
 It warmed him to see her laugh. Even after all that she had lost, Samantha was finding ways to smile. He took that as a good sign.
 They continued past a string of cafés designed for Ivy Leaguers hoping to close business deals over expensive lunches. Tables were overturned, and chairs had been tossed into the street. What had at one time been a quiet place to enjoy clam chowder and chocolate mousse now resembled the aftermath of a Pacers-Pistons game.
 As they passed the Department of Treasury, they began to see the top of the White House peeking out from between the thick trees covering the North Lawn. Torn and ragged, the Stars and Stripes still flew from the rooftop flagpole. Whether it had been left behind as a symbol of national strength or simply abandoned in haste, no longer mattered. 
 They slowed on the sidewalk, carefully stepping around cadavers still buzzing with flies. To their left was a tall iron fence meant primarily to serve as a deterrent to tourists lacking common sense. The first of two gates was still closed tight, but it made little difference because a ten-foot section of the fence had been pulled down by angry protesters.
 As they walked onto the North Lawn, Tanner and Samantha paused to appreciate the scope of the devastation. In many ways, the scene before them looked like a battlefield. Indistinguishable bloody mounds peeked out through the tall grass. An abandoned M1 Abrams tank stood sentry directly in front of the White House, and a UH-60 helicopter lay crumpled nearby. Thousands of spent shell casings littered the lawn, like coins at the bottom of a wishing well. The building’s columns were cracked, obviously damaged by the rotors of the helicopter when it had crash landed. Ivy was already creeping up a couple of the North Portico columns as Mother Earth quickly moved in to lay claim to what had always been her property. There was an apocalyptic finality to it all, a feeling that man’s greatness had come and gone.
 “Well, we made it,” he said in a tone that was not at all reassuring.
 “It looks a lot creepier than I remember.”
 “Nothing we can’t handle.”
 “Do you think there are zombies inside?”
 “Zombies in the White House? Sounds about right.”
 “Okay then,” she said, stepping behind him. “You go first.”
 They moved carefully but deliberately as they approached the North Portico. The once beautiful mahogany double doors were now battered and hung from a single hinge. Tanner bumped the doors with the butt of his shotgun, and they fell in with a loud clatter.
 “We wouldn’t want the zombies to sleep through our visit,” Samantha said, rolling her eyes.
 “What fun would that be?”
 They stepped into the Grand Foyer, an elegant entryway with checkerboard tile, ornate woodwork, and a crystal chandelier that still hung from the ceiling. Pictures that had once adorned the walls lay stomped and broken on the floor. Two huge red curtains had been pulled down from the windows and were now draped over a large pile of something that neither of them had any desire to examine further. A hallway going deeper into the mansion lay directly ahead, and a winding staircase was to their immediate left.
 “Which way?” he asked.
 She pointed to the stairs. 
 “We should head downstairs to the ground floor. From there, we can cut across to the West Wing. I know my mom kept some pictures and personal things in her office.”
 Tanner led them down the dark stairs, through a couple of small rooms, and out into a wide hallway. The thick red carpet would had been worthy of any dignitary, had it not been for the strong smell of urine soaked into it. Directly ahead was the marble-framed entrance to the Diplomatic Room. The busts of George Washington and Abraham Lincoln stood beside the door, like totems to a forgotten religion.
 “Which way?” he repeated.
 She pointed to the right. 
 “The West Wing is that way. If we—”
 A crash of plates sounded from deep inside the Diplomatic Room.
 Tanner swung his shotgun around.
 “Apparently, we’re not alone.”
 “Zombies?”
 He shook his head. “Too bright for them.”
 “Do we have to go see who it is?”
 “Let’s just grab what we came for and get out of here. How big is this place, anyway?”
 “When we first moved here, they told me it had six floors and a hundred and thirty-two rooms.”
 “You gotta be kidding me.”
 She shrugged. “I didn’t build it.”
 “Let’s hope we can find what you’re looking for in the West Wing.” He turned and headed down the hallway to the right.
 At the end of the hallway was a set of glass doors exiting out onto a paved walkway. Tall white pillars lined the outdoor corridor.
 “We’re going back outside?”
 “Sure,” she said, pushing open the doors. “The West Colonnade is the easiest way to the Oval Office.”
 “West Colonnade?” Tanner was starting to feel like he was maneuvering through a castle rather than a home.
 “Everything around here has funny names. Come on,” she said, skipping ahead, “you can see the Oval Office.”
 Tanner detected movement to his left. 
 “Sam!” he shouted, spinning and bringing his shotgun up.
 Three men rushed toward them, stomping through a cluster of rose bushes. Lars led the way with his machete in hand. Yo-Yo was right behind him, carrying a Louisville Slugger baseball bat. And the third man, who Tanner didn’t recognize, was raising a small-caliber pistol. 
 Tanner let loose with a load of buckshot at the man with the pistol. The blast caught him full in the face, and his head nearly exploded, sending warm blood splashing across his two friends. 
 Samantha had stopped and was looking back and forth between Tanner and the men as she started to ready her own rifle. 
 “Get to the Oval Office!” he shouted. “Go!”
 She hesitated for a moment and then turned and raced ahead.
 Tanner shuffled after her, keeping his body facing the remaining two men. They were only a few steps from him now. He fired another shot, catching Lars in the belly. The man doubled over and fell, clutching his gut as intestines bulged out.
 Yo-Yo slammed into Tanner, knocking him back against the colonnade wall. He cocked the bat back and tried to land a home run on Tanner’s head, but the space was tight, and the bat struck the pillar behind him with a loud clack. Before Yo-Yo could bring it back into play, Tanner was on him, whipping the butt of the shotgun toward his face. Wood met bone, dislocating the man’s jaw and sending teeth flying out into the grass.
 Yo-Yo swung the bat low like a golf club, catching Tanner on the side of his left calf. His leg buckled, and he pitched forward, dropping the shotgun. Rather than fall to the ground, he scooped Yo-Yo up over his shoulder, wheeled around, and body slammed him onto the stone floor. Yo-Yo rolled to his side, coughing out a mouthful of blood as he scrambled to get back onto his feet. Leaning against the pillar for support, Tanner kicked out with his good leg, catching Yo-Yo under the chin. The bald man’s head snapped up, and when it finally rested on the ground, his eyes remained open. A pool of urine slowly spread on the floor beneath him. 
 Tanner put weight on his injured leg. It hurt, but it would hold. He scooped up his shotgun and scanned the North Lawn to see if others had taken notice of the fight. A large crowd of men stared back at him through the hole in the front fence. 
 “Tanner!” shouted Samantha. She had managed to open the exterior doors to the Oval Office and was frantically waving him in.
 He slid fresh shells into his shotgun and half-skipped, half-limped his way to her. As Tanner hurried into the Oval Office, he couldn’t help but feel that he was stepping onto hallowed ground. Arguably, some of the most important decisions in the nation’s history had been made from the same room. The only thing separating him and Samantha from the men making those decisions was a nebulous thing called time.
 Others, however, had obviously not shared his sense of reverence. Books and paintings had been ripped from the walls, couches puffed tiny foam particles from where they had been sliced open, and the burned remnants of two flags were stomped into the carpet’s presidential seal. The dried remains of a dead marine lay draped across the president’s desk.
 “Are you okay?” she asked.
 “Peachy,” he said, slamming the doors behind him and shoving the top and bottom slide locks into place. 
 Despite their delicate appearance, the doors felt incredibly sturdy. The frame was constructed from reinforced fiberglass and the glass from bulletproof Lexan. Tanner suspected that the entire room was well fortified, given its previous occupant. 
 He stared out through the small windows set in the doors. The gang had spread out and was advancing through the Rose Garden. Several of the men had splintered off and were entering through the front door to the White House. 
 “Did you stop them?” she asked, looking at his leg.
 “Those three, yes. But there are others.”
 “How many?”
 “Too many.”
 “What are we going to do?”
 “Leave that to me. You find what you came for.”
 “Are you sure your leg is okay?”
 He squatted down and stood back up. It hurt like hell.
 “See. I’m good.”
 “Okay,” she said, apparently satisfied. 
 Samantha turned and began inspecting the room. As she worked her way around, picking up a few photos and trinkets, Tanner did a quick defensive assessment. Not good. Not good at all. Beside the door to the West Colonnade, there were three other entrances into the room. There was simply no way that two people could defend them all. It was only a matter of time before someone got through.
 When he turned back to Samantha to tell her to hurry up, she had a gray and white scarf tied around her neck.
 “Was that your mom’s?”
 “His,” she said, pointing to the dead marine.
 “You took a dead soldier’s scarf?”
 She shrugged. “It doesn’t count as stealing if they’re dead. You said so yourself.”
 He stared at her for a moment, smiling, honestly admiring how far she had come.
 “Okay fine,” she said. “I guess I’m a thief now, too.”
 “Well, you’d better get a move on, Finieous Fingers. We need to vamoose. Like now.”
 She quickly stuffed several photos and a silver hairbrush into her backpack. 
 “Okay, I guess I’m ready.”
 Two men suddenly appeared in the northwest doorway. One of them carried a pipe wrench and the other a snub-nosed .38 revolver.
 “Freeze, asshole,” Snubby said, raising the pistol with one hand.
 Without hesitating, Tanner swung the shotgun and fired from the hip. The buckshot peppered both men, sending them back into the hallway, screaming in agony. He fired again, and Snubby flipped backwards, smashing his head into the wall behind him. The man with the wrench wheeled around and raced out of sight.
 Tanner hurried over to the doorway. Directly across from him was some kind of conference room with a long nondescript table and portraits of Theodore and Franklin D. Roosevelt hanging cockeyed on the walls. The wounded man was nowhere in sight, but a trail of bright red blood led down the hall to the right. He stepped back into the Oval Office and locked the door behind him.
 A sharp gunshot sounded, and Tanner whirled around, bracing for the sting of a bullet. None came. Instead, Samantha stood with her rifle raised as a man dropped to his knees in the doorway of the north entrance. He clutched at his throat before toppling over sideways. Tanner raced over, shoved him into an adjacent secretary’s office, and secured the door.
 Before either of them could say a word, two of the men outside rammed their shoulders against the colonnade door. 
 The door held.
 Tanner quickly surveyed the room. Which way to go? None of the exits seemed viable. He looked over at Samantha and was surprised to see more determination than fear. She had seen things worse than violent men. Even so, if he didn’t find a way out, they were both going to die.
 He turned toward the door along the west wall. It was the only exit no one had yet to come through. Tanner had no idea where it led, but it was their only chance. Just as he was about to usher Samantha out, two men appeared in the doorway. One was the man with the crescent wrench, his shoulder still leaking blood. The other wielded a samurai sword in both hands.
 Tanner fired his sawed-off shotgun three times in rapid succession, the heavy gun slapping against his shoulder and cheek. Blood sprayed the walls as the men fell under the onslaught of pellets. He waved the smoke aside to find Samantha standing with her hands pressed over her ears. 
 Before he could decide their next move, a revolver bellowed outside. Once, twice, three times. Small dimples formed in the Lexan window, but they in no way threatened the integrity of the door.
 “Sam, we’ve got to get out of here!”
 She spun slowly in place, as if finally realizing how dire things had gotten. When her eyes came to rest on the desk, they opened wide.
 “What is it?” he asked.
 Without a word, she hurried over to the desk and squatted down behind it. 
 Tanner backed toward her, sweeping his shotgun across the room’s four entrances. 
 After feeling around for a moment, Samantha pressed two small buttons on the front legs of the desk. When she pressed the second one, there was an audible click. She stood up and lifted the front edge of the desk into the air. It was the weirdest trapdoor Tanner had ever seen, not that he had seen many. The desk remained affixed to a section of the floor, but that section now pivoted up to reveal a large hole with a ladder leading down. A headlamp and gas mask hung on the wall beside the ladder. 
 “You’re just now showing me this?”
 “I forgot all about it.”
 He shook his head, still amazed at the discovery.
 “Mom told me that it leads down to the duck,” she continued.
 “The duck?”
 “That’s what she said. I personally don’t know why they would keep a duck underground. I’m sure it’s not good for him.”
 Tanner took a quick look around at the room. The men outside had given up and were making their way to the main entrance. The one door that remained open in the Oval Office was clear for the moment. It was now or never.
 “Go,” he said. “I’ll pull everything closed behind us.”
 
