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Chapter 1
FREE! Read the best selling Prequel- Static: White Noise- FREE Click Here 
 
Ash fell from the sky. On the horizon, the downtown Chicago skyline burned, crumbling the once-proud architecture she had loved so much. The empyrean blue of the atmosphere grew congested and poisoned with black, virulent plumes of pollution. 
The combined heat of sun and fires burned the streets clogged with broken-down vehicles, half of them wrecked in twisted piles and the other half abandoned, their owners fleeing on foot. Along the roads, what stores hadn’t caught fire were looted. Any goods the criminals left behind were scattered on the sidewalks amidst shards of broken glass. The city had turned to chaos, and Wren Burton was anchored in the eye of the storm.
Wren limped forward, ignoring the pain radiating from her