 

CHAPTER

18
 The table was crowded and buzzing with suspicion about the purpose of the unscheduled meeting. Representatives from the highest levels of government were in attendance, but everyone seemed particularly surprised to see Dr. Sara Green, the Director for the Centers of Disease Control and Prevention, sitting quietly at one end of the table.
 “Your attention, please,” President Pike said, raising his voice.
 Everyone quieted and became still, except for Yumi who continued walking around the table, offering a generous round of insults to everyone in attendance.
 “I’m afraid I’ve called you here on the gravest of matters. It has come to my attention that there has been a fresh outbreak of the Superpox-99 virus.”
 The entire room burst into frenzied conversation, everyone turning to the person beside them to help understand what this meant. Was the world about to end… again? Certainly, if recent history was to be believed, that would be the likely outcome. The first outbreak had killed more than ninety-five percent of the world’s population. A second wave would surely take care of mopping up the last bit of mankind.
 “Please!” shouted Pike. “Please,” he said again, more quietly as the noise slowly quelled. “I’ve asked Dr. Green to brief us on the matter. Let’s hear her out before surrendering to panic.”
 Everyone turned to face Dr. Green. Even at nearly fifty years of age, she remained a beautiful woman, with short brown hair, rich green eyes, and a slender body. 
 She took a calming breath before addressing them.
 “Yesterday, we received word of three new cases of Superpox-99. These are the first cases in thirty-four days, and we had naturally assumed that the virus had run its course.”
 “How’s this even possible?” demanded General Carr. “I thought the virus wouldn’t stay viable for that long.”
 “It won’t,” she said. “And yet, somehow it appears to have done just that. Perhaps by passing from person to person in very small circles or by mutating in some way. We’re really not sure at this point. The bodies were all cremated by the military upon discovery.”
 At the mention of the military’s involvement, Carr looked over at Pike, clearly wondering why he had not been briefed prior to the meeting.
 “Why were they cremated before they could be examined?” asked Jack Fry.
 “They feared secondary spread of a mutated virus. While I don’t necessarily agree with their decision, it was understandable.”
 “What now?” he continued. “Is Superpox-99 back in all of its horror?”
 She lowered her head. “There’s no reason to think it wouldn’t spread for a second time, albeit at a much slower pace.”
 “Slower because people are more spread out now?” said Pike.
 “That’s part of it, yes. Plus, all forms of public transportation, including airlines, buses, and trains are offline. That will slow the spread considerably.”
 “But you’re saying it will still spread?”
 “Yes,” she said, pressing her lips together. “It will still spread.”
 “Dr. Green,” Vice President Stinson said, struggling to keep his composure, “what I think we all really want to know is whether it’s already too late.”
 “To be honest, sir, I don’t know.”
 “What do you think? The truth please, ma’am.”
 Many people at the table nodded, seconding his request for an honest assessment. 
 “As far as we know, the most recent outbreak has only appeared within the city of Lexington, Kentucky. That would indicate that it is still very localized.”
 “There’s hope then,” said Jack. “We can contain it—seal off the roads, create a keep-out zone. Do it right this time.”
 “Is that possible?” asked Pike.
 “Of course we should try to set up a quarantine zone.” 
 “But?” 
 Dr. Green sighed. “But our actions are unlikely to contain the outbreak. There are so many ways in and out of a city the size of Lexington that, once word gets out of the outbreak, survivors will flee. Stopping them, and thus the spread of the virus, will be all but impossible.”
 “What are you saying, Dr. Green?” asked Stinson. “That this is it? The end of humanity?”
 “I… I don’t know. Maybe.” Despite her grave message, she managed to keep her voice from breaking.
 The room fell silent. A few people began to sob.
 President Pike stood up. “I can’t accept that.”
 Dr. Green looked up at him. “Sir?”
 “I’m not going to let that happen. History may judge me the worst of men, but I won’t allow this virus to destroy mankind. I just won’t.”
 “Sir, as I said, there’s really no way—”
 “You’re wrong,” he said forcefully. “There’s always a way. We just have to be willing to take it.”
 Nearly everyone looked up at President Pike with a measure of hope. The lone exception was General Carr, perhaps the most hardened man left in the government. He looked on only with suspicion.
 “This time it’s different,” continued Pike. “This time we have a chance to stop the virus at the source. Each of you will remember today as the day you were asked to make a decision that could save all of humanity. I only hope that you are brave enough to do so.”
 
 
 Less than an hour later, everyone except for General Carr signed on to the president’s plan. Many were ashen and quiet as they left the room, unsure of exactly what they had done and whether or not it would even be enough. General Carr remained behind.
 As soon as the room was clear, Pike turned to him.
 “Say what’s on your mind, General.”
 “Sir, I implore you to reconsider this decision.”
 “To what end? To allow time for the virus to spread? If you have a better plan, General, I’d like to hear it. Otherwise, we go forward with what I’ve proposed.”
 “There are a thousand other things we could try.”
 Yumi stepped up behind Carr, grinning as she went through the motion of cutting his throat. Pike did his best to ignore her.
 “Try being the operative word. I’m not going to risk all of mankind because you didn’t have the courage to travel the difficult road.”
 “Is that what you think this is? Cowardice?”
 “That’s your word, not mine.”
 General Carr shook his head. “I’ll tell you what this is, Mr. President. It’s pure madness.”
 “It’s madness to save mankind?”
 “In the manner you prescribe, yes.”
 Yumi turned her imaginary knife into a hammer and pretended to smash Carr’s head.
 President Pike stood. “Your concerns are duly noted, General. Now, if that’s all, I have another meeting.”
 Carr also stood up. “Consider this my resignation, Mr. President.”
 Pike shrugged. “If that’s what you want. There are others who can do your job.”
 “Like General Hood, I suppose.”
 “General Hood is a good man.”
 Carr stared at him for a moment as if trying to see behind the veil.
 “I suspected as much, but now I see that I was right.”
 “Right about what?”
 “About you and Hood being responsible for the attack on Glynco.”
 “I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking about. Now, if you’ll excuse me.”
 As the president turned to leave, the general offered a final warning.
 “A day will come when you’ll be held accountable, not only for the atrocity you are about to commit, but for what happened at Glynco as well.”
 Pike turned to him, making no attempt to hide the intense hatred in his eyes.
 “There will be a day, General, when we all pay for what we’ve done. Count on it.”
 
 
 President Pike used his foot to push the chair away from his desk. Yumi rode sidesaddle on his lap with her arms wrapped around his neck.
 “General Carr’s going to be trouble,” he said.
 Yumi leaned down to kiss his eyebrows.
 “So, kill him.”
 “It’s not that easy. He’s powerful. The military respects him.”
 “He killed me.”
 “I know that.”
 “So, I want my revenge.” She traced his eyelid with her tongue.
 “And I’ll get it for you. I promise.”
 “You’d better.”
 “His resignation should make it easier. I’ll have General Hood take care of him. They’ve had bad blood for years.”
 She giggled. “I so wish I could be there to see him choking on his own blood.”
 “No,” he said, reaching up and grabbing her arms, “you have to stay with me. You promised, remember?”
 She smiled. “I’m not leaving you, lover. But don’t make me wait too long.”
 “I won’t,” he promised. “General Carr will die very soon.”
 “Okay, I believe you.” She leaned forward and brushed her lips against his ear, smiling slightly as he closed his eyes. “I want a souvenir.”
 He flinched.
 “Have them bring me his ear? Better yet, make it his tongue.”
 “I… I don’t know. I’ll try.”
 She stood up and leaned back against his desk, propping one of her legs on his chair so that he could see up her skirt. 
 “Carr knew you were up to something in Lexington. He could tell it was all a big fat lie.”
 “He couldn’t know for sure. No one could. We burned the bodies.”
 “No one except for General Hood.”
 “Right, except for him.”
 “You’ll have to get rid of him too eventually. You know that.”
 President Pike said nothing as he stared up her skirt.
 She parted her legs slightly. 
 “You can’t trust anyone but me. Not even your favorite general.”
 He swallowed. “Okay. But not yet. I still need him.”
 “No, lover, not yet. I’ll let you know when it’s time.”
 

CHAPTER

19
 Mason sang along with Bon Jovi as Wanted Dead or Alive filled the cab of his pickup. With the confrontations of Ashland behind him, he felt free and back on point to complete his own mission. Even Bowie seemed to be enjoying the raucous tune. Since leaving Prestonsburg two hours earlier, they had made pretty good time, traveling nearly sixty miles on Kentucky Route 402. The Daniel Boone National Forest was ten miles directly ahead, and beyond that came Winchester and then Lexington. 
 The sun was already getting low in the sky, and Mason had been keeping an eye out for a good place to stop for the evening. A small dirt driveway exited off to the right, and a cabin peeked out from behind the trees a little ways up the mountain. Figuring that it was better to be away from the main road, he turned off and slowly maneuvered around potholes to traverse the long, narrow drive. 
 As he got to the top of the dirt road, an old cabin came into full view. The roof was covered in a thick layer of pine straw, and the porch was sagging in on one side from decades of wood rot. A rusty Chevrolet pickup was parked out front with the tailgate down and a bed full of junk—spare tires, boxes of clothes, and even a toilet. A large group of children were outside, the older ones relaxing in rocking chairs on the porch and the younger ones playing tag in the knee-high weeds. 
 Finding a house in which people still lived was rather uncommon, not to mention dangerous, and Mason debated on whether he should turn back or stop in to say hello. The decision was made for him when an old man stepped out onto the porch with a double-barreled shotgun in hand. Turning around would put a gun at his back, and that was not something Mason was accustomed to doing. Instead, he pulled his truck into the small gravel drive and stepped out to stand behind the engine compartment. He raised one hand high into the air and offered a friendly wave. 
 The old man lowered the shotgun and nodded.
 Bowie hopped down and studied the children, his tail wagging with excitement.
 “First,” said Mason, “we see if we’re welcome.”
 They approached the cabin, and the old man stepped down off the porch to meet them. He wore denim coveralls and a sweat-stained straw hat. His face was weathered with deep creases, and he had a thick beard that was more gray than black. 
 “Good evening,” offered Mason.
 “Evenin’,” he said, showing off crooked yellow front teeth. 
 Mason slid his jacket open to reveal his badge. 
 “I’m Deputy Marshal Mason Raines. I don’t mean you or yours any harm.”
 The old man nodded and seemed to relax a little.
 “I’m Mose. Sorry about ole Betsy,” he said, patting the barrel of the shotgun. “Can’t be too careful these days.”
 “Understood.” Mason looked over at the children, many of whom were now watching him and Bowie. “Are all these kids yours?” 
 “Them’s my grandkids. Eleven of ‘em, all told. Their pa’s inside… restin’.”
 There was something about the way he said “resting” that seemed to suggest there was more to it than that, but Mason let it go. It wasn’t his business.
 Bowie whined and danced around, looking at the children running and playing in the yard. The old man leaned down and scratched his neck affectionately.
 “Well, go on then.”
 Bowie looked up at Mason for his approval.
 He nodded and the dog took off to join in the festivities. The children shrieked and laughed, marveling at his size. They didn’t, however, seem the slightest bit afraid of Bowie. Undoubtedly, they had been around animals their entire life.
 “You thirsty?”
 “I could use a little water if you have some.”
 “Course we got water,” he laughed. “But I think we can do a little better than that. Follow me.”
 Mose led Mason around the cabin and down to a small creek. Three huge metal canisters, all plumbed together with copper piping, sat at the water’s edge. An old chair, cut firewood, and a diesel generator sat next to them. The entire setup was shaded by a large tarp hung from branches overhead.
 “You built a moonshine still,” Mason said, not at all surprised.
 Mose gave him a crooked smile.
 “You gonna arrest me, Marshal?”
 “Not hardly. But I might take a sip, if you’d be so obliged.”
 Mose leaned over and put his nose under a cloth covering what looked like a giant metal milk jug. A blackened fire pit sat beneath it.
 “Whoo-hoo, that’s about ripe, all right,” he said. “Go on, give it a whiff.”
 Mason moved up and took a quick sniff. The odor was sour and fermented.
 “Wow,” he said, wrinkling his nose.
 “Good, right?”
 He straightened up and stepped back, wiping at his eyes.
 “Oh yeah.” 
 “Good shine takes a lot a work and a li’l bit a love. This particular mix is called Kentucky Rodent, on account of the occasional squirrel or rat fallin’ in. But don’t worry, I always pull ’em back out.”
 Mason shook his head, smiling. Mose was like every other Kentucky moonshiner he had ever met, an artist who loved to show off his handiwork. 
 “You ever made any shine, Marshal?”
 “Can’t say that I have.”
 “You interested in learnin’ how?”
 “Sure.” In a world where everything had to be handmade, understanding how to mix up a little hard liquor seemed like knowledge worth having.
 “Come on then, let ole Mose ’splain how it’s done.” He pointed to the container they had sniffed. “You start by addin’ twenty gallons of boilin’ water to five pounds of cornmeal. Nothin’ special about either one of ’em. Let that cool enough that you can stick your pecker in without burnin’ it off. That there gives you your basic mash. Next, you add twenty pounds of sugar and an ounce of yeast. That’ll get to foamin’ up for a few days as the yeast does its business. Once it stops bubblin’, you got your sour mash.”
 “It was sour, all right.”
 “At that point, it’s ready for some heat and pressure. The magic temperature is one-seventy-three. Any hotter’n that, and it’ll turn to poison. Make you go blind and grow hair on your palms,” he said, chuckling.
 “A hundred and seventy-three degrees. Got it.”
 “The steam’ll flow out the copper worm and travel over to the cooling pot. I use water from the crick for that. Once it condenses, the shine’ll drip right out the other end of the tube.” He motioned toward the end of the copper tubing, which was positioned directly over a wooden bucket. “It’s damn near like magic.” 
 “That doesn’t sound so hard.”
 “Oh, it’s hard all right. About a hundred and ninety proof hard!” he cackled.
 Mason chuckled. The old man seemed harmless enough and quite a card to boot.
 Mose looked up at the sky, which was growing darker by the minute.
 “We’d best be gettin’ back now. I’ll work this batch tomorrow, but don’t you worry none. I got plenty of shine up at the house.”
 
 
 
 
 The sound of crickets, frogs, and owls filled the night like a symphony reaching its crescendo. Mason, Mose, and Carolyn, the oldest of the eleven children, sat on the porch, rocking in rickety old chairs. Mose sucked on a pipe, and Carolyn was busy sewing up a shirt for one of her brothers. Bowie lay at Carolyn’s feet, exhausted from an evening of playing chase with the kids.
 Mason took another small sip from a glass jar. The moonshine burned his throat, but he offered nothing but a polite nod to Mose.
 “You folks lived here a long time?”
 “Since way back when. My great granpappy settled this land back when Indians were still runnin’ around.”
 Despite having known Mose and his extended family for only a couple of hours, Mason felt relaxed and at peace. He had always identified with people who lived in the country, whether they were farmers, miners, or ranchers. There was something wholesome about people who were willing to get their hands dirty.
 He slid an antique silver harmonica out of his pocket. It had been a gift from a family in need of water several weeks back. 
 “Do you mind?”
 “A man doesn’t need permission to give everyone around him a gift,” Mose said with a smile. “I’m assumin’, of course, that you know how to work that thing.”
 Mason brought it to his lips and played Red Wing, a catchy little Kentucky tune that before long had everyone tapping their feet. He messed up a couple of times, but neither Mose nor Carolyn seemed to notice. When he was finished, both of them clapped enthusiastically.
 “Mighty nice,” said Mose. “Yes, sir, mighty nice.”
 “Play another one, Marshal, please, oh please,” begged Carolyn.
 Before he could answer, the screen door creaked open, and a man stepped out onto the porch. He had a blanket wrapped around his shoulders even though the temperature was a pleasant sixty degrees.
 “Who are you?” he asked, staring hard at Mason.
 “That there’s Marshal Raines,” said Mose. “He and his dog are stayin’ with us for the night. You just missed a real nice song.”
 The man said something under his breath and flopped down onto a chair next to Mose.
 “Marshal,” said Mose, “this here’s my son, Zeb. The youngins are his.”
 “Our mother died on account of the virus,” said Carolyn.
 Despite being covered in dirt from a long day’s work, Carolyn was a beautiful young lady with bright eyes and a smile that could melt frost off a cold windshield.
 “I’m sorry about that,” he said with a heartfelt smile.
 She nodded and went back to her sewing.
 “We hated to lose ole’ Milly,” said Mose. “Beautiful woman, she was. But at least the children are all okay. Not a single one came down with the pox, which was God’s work if you ask me.”
 “God’s work, my ass,” Zeb mumbled, shaking his head.
 Mose kept on rocking and puffing on his pipe like he hadn’t even heard him.
 “What about you, Zeb?” asked Mason. “You look a bit flushed. Are you coming down with something?”
 Zeb only shook his head. When he didn’t say more, Mose chimed in.
 “My boy worked over at the coal mine for twenty years. One day, he got caught in a slide when they blasted away part of the mountain. Broke his back in four places. It still gives him trouble from time to time, so kindly overlook his poor manners.”
 “My manners are none of your business, old man.”
 Again, Mose ignored him, staring off into the peaceful night.
 Carolyn, however, cut her eyes at her father and seemed ready to come to her grandfather’s defense, should another cross word be said. 
 Zeb reached across Mose and grabbed up a jar of the moonshine. He took a long swig and closed his eyes.
 “Bowie and I appreciate the hospitality,” offered Mason.
 At the mention of his name, Bowie raised his head a little. Carolyn reached down and patted him softly, and the dog’s back leg started bouncing up and down.
 “You have a lovely dog, Marshal,” she said. “He’s so gentle with the kids.”
 “Bowie’s a good dog, all right.”
 “Have you had him since he was a puppy?”
 Before Mason could answer, Zeb turned to Carolyn.
 “Go inside and get everyone ready for bed.”
 “Ah, just a little longer? Please, Pa.”
 “Go on now.”
 She frowned but didn’t argue further.
 “All right, Pa,” she said, getting up. “It was nice to meet you, Marshal.”
 He smiled. “You too, Carolyn.”
 She turned and hurried into to the house.
 “Carolyn sort of took over after her mother passed,” said Mose. “Even at thirteen, she’s growin’ up real fast.”
 “She seems like a sweet girl.”
 Zeb cut his eyes at Mason like he had made some kind of inappropriate remark.
 Mason ignored him. Some people were always spoiling for a fight.
 “She and the other youngins will be happy to make you and Bowie some breakfast in the mornin’,” said Mose. “The truth is we don’t get many visitors.”
 “We don’t want to be any trouble,” said Mason. “Bowie and I are happy to sleep out in the truck and be gone at first light.”
 “Don’t be silly. We got plenty of room in the cabin. The girls all sleep in one room, and the boys in the other. You can take the couch. Besides,” he said with a grin, “it’s less likely you’ll be carried off by the rats that way.” 
 Mason thought that his truck was sounding better and better, but he didn’t dare refuse the offer. Rejecting a kindness extended by a stranger was not only rude—it could be dangerous.
 
 
 The cabin was dark, and filled with the pungent odor of cooked cabbage on account of their dinner. The only sounds were those of the children rustling in their beds and the scratching of mice scouring the floor for scraps. Mason lay on a lumpy couch, replaying the events of the day. He couldn’t help but wonder whether Connie was in her own bed, staring up at the ceiling. She’d had her revenge, but that was going to be the easy part. There would be more dangers to come along, and she would need to align herself with the right folks if she was to have any hope of surviving.
 He draped his arm across his eyes. Connie was behind him. He needed to let that situation go. No doubt more trouble lay ahead for both of them. She would make her way, just as he would make his.
 A dog barked. It was followed by the sound of a man cursing.
 Mason sat up, grabbed his Supergrade, and raced out the front door. He ran barefoot across the old porch, picking up a couple of splinters for his trouble. He could see that Bowie had someone pinned up against the bed of his truck. The dog’s back was hunched as it slowly moved in.
 Mason whistled and Bowie stopped, glancing back over his shoulder. 
 As he came closer, Mason saw that it was Zeb leaning back against the truck. His hands were out in front of him, as if that would in any way ward off an Irish wolfhound.
 “Get this damn dog away from me,” he hissed. 
 Mason saw that the tarp over his supplies had been folded back.
 “Did you find what you were looking for?”
 “I don’t know what you’re talking—”
 “Don’t,” he said, holding up his hand. “It’s been a long day, and I’m in no mood for lies.”
 “You’re staying at my house. I figure I got a right to some kind of payment.”
 “Bullshit. You’re a thief, plain and simple. What was it you took?” Mason strained to see what was in the man’s hands.
 Zeb didn’t answer.
 “If you don’t feel like talking, I’m going back to bed. Bowie, however, will probably be up with you all night long.”
 Bowie growled and took a step toward him.
 “Fine,” he said, holding up a small bottle of medication. “It’s just a few pills. That’s it.”
 “Is that Percocet?” Ava had given him a bottle of the powerful pain medication in case he should ever be wounded.
 “I need it,” he pleaded. “I’m suffering real bad. You saw that already.”
 Mason held out his hand.
 “Give it to me.”
 “I’ll trade you. Anything you want.” His voice was desperate, like that of every addict.
 “I don’t need anything. Now hand it over.”
 Zeb hesitated, his mind racing to come up with anything that might allow him to keep the drug.
 “You can have Carolyn.”
 “What?”
 “My daughter, Carolyn. You can take her with you. Do anything you want with her. She’s pretty and about the right age for—”
 Mason stepped forward and pistol whipped Zeb across the face. He toppled sideways, the bottle of pills falling into the dirt.
 “You son-of-a-bitch,” Zeb cried, holding his mouth. “You broke my goddamn tooth.”
 Mason bent over and picked up the bottle.
 “You’re lucky I didn’t break your neck. What the hell were you thinking?”
 Zeb pushed up on his elbows. 
 “Please, Marshal, I need those pills.” He cupped his bleeding mouth to emphasize his pain.
 Mason leaned over and pulled Zeb to his feet. When he was stable, Mason slammed him back against the cab of the truck and pressed the muzzle of the gun under his chin.
 “I want you to listen to me. Are you listening?”
 Zeb nodded, his eyes wide with fear.
 “I’m going to be stopping in here from time to time, and so help me, if Carolyn or any of your kids are missing or hurt in any way, I’ll put you down. You hear me?”
 Zeb nodded again.
 “Say it.”
 “I hear you.”
 He holstered the pistol. 
 “We’re all hurting. Your pain’s no worse than anyone else’s. You’ve got a cabin full of kids who need their father, and right now, you’re failing them. Mose is filling in for you, but he isn’t going to be around forever. You know that.”
 Zeb looked down at his feet.
 Mason reached up and straightened the man’s collar. 
 “You get yourself together. These kids deserve better.”
 Zeb nodded, wiping at his eyes.
 “I just hurt, that’s all.”
 “So let that pain remind you of what it’s like to still be alive. And if that’s not enough to keep you straight, you put a shotgun in your mouth and pull the trigger. Better that than shaming your family the way you did tonight.”
 Zeb nodded again. “I’ll try, Marshal. I will.”
 Mason turned and started back toward the cabin.
 “Come on,” he said. “Let’s get you cleaned up.”

CHAPTER

20
 Tanner swept the headlamp’s beam through the almost impenetrable darkness. Dozens of cubicles with computers, tables, and chairs filled a large bullpen measuring perhaps eighty feet on a side. There were no bodies in sight, and the only smell was that of damp stale air.
 He leaned back and called up the ladder.
 “It’s clear.”
 Samantha carefully climbed the rest of the way down. 
 “Where are we?” she asked.
 Tanner shined the light on a brass plaque mounted on the wall. Deep Underground Command Center.
 “I think we found your duck.”
 “What do you think it was used for?”
 “I suppose to monitor dangerous events—a situation room of sorts.”
 “Shouldn’t there still be people here? The country is definitely in the middle of a situation.”
 “True, but with the loss of electricity, they wouldn’t be able to do much more than play shadow puppets on the wall.” 
 Samantha looked back up the ladder.
 “I hope those men don’t find the trapdoor.”
 “They won’t. But just to be safe, let’s get out of here. There must be another exit somewhere.” He swept the light around the room. 
 “There’s a door over there,” she said, pointing to the left wall, “and another one over there.”
 “And two more on the other walls.”
 “It must be like a maze under here. How do we know which way to go?”
 “What’s your favorite color?”
 She furrowed her brow. “Blue. Why?”
 “Because each of the doors is painted a different color. Blue is the one to our right.”
 “We’re going to base our survival on my favorite color?”
 “You got a better idea?”
 “No, but—”
 “But what?”
 “Well, I kind of like red too.”
 He laughed. “Just stay close.”
 Samantha latched onto his arm, and he led the way through the darkness to the blue door. It had a keycard reader, but the door was partially ajar. He pushed it the rest of the way open and shined the headlamp down a long hallway. Surprisingly, the stone floor was dimly lit by a trail of faint lights. 
 “How can there be lights if power is out?” she asked, squatting down and touching one of the tiny LED bulbs.
 “They must be on an emergency backup system. But from the looks of it, the batteries are about dead.” He clicked off the headlamp. “Still, better to save our light for when we really need it.”
 Tanner started down the long hallway, and Samantha followed close behind, occasionally glancing back to make sure that no one was sneaking up behind them. A heavy metal door stood at the end of the hallway. There was no handle or knob, but a dark keypad hung on the wall beside it. 
 Samantha pressed a few buttons on the panel. 
 Nothing happened.
 “I think the controls are dead,” she said.
 He studied the panel to see whether there might be some way to get it open, not that he had any idea what he would do with the complex electronics if he did manage to get inside.
 “The door feels solid,” she said, pushing against it with both hands.
 Tanner stepped forward and tapped it with his knuckles. It was as sturdy as a bank vault. He squatted down and bumped on the floor panel directly in front of the door. It sounded hollow.
 “What are you doing?”
 “I’m looking for a manual override.”
 “What makes you think there’s an override?”
 “Whoever built this place obviously understood that power might be lost. It makes sense that they would have put in a way to open the doors without electricity.”
 “Ah,” she said. “So that’s why they left the headlamp by the ladder.”
 “And installed emergency floor lighting.”
 She squatted down next to him and studied the floor. There was a small semicircular notch cut in the corner of one of the tiles.
 “Is this it?” she asked, sliding her finger into the notch and pulling up.
 The panel lifted out. Beneath it was an operator’s manual and a pneumatic valve with a bright red handle. A yellow tag hung from the handle that read “Pressure Release.”
 He reached for the valve.
 “Hey,” she said, “shouldn’t you read the book first?”
 “Bah. What could possibly happen?”
 She stood up and took a couple of steps back.
 “If it explodes, I’m going to be very disappointed with you.”
 He turned the valve ninety degrees clockwise, and a soft hissing sound came from underneath the door.
 “What’s that?” she asked in a worried voice.
 “Oh crap.”
 “What?”
 “I’ve let the snakes out.”
 “Snakes!” she squealed, rising up on her toes.
 He started laughing, and it took her a moment to realize that she was the victim of his twisted sense of humor. 
 “That wasn’t funny.”
 “Oh, it was a little funny.”
 She squinted, sending imaginary death rays toward him.
 The hissing quieted and then stopped. Tanner stood up and pressed lightly on the door. It opened with an ominous creaking sound. On the other side was a long set of stairs leading down. No emergency lighting lit the way.
 She looked past him into the darkness.
 “That looks incredibly spooky.”
 “We either go this way or back to the control center to try another door.”
 She turned and looked back over her shoulder.
 “That way doesn’t feel so good either.”
 “I suppose we could stand here until I grow a beard like Santa Claus,” he said, hoping to lighten her mood.
 Samantha didn’t laugh. Instead, she turned back and stared into the darkness. 
 “What do you think is down there?”
 “Other than zombies, you mean?”
 “Yeah, other than zombies.”
 “Only one way to find out.” 
 Tanner clicked on his headlamp and started down the long flight of stairs.
 
 
 They stood on a stone landing, staring at a long dark tunnel that led in both directions.
 “Where in the world are we?” she asked.
 “I’m not sure. We’re too deep for the Metro.”
 “Maybe this is the throat of a giant worm thingy, you know, like in Star Wars.”
 He walked over to the edge of the landing and leaned out to feel the tunnel wall. The rock was painted with something black and shiny. 
 “It feels solid enough to me. Definitely not alive.”
 Samantha nodded. “Better to check though, right?”
 “Always.”
 “Where do you think it leads?”
 “Someplace safer than where we were ten minutes ago.”
 She stared at him, still weighing options.
 “The way I see it,” he said, thinking out loud, “is that they dug this as an escape route for the president and other important officials.”
 “Makes sense, I guess,” she said. “That way they could escape if someone attacked the White House.”
 “Or even all of Washington.”
 “You think it leads out of the city?”
 “I do.”
 She moved up next to him.
 “Okay, but which way takes us out?”
 Tanner hopped down from the landing into the tunnel. Unlike the walls, the floor was paved and as flat as a racetrack. There was a single set of metal tracks in the middle. He held out his hands and helped Samantha down. Without explanation, she immediately knelt down and put her ear to one of the tracks.
 “What are you doing?”
 “Shh,” she said, holding up her hand. “I’ve seen this done in movies. It tells you how far away the train is.”
 He waited quietly until she stood back up.
 “Well?”
 She shrugged. “Can’t tell. The metal is too cold.”
 They both chuckled. 
 “Come on, let’s go this way,” he said, turning to the left.
 “Are you sure?”
 “No, but you got to decide on the blue door, so I get to pick the tunnel.”
 “Wait a minute. I didn’t pick anything,” she said, hurrying after him.
 They walked for ten long minutes without hearing or seeing anything more than the black tunnel walls. It felt as if they were descending deep into an abandoned coal mine.
 “Maybe we—” she started.
 Someone screamed further up the tunnel. The cry was followed by several short bursts of automatic gunfire.
 Tanner slipped his arm around Samantha and shut off the headlamp.
 More gunfire and more screams sounded.
 “Do you see anything?” she whispered.
 “No, but they must be around the next bend.”
 “Who do you think it is?”
 “The military.”
 “How do you know?”
 “Listen to the gunfire. The bursts are controlled. Three rounds with each pull of the trigger. Two, maybe three soldiers firing.”
 “Soldiers are good, right? They can get us out of here.”
 Tanner didn’t answer.
 “Right?” she repeated.
 “Let’s just be careful.”
 Once the gunfire subsided, they waited a couple of minutes before continuing down the tunnel. Despite broadcasting their position, Tanner had no choice but to turn the headlamp back on. Without it, they were completely blind. They traveled another hundred yards before coming across a second raised landing. The unmistakable stink of human decomposition filled the air.
 He shined the light onto the landing and saw a set of stairs on the far wall.
 Samantha saw them too. “Stairs,” she said, pointing.
 “Let’s see if they’ll lead us out of this pit.” 
 Tanner hauled himself up onto the landing, and as soon as he did, he saw the source of the awful stench. Twenty or thirty bodies lay scattered across the floor. Another dozen were piled at the base of the stairs. A sign on the wall read “Eisenhower Executive Office Building.”
 “Lots of dead up here,” he warned.
 “It’s okay,” she said, extending her arms. 
 As he pulled her up onto the landing, they heard another long series of screams from further down the tunnel. Without saying a word, they hurried toward the stairwell, occasionally having to step from body to body like stones in a river. The bottom stairs were completely covered, piled two or three bodies deep. It looked like people had died fighting to escape. Tanner used his light to flood the stairs, and both he and Samantha groaned in unison. 
 A hundred tons of rubble blocked their way out.
 “Why would anyone do that?”
 It took Tanner a moment to come up with the answer. 
 “Look,” he said, shining the light on the bodies nearest them.
 “What?” Before he could answer, she saw it. “They’re all zombies.”
 “Someone blew the exit to keep the infected in here.”
 “That means there are more of them down here,” she said, looking back toward the tunnel. “Maybe thousands of them. What are we going to do?”
 “We do the only thing we can. We continue to the next exit.”
 “But what if that one’s blown up too? What if they’re all blown up?” She started to sound a little panicked.
 Tanner looked at her and frowned.
 “Really? After all we’ve been through, you’re going to let a dark tunnel and a few dead bodies scare you?”
 She took a moment to calm herself.
 “Sorry.”
 “What was that?”
 “I said sorry. It’s just that the last time we were in a tunnel, you nearly got killed.”
 “But I didn’t.”
 “No, but you almost did. You don’t think…”
 “What?”
 “You don’t think there are any Backsons down here, do you?” she asked, using the term she had coined to describe the huge mutated creature in the East River Mountain Tunnel.
 “I’m sure we can deal with whatever’s down here. Right now, let’s focus on getting to the next exit.”
 “One fight at a time, right?”
 Tanner smiled. Some fathers hoped their kids would hit the game-winning home run. He would settle for one who understood what it took to stay alive.
 
 
 The hike to the next landing was another quarter of a mile up the tunnel. What would normally have taken five minutes took three times that due to constantly searching the darkness to ensure they hadn’t missed a secret alcove that might lead them out. In front of the second landing, they found a dead army soldier. His head had been torn completely off, or perhaps chewed from his body. His rifle was smashed, and what was left of his body looked like a mound of mashed meat byproducts.
 “They sure got him good,” Samantha said, unable to look away.
 Before he could reply, a glowing light appeared from further up the tunnel. At first it was indirect, lights reflecting against the shiny black walls. But as it drew closer, they made out two bright headlights piercing the darkness. Tanner hoisted Samantha up onto the landing and quickly followed behind her. If they had to fight, doing so from the bottom of an open tunnel was about the worst possible choice.
 The landing was much like the previous one, bodies lying everywhere. Most of them were of the infected, but there were also soldiers in the mix. The sign on the wall read “N.E.O.B.,” which meant absolutely nothing to either of them. They hustled to the stairway but found that it too had been sealed off with an explosion.
 The headlights were starting to light the edge of the landing. 
 He turned to Samantha. “Lie down on the floor.”
 “But there’s blood everywhere.”
 “Good. The more you look like a corpse, the better.”
 She looked around for a clean spot. When she didn’t find one, she flopped down next to an infected man who had been shot several times in the face. 
 Tanner hurried over to stand at the edge of the landing. He set his shotgun down by his feet and kept his hands where they could easily be seen. Whoever was coming was almost certainly better armed than he was. Better to try to talk things out.
 A military vehicle that looked like an armored golf cart wheeled up. Two men wearing uniforms rode in the front, and an injured soldier lay draped across the back. As soon as they saw Tanner, they stopped and dismounted with assault rifles in hand.
 “Get your hands up!” one of them shouted.
 Tanner raised his hands. 
 The two men split up, one hurrying toward him from the bottom of the landing and the other staying with the vehicle. When the approaching soldier saw the man who had been decapitated, his face twisted in agony.
 “Did you do that?” he said, looking up at Tanner.
 “I found him that way. But you knew that already.”
 The man lowered his rifle. “I’m Captain Hastings. That’s Corporal Dix.”
 “Tanner Raines.”
 “How the hell did you get down here?”
 “I came through the Oval Office.”
 He shook his head. “That entrance was locked up tight.”
 “Not anymore it isn’t.”
 “Shit.” He scanned the landing. “You alone?” 
 After a quick debate, Tanner turned and hollered over his shoulder. 
 “Sam, you can come out.”
 Samantha stood up and brushed herself off before walking over to them.
 “You’ve got a kid with you? Jeezus, man!”
 “My daughter.”
 “Are you crazy bringing her down here?”
 “We were being chased by a gang up top. It was either come down here or die in the White House.”
 “You’d have been better to stay up there and take your chances. You’re dead for sure down here. And not in a good way,” he added, looking down at the dead soldier.
 “You and Dix look to be doing okay.”
 “Hardly. We’re trying to escape this hell hole before we’re completely overrun.”
 “Where do the tunnels go?”
 “Damn near everywhere, the bunker under the Blair House, the US Capitol, the Pentagon, the State Department, and a half dozen other federal buildings. Hell, one line even runs from under Union Station all the way out to Mount Weather.”
 Samantha instinctively perked up when she heard the last part. Before she could say anything, a faint buzzing noise sounded from down the tunnel.
 “What’s that?”
 “That, my friend, is hell coming for us all.”
 Corporal Dix shouted from the vehicle as he climbed back in.
 “Captain, we gotta move!”
 Hastings turned his head and shouted, “Thirty seconds!” He turned back to Tanner. “Your only chance is to go back the way you came.”
 The military vehicle wheeled up closer to them. Tanner saw that the man riding across the back was badly injured, blood soaking through the front of his uniform. 
 “Go back the way you came,” Hastings repeated, turning back to the cart. “And hurry.”
 “Take us with you,” blurted Tanner.
 “Not enough room.”
 The noises grew louder. It sounded as if a million locusts were coming their way.
 “Dump him,” he said, pointing to the dying man. “He’s not going to make it anyway.”
 “I’d rather leave my own mother.”
 “At least take her,” he said, putting his hand on Samantha’s shoulder and pushing her forward.
 “No!” she cried.
 “Take her,” he repeated. “She’s important.”
 “What does that mean?”
 “No,” she insisted, staring up at Tanner.
 “She’s President Glass’s daughter.” The words came out even before he fully weighed their significance.
 “What did you just say?”
 The cacophony of noises grew louder, individual voices coming into focus.
 “This is Samantha Glass. As a representative of the US Government, you are obligated to save her.”
 Captain Hastings studied her.
 “What’s your name, girl?”
 She didn’t answer. Instead, she reached up and grabbed the sleeve of Tanner’s shirt.
 “Please,” she said softly, “don’t do this.”
 “Captain, we gotta go now! We’ve got sixty seconds until they’re on us.”
 Hastings reached his hand out toward Samantha.
 “Come on. Give me your hand.”
 “No,” she said flatly.
 Tanner turned to her. “Sam, you’re dead if you stay here.”
 She swallowed hard but said nothing.
 “I can’t let that happen to you,” he said. “I can’t.”
 Tears welled in her eyes, and she seemed unable to speak.
 “Go, Sam. Please.”
 “It’s now or never,” Hastings said, his hand still outstretched.
 She started to take a small step forward and then stopped.
 “No. I’m staying.”
 “Sam, if you don’t go, you’ll die.”
 “Then I’ll die.”
 “I can’t watch—”
 “You always told me to fight. That’s what you said. No matter what, we fight!” Her voice was breaking, and tears trickled down her cheeks. “Now you want me to give up.” She shook her head and then leaned over and punched him in the arm. “I’m not going to do that.”
 The voices were growing steadily louder. The infected were coming, and by the sound of it, it was an army unlike any they had ever seen.
 “Just come on, already,” Hastings said, reaching for her.
 Samantha stepped back and brought her rifle up between them.
 “Don’t,” she warned.
 Hastings hopped up onto the landing and came for her.
 “You’re my ticket out of this hole, and by God—”
 Tanner stepped forward and hit him with a solid cross. Hastings stumbled sideways, but before he fell, Tanner snatched the M4 from his hands and turned it toward Corporal Dix.
 “Don’t move!”
 “What the hell are you doing?” Dix said, climbing out of the cart.
 Tanner turned to Samantha. “Grab my shotgun and get in.”
 She slung her rifle over her shoulder, grabbed his shotgun, and hopped down. As she slid into the passenger seat, the man lying across the back moaned.
 Tanner hopped down behind her and stepped around to the driver’s side. He was about to give Dix the choice of dumping the injured man and coming along, when the corporal lunged at him with a knife. He parried it away, caught the man’s wrist, and twisted. Dix struggled to get free, but Tanner stretched his arm out and dropped a forearm onto his elbow. He screamed as the joint separated and his arm bent in the wrong direction. Tanner brought a knee up into the man’s face, and he fell back onto the tracks unconscious. 
 Tanner tossed his pack next to the dying man, hopped into the cart, and pressed a large silver button where a gas pedal would normally be. The vehicle took off with a jolt, and he had to jerk the wheel to keep from scrubbing against the tracks.
 “What’s going to happen to them?” Samantha asked, looking back over her shoulder.
 “If they’re lucky, nothing. The infected might run right past them.”
 “And if they’re not?”
 “They’ll die.”
 She bit her lip, saying nothing. Events of the past few seconds couldn’t be undone. Instead, she latched onto what really bothered her.
 “You were going to give me up back there.”
 “Samantha, I was trying to save—”
 “I know what you were trying to do. But you and I are a team. We protect each other.”
 “I know that.”
 “We agreed to stay together. No matter what—that’s what you said.”
 He nodded, knowing that she was right. 
 “Don’t you get it?” she said. “You’re all I have.”
 Tanner felt his eyes fill with tears, and he turned his head away.
 She leaned over and placed her hand on his arm.
 “You’re my family now. My mom and dad all rolled into one giant… criminal.”
 “Giant criminal?” he said, choking on the words.
 “You know what I’m saying. And just like you want to keep me safe, I want to keep you safe, too.”
 “I know.” 
 “From the very first day you pulled me off that burning building, I chose to stay with you. Remember that the next time you try to give me away.”
 He nodded. 
 After a moment, he said, “Do you remember asking why I didn’t go see my ex-wife up in Salamanca?”
 “Of course.”
 “I didn’t go see her because I knew that she’d tell me I needed to let you go. She’d have given me a thousand reasons why you shouldn’t be with me. And she’d have been right.”
 “No,” said Samantha. “She’d have been wrong.”
 “Why?”
 “Because she wouldn’t understand our… connection.”
 “Our connection?”
 “Our love. There, I said it. Happy?”
 He glanced over at her and smiled.
 She squeezed his arm. “I’m sorry about hitting you.”
 “It’s all right. I deserved it.”
 “Yes, you did,” she said, leaning back against the seat. “But I’m worried that your violent ways are rubbing off on me.”
 Men screamed from the tunnel behind them. Hastings and Dix, from the sound of it. Neither Tanner nor Samantha looked back. The cart was remarkably fast for an electric vehicle, and they quickly pulled away from the horrible sounds.
 “Are we going back to the Oval Office?”
 “No,” he said. “We’d be trading one fight for another.”
 “Where then?”
 “We’ll find another way out. If Captain Hastings had an escape hatch, then we have one too.”
 
 
 It took them nearly twenty minutes and four stops to find a stairway that wasn’t sealed. The plaque on the wall read “Naval Observatory.” A narrow stairwell led up to a door, very similar to the one that had allowed them into the tunnel system from the DUCC. This door was propped open with a military backpack. A small embroidered patch with two stripes was sewn on the front pocket. 
 Tanner pulled the door open enough for them to pass and kicked the backpack out of the way. The door slowly closed behind them, driven by what remained of the residual air pressure in the pneumatic system. A set of stairs led up into the darkness. 
 With his shotgun in hand and Captain Hastings’ M4 assault rifle slung across his back, Tanner led them up the stairs. At the top was a small landing and a heavy fiberglass door. It was closed but had a conventional doorknob. He gave it a try and was surprised to find the door unlocked.
 Tanner pushed it in a few inches and peeked around the door. A small hallway lay beyond. The beam from his headlamp was fading, and he could barely see the other end about twenty feet away. He looked over at Samantha and held his finger to his mouth, indicating they should be quiet as they moved ahead. 
 When they got to the other end of the hallway, they found only a flat panel of wood in place of where a door should be. It stretched from floor to ceiling and had only a small gap around the edges. 
 He gave the wall a push.
 It didn’t budge.
 “Try sliding it,” she whispered.
 There wasn’t anything to hold onto, so Tanner placed his hand flat against the wood and used friction to push sideways. The wall began to move with a slight squeaking sound.
 “Good call,” he said over his shoulder.
 He continued pushing until the gap grew wide enough for light to shine in. Unsure of exactly what they might be walking into, he pressed his eye to the opening. 
 It was a small library.
 He waited a moment to see whether anyone would come to investigate. 
 They didn’t.
 Tanner slid the wall far enough that he and Samantha could step into the room. Bookcases similar to the one he had just moved lined nearly every wall of the library. There were two exits, one that led to a sitting room and another to a reception area. Everything looked old but extremely well cared for. 
 Samantha walked slowly around the room, studying its layout. After a moment, her mouth turned up into a big smile.
 “I know this place.”
 “You do? Where are we?”
 “At the vice president’s house.”
 “The vice president’s house is at the Naval Observatory?”
 She shrugged. “It must be. We came here a couple of times around the holidays. Come on, I’ll show you around.” Samantha turned and headed into the reception area.
 “Sam, be careful,” he said, hurrying after her.
 “Don’t worry. No one’s been here for a while.”
 “And how would you know that?”
 “Look,” she said, kneeling down and rubbing her finger across a thick layer of dust covering the hardwood floor.
 She was right. Every table, floor, and windowsill was dusty.
 “Okay, but stay alert.”
 She nodded. 
 They continued into the reception area, and it had the usual grand stuffiness of large Victorian-style homes. Bright colors and pictures lit the walls, arches transitioned from room to room, and a beautiful spiral staircase led up to the second level. 
 Tanner hurried over and checked the front door. It was locked up tight with two security deadbolts. Through the window, he could see an enormous porch wrapping around the side of the house.
 “The dining room and kitchen are through there,” Samantha said, pointing.
 “Think they left any food behind?”
 She shrugged. “Let’s go see.”
 He followed her past a long mahogany dinner table and into what could only be described as a chef’s kitchen—stainless steel appliances, granite counters, cherry cabinets, and a rack of copper-clad pots hanging over an enormous gas stove. Samantha went straight to two large pantry doors and swung them open. 
 She stood with her mouth open.
 Tanner moved up beside her to get a better look. The pantry was the size of a small bedroom, and its shelves were stacked with hundreds of cans, boxes, and jars of virtually every food imaginable.
 “This is real, right?” she said. “Please tell me I’m not dreaming.”
 “If you are, I won’t wake you.”
 She stepped in and ran her hands over a few of the jars.
 “There’s enough food here to last us a year.”
 “Speak for yourself. I could go through it in a couple of months.”
 Samantha turned and hugged him. She held him for a long time, and he didn’t have to ask the reason. For the moment, they had everything they needed: food, a place to lay their heads, and each other.
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 General Carr stared through a thick glass window at the woman lying quietly in a hospital bed. Electronic monitors surrounded her, beeping and blinking with every beat of her heart. An old Vietnamese man in a white hospital coat sat at a desk behind Carr, busily scribbling something on a small clipboard. 
 “Is she going to live?”
 Doctor Tran looked up. 
 “Huh?”
 Carr turned to face him. 
 “I asked whether she’s going to live.”
 “That’s impossible to say for certain.”
 Carr stepped closer to the doctor’s desk.
 “Bullshit.”
 Doctor Tran sighed and set the clipboard down on his desk.
 “Yes, she’ll live.”
 “Good. We need her now more than ever.”
 Doctor Tran stood and walked to the window, looking in at his only patient.
 “Even after we bring her out of the coma, she’ll never be quite the same.”
 “What does that mean?”
 “She’s suffered extensive injuries. It’s to be expected.”
 Carr moved up beside the doctor.
 “What will be different?”
 “Her voice for one. We’ve repaired what we could, but she’ll have to use an electrolarynx, for a while at least.”
 “What’s that?”
 “Oh, you’ve seen them. They’re small handheld devices held next to the throat to reproduce sound based on vibrations in the mandible.” 
 “Jesus.” whispered Carr. “She’s going to sound like a robot?”
 Doctor Tran smiled and shook his head softly. 
 “No, these devices have greatly improved in the last ten years. Her voice won’t be quite normal, but it will be capable of complex inflections and pitches.” 
 “All right, what else?”
 “The damage to her left lung was quite severe. It will take months to heal. Until then, she stands a much higher risk of developing pneumonia or other respiratory infection. And if that happens…” He left the rest unsaid.
 “Anything else?”
 “There will be emotional scars as well. Who’s to say how she’ll handle those.”
 “You’re just a bundle of good news, aren’t you, Doc?”
 “She’s lucky to be alive. If you hadn’t stemmed the flow of blood and gotten her to me so quickly, well, let’s just say we wouldn’t be having this conversation.”
 “You were one of the few people I could trust.”
 Doctor Tran nodded. “Trust is certainly important, especially given the threats from her own administration.”
 “The fact that this was contained is nothing short of a miracle. A hundred things had to go our way, the right people putting their asses on the line and the wrong ones not paying close enough attention. This whole thing felt like some kind of divine plan.”
 “A divine plan…” the doctor mused, “I like that. But now we have a problem, don’t we, General?”
 “What problem?”
 “The world thinks that she’s dead. Perhaps it would be better if we left it that way.”
 “You don’t believe that.”
 “No,” he said, “I suppose not.”
 “Besides,” added Carr, “she won’t allow us to hide her away.”
 Dr. Tran offered a sad smile. 
 “The truth is I’m not sure she’s strong enough to do what must be done.”
 General Carr took a deep breath and let it out slowly. 
 “She has to be.” He stared in at the woman with fresh intensity. “Make no mistake about it. A battle is coming, and she is the only one who can lead us to victory.”
 “Why? Why must it be her?”
 “Because, Doctor, there are still people like you and me who find courage when we hear the name Rosalyn Glass.”

CHAPTER

22
 Mason leaned back against an old hickory tree, enjoying the shade that the thick canopy cast over him. Bowie lay next to him, occasionally jerking his hind leg up to scratch his neck. Empty cans of beans, potted meat, and corn lay at their feet. 
 The drive from Mose’s cabin had been short and uneventful, and had it not been for his growling stomach, Mason probably would have pushed straight on into Lexington. As it was, he could see the skyline of the city sprawling in the distance. He reached down and stroked Bowie’s massive head. The dog didn’t bother to open its eyes, but Mason could tell by the gentle pressing against his leg that Bowie was enjoying the attention. They had experienced a few detours along the way, but they were finally close to their destination.
 Based on what Nakai had said about Lenny Bruce, he shouldn’t be too hard to find. Men like Lenny enjoyed the adoration of others. Getting to him might be a little tougher, but Mason was sure that it could be managed. Lenny, however, was but a means to an end. He would confirm General Hood’s complicity, and perhaps even help to lure the man from hiding. And after settling with Hood, next would come President Pike, if he too was shown to have been involved. Mason’s quest for justice would not end until everyone responsible for the deaths of his fellow marshals and his loving girlfriend was held accountable. 
 Bowie sat up at the sound of approaching traffic. Highway 60 was no longer the busy road it used to be, and of the few travelers who had already passed, none had bothered to stop or even wave hello.
 Mason stood and brushed the dirt from his pants. He slipped on his jacket, even though it was nearly eighty degrees in the shade. The jacket was part of his uniform, as integral as his badge or gun.
 A white panel van approached from the west. It was moving at a good clip but nothing to suggest that the occupants were a threat. Mason walked over and stood beside his own truck, parked on a small dirt drive just off the highway. As the van approached, it slowed to a stop on the opposite side of the road. A heavyset man in Army fatigues climbed out, and a boy, maybe eleven or twelve, leaned out the passenger side window.
 Mason let his hand rest on the Supergrade as he watched the man approach. 
 The big man held up one hand, leaving the other resting on a holstered Beretta 92FS. When he got to within a few yards, he stopped and looked Mason over.
 “I’m Schultz. That’s my boy Trevor,” he said, nodding toward the boy.
 “Deputy Marshal Raines.”
 Schultz nodded. “Picked you out for a lawman as soon as I saw you. It’s in the way you hold your shoulders.” He looked down at Bowie. “That your dog?”
 “When he wants to be.”
 Bowie looked back and forth between the two men as if trying to follow their conversation.
 “You got anything you want to trade?”
 Mason had nothing against trading, but he didn’t necessarily want to divulge the extent of his stockpile. Even an otherwise good man might feel compelled to act out of need, especially when a kid was involved.
 Seeing him struggling with an answer, Schultz pointed back at the van.
 “Come have a look at my stuff first. See if anything interests you.”
 “All right.”
 Schultz led him over to the van and popped open the rear doors. The back was stuffed with a wide assortment of military supplies, including crates of ammunition, canteens, body armor, uniforms, and even a few M4 rifles. Everything was jumbled together, like it had been loaded in a hurry. Trevor watched them intently from the front seat. His hands were hidden, and Mason wouldn’t have been surprised to learn that the boy held a weapon at the ready.
 “Mind if I ask where you got all this stuff?”
 “My boy and I came across an abandoned convoy. I’d rather not say where because we plan to go back once we’ve traded this out.”
 “Fair enough.” Mason took his time examining the supplies. There was only one thing he really wanted. “I wouldn’t mind an M4.” 
 “You got any water you could part with?”
 “A little.”
 “Grab the rifle you want, and we’ll see what we can work out.”
 Mason did a quick inspection of the weapons and selected the one with the least wear. He led Schultz back to his truck and pulled the tarp aside. Food, medical supplies, and other goods were neatly stacked in the bed.
 Schultz pointed to several five-gallon plastic jerry cans.
 “Those have water?”
 He nodded. 
 “I’ll give you the M4 for two of them.”
 Mason considered the offer. Losing the plastic jugs was actually more significant than the water, since he had a filter that could be used to retrieve water from various natural sources. On the other hand, having his M4 back in operation might make the difference in the next firefight.
 “All right,” he said, lifting out one of the jerry cans and handing it to Schultz.
 Together, they carried the two containers of water back to his van and set them in the back.
 “You headed into Lexington?” asked Mason.
 “That was the plan. Folks have been telling me there’s a group that will trade handsomely for military gear. It’s supposed to be headed up by some religious kook claiming to be a prophet of the Lord, if you believe such nonsense.”
 “Lenny Bruce?”
 “That’d be him.”
 “I have business with that man myself.”
 Schultz studied his face. “Something tells me it’s not to trade supplies.”
 “No.”
 “You meaning to kill him?”
 “Only if it calls for it. But either way, I don’t think we’ll end up being friends.”
 “You think my boy and I are okay going in there to trade?”
 “I can’t say for sure.”
 Schultz looked back at his son.
 “If he was your boy, would you go?”
 “In my experience, religious fanatics and children don’t belong within a mile of one another.”
 Schultz nodded thoughtfully. “I appreciate the advice. We’ll head back over to Winchester to see if anyone’s interested in what we got.” He closed the van doors and extended his hand.
 Mason shook it. “If that doesn’t work out, you might try Ashland. I’ve seen folks out hunting for supplies over there.”
 “Will do. Take care of yourself, Marshal.”
 “And you.” 
 
 
 Replacing the M4 barrel required removing the handguard, sight riser gas block, and gas tube. Once those were disassembled, he loosened the barrel nut and pulled off the bent barrel. Fortunately, M4 assault rifles, like most military weapons were made with enough tolerance that parts were essentially interchangeable. He pressed on the new barrel, secured the barrel nut, and reassembled the front end. Once he had it all put back together, he test fired the weapon and double-checked the sight alignment. Everything functioned flawlessly.
 Satisfied that he was back in business, Mason slung the weapon over his shoulder and stepped over to a nearby tree to relieve himself. He thought about what Schultz had told him about Lenny Bruce. It wasn’t surprising that Lenny was passing himself off as a religious man. Hucksters had been doing the same thing for centuries. Some claimed to be relaying the Lord’s message, while others went full tilt, asserting that they were God incarnate. Such delusions rarely ended well. More often than not, followers were found dead, their lips stained with poisoned Kool-Aid.
 He looked down at Bowie, who was busy licking out the last remnants from one of the cans.
 “What do you say we go talk to this prophet?”
 Bowie turned toward him, and when he did, his snout became stuck in the can. His eyes crossed for a moment while he examined his plight. 
 Mason laughed, and Bowie stared up at him.
 “Don’t look at me. You got yourself into it. You can get yourself out.”
 Bowie pawed at the can, and when that failed, he shook his head until it finally flew off. 
 “Come on, Houdini, let’s—”
 An incredible flash suddenly lit the western sky, followed almost immediately by a second intense pulse of light. Mason turned, his hand instinctively going to his Supergrade. It took him only an instant to realize what he was witnessing. He spun around, frantically searching for somewhere to hide. The truck? No, he thought, only the earth could protect him from what was coming. He rushed over to a small gulley and lay flat, pulling Bowie down with him and covering the dog’s eyes with his hand. 
 Mason waited, his heart pounding as he counted the seconds to what he knew would happen next. Eighteen, nineteen, twenty… the incredible blast hit them, and it was unlike anything Mason had ever experienced. The sound was like a rolling clap of thunder, and the shockwave smashed everything in its wake, toppling trees, breaking the windows in his truck, and kicking him in the back like an ornery mule. Wind as powerful as any hurricane came next, lashing him relentlessly, even as it threatened to lift both him and Bowie into the air.
 Bowie whined and yelped, but Mason held him fast. He made no attempt to soothe the dog. Even if his voice could have been heard, there was nothing to say. What would be would be. Their only consolation was that they were going to suffer it together.
 The winds finally subsided, but Mason continued to lie prone. Every infantry soldier knew that an atomic or nuclear detonation had a return wave that ultimately fed back into the distinctive mushroom cloud. Seconds later, a weaker wave came back from the opposite direction, whipping his clothes and slinging shards of broken glass down the road. 
 Mason rolled onto his back and used his hand as a filter to look in the direction of the blast. He had a distinctive white spot in the middle of his vision, the result of the initial flash. He turned his head and used his peripheral vision to watch an event that few had seen and lived to tell about. 
 The fireball was enormous, thousands of feet wide, as it slowly transformed from a ring into the classic mushroom shape. The bomb had been detonated a couple of thousand feet above Lexington, which meant there was very little dust or debris in the cloud. Instead, the air burst had sent a tremendous shockwave, as well as intense thermal radiation, toward the city. The attack had been designed to cause massive devastation with little, if any, long-term radioactive effects.
 
 
 
 Mason noticed that Bowie had his nose pressed tightly against him. Smart, he thought. It surely helped to prevent thermal burns. He examined his own skin. The backs of his hands were tender and red, and the back of his neck stung. He blinked a few times, trying to clear the ghosting image of the flash from his vision. It didn’t help. About a third of his vision remained milky and blurred. He turned and quickly checked Bowie’s eyes. They were clear. The dog’s skin was a little red toward his haunches, but otherwise he seemed to be in good shape.
 Mason closed his eyes and worked to calm himself. His whole body trembled as his heart frantically flooded him with adrenalin. Beat by beat, he forced it to slow to its natural rhythm. Now was not the time to panic.
 Rain began to fall. 
 He scrambled to his feet and Bowie quickly followed. They raced to his truck and climbed in. The rain splashed against his splintered windshield, coming down in drops the size of marbles. He recalled that nuclear detonations could sometimes cause rain to fall. In the case of Hiroshima, the rain had been black because it had been laced with radioactive particulates. He stared out at the drops, holding his breath as he studied their color. 
 They seemed clear enough. 
 He stuck the key in the ignition, determined to get them out of harm’s way. The engine turned over, but it sounded like it wasn’t getting fuel. He pumped the pedal a few times and tried again. Still nothing.
 Sensing his frustration, Bowie started to whine. 
 “It’s going to be okay,” he said. “We’re stuck for now. That’s all.” He pulled the dog close and lay back against the seat.
 After a few seconds, Bowie relaxed and flopped down on his lap. 
 His mind finally clearing, Mason worked to piece together what he knew. He started by calculating the distance to the blast. It had taken twenty seconds by his count for the shockwave to reach them. If he assumed the wave traveled at six hundred and sixty miles an hour, the speed of sound, it meant he was nearly four miles from the blast. That was far enough that the shockwave and thermal effects were survivable by someone taking cover. The city of Lexington, however, would not have been so fortunate. Those who were lucky enough to have been underground or hiding in a bank vault might still be alive, but it was hard to imagine anyone else surviving the tremendous blast.
 He knew from his military training in nuclear, biological, and chemical weapons that a nuclear explosion generated gamma rays. Those high-energy rays stripped electrons from air molecules, which then propagated to the ground as an intense electromagnetic pulse (EMP). The effects of the EMP would be felt far beyond the blast area. If he assumed that the detonation took place at two thousand feet above the ground, line of sight would be on the order of fifty miles in every direction. That meant that sensitive electronics were probably damaged for many miles all around him. With the electrical grid already down, the biggest impact would be damage to automobile electronics and other battery-operated devices, which explained why his truck wouldn’t start.
 Mason stared out at the rain and blinked a few times. His vision was improving. He closed his eyes and offered a silent prayer, something he hadn’t done since being in a war zone. He knew that nuclear explosions caused two types of blindness, flash blindness and thermal blindness. Flash blindness was essentially the same as what people experience when a bright flashlight is shined in their eyes. That type of blindness was almost always gone within half an hour. Thermal blindness, however, was much more severe and could cause irreparable damage to the eye.
 For ten long minutes, it rained like God had decided to once again flood the earth. And then, as suddenly as it had started, the rain stopped. Hoping that it was a sign that things were returning to normal, Mason tried to start his truck again. 
 No luck.
 An unpleasant realization came to him. All the food, ammunition, and supplies piled in the back of his truck were subject to being lost. There would likely be no traffic in or out of Lexington for quite some time, which meant that he would have to walk away from everything he couldn’t carry on his back. Mason took a moment to count his blessings.
 “First and foremost, we’re alive. We can thank the ditch for that little miracle.” 
 Bowie pressed his wet nose against the back of Mason’s hand.
 “Also, the burst was at a high altitude, which means there shouldn’t be any radioactive fallout. Even if there is a little, it should dissipate within hours.” 
 Interested in what his master was saying, Bowie sat up and looked at him. 
 He scratched the dog’s neck.
 “And most important, my eyes appear to be healing. Other than a sunburn, I think we both came through it remarkably well. What do you think?”
 Bowie leaned in and licked his face. Mason hugged him.
 “Yeah, I’d say that pretty well sums it up.”
 Mason opened the door and stepped out into a puddle of water. He stared off toward the huge cloud covering Lexington. 
 He could think of only three possible scenarios for the explosion. The first was that it had been an accident of some sort. But this wasn’t an accidental detonation at an underground silo. This was a nuclear warhead detonated high above a US city. The only way that could have happened was if it had been launched. Also, the missile appeared to have been detonated at an altitude designed to cause the maximum shockwave at the surface. That required planning and careful execution. No, he thought, this was no accident. 
 Another possibility was the strike had been the action of an enemy nation. But why would anyone choose to bomb Lexington? There were hundreds of targets with far greater strategic value. Besides, the city had already been decimated by the virus. No enemy in their right mind would waste a high-value weapon for such minimal return. 
 That left only one other scenario. The US military had intentionally conducted a nuclear attack on one of its own cities. But what threat could be so grave that the government would unleash a nuclear fireball to stop it? And then it hit him. He knew exactly why it had happened. The attack was designed to clean up a particularly dangerous loose end—Lenny Bruce. 
 How anyone could willingly vaporize an entire city to cover up their crimes was hard to fathom. Murder often led to more murder, but this was on an unprecedented scale. With Lenny Bruce likely dead, only Mason now knew the truth—or at least, part of it. The problem was that he had no way of proving anything. 
 He walked to the rear of the truck, lowered the tailgate, and flung the wet tarp aside. 
 Bowie looked out at him through the sliding rear window. 
 “We’re going on a trip.”
 The dog whined.
 “Yes, you’re coming too,” he said, digging out a large military backpack. “We’ll try to come back for the truck when we can, but I think we’re going to be on foot for a while.”
 Bowie hopped down from the truck and came over to stand beside him.
 “All right,” he said, talking more to himself than the dog, “survival starts with water.”
 He slid out a case of the water and placed twelve bottles, as well as his portable water filter, into the bottom of the pack. He pulled out another bottle, twisted the cap off, and poured half of it into a bowl for Bowie. The dog looked at it for a second and then got busy drinking. Mason quickly finished off the rest of the bottle himself. 
 “Next comes something near and dear to your heart, food.”
 Bowie stopped drinking for a moment and looked up at him. When he realized that he wasn’t about to get a treat, he went back to lapping up the water.
 “If we had plenty of water, I’d take freeze dried pouches. But with water potentially at a premium, we’re better off with MREs. They’re packed with calories, have built-in heaters, and don’t require hydration.” 
 He pulled out a case of the rations and began loading several pouches into the pack. When he was finished, he opened a large can of potted meat and dumped it beside the water bowl. Bowie smelled it and then looked up at Mason with a confused look on his face.
 “I know you’re not hungry, but that’s never stopped you before. Fill your belly while you have the chance.”
 Bowie turned back to the food, and before long, he was consuming it like he hadn’t eaten in a week. 
 Mason checked the magazines on his belt and the one in the Supergrade. Each was loaded with eight rounds. He grabbed his newly repaired M4 and checked the thirty-round magazine. It too was full. He placed three additional loaded rifle magazines into his pack. One hundred and twenty rounds for the rifle wasn’t a lot, but ammunition was heavy, and much more than that would start to weigh him down. He also dropped in a box of .45 hollow-point ammunition for his Supergrade.
 “We better take a few bandages as well,” he said, grabbing a handful of first-aid supplies and stuffing them into the pack’s side pouches. “We’ll also want some way of monitoring our radiation exposure.” 
 He searched through a small box of miscellaneous supplies and pulled out a gray pen-shaped dosimeter. Mason held it up to his eye like it was a child’s kaleidoscope. A thin measurement line showed that the current dose was at near zero millisieverts. Under normal conditions, a full year’s radiation might be along the order of a few millisieverts, but anything under a hundred millisieverts was unlikely to cause any serious health risks. He slid it into his front jacket pocket. He also grabbed a few disposable respirators, although he hoped that the rain would help to settle the dust from the explosion.
 Mason topped off the pack with a flashlight and spare batteries, some paracord, a roll of duct tape, a multitool, plastic sheeting, a pair of leather gloves, a permanent marker, a couple of chemlights, a windproof lighter, some spare clothes, and a few basic toiletries. It was enough to get him and Bowie through a few days without hardship. Much longer than that and things would get interesting.
 Bowie ambled around to the side of the truck and stared off toward the huge mushroom cloud that was slowly dissipating into the atmosphere. Mason followed his gaze and realized that their path was now set. First thing in the morning, they would go into what remained of the city to find out whether Lenny was still alive. The level of devastation that awaited them would likely be worse than anything Mason had witnessed in war. This would be apocalyptic in every sense of the word. 
 With the decision now made, Mason pressed his lips together and nodded thoughtfully. He would make the journey into hell, not for the Marshals or even Ava. This was about something bigger now. This was about finding a way to punish those responsible for madness.
 
 
 
 The adventure continues in Battle Lines, the fourth book in the Survivalist series - coming December 2014.

Also, if you enjoyed this book, drop the author a note at: 
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cover.jpeg
o
“BY ARTHUR T BRADCEY PHD, ]l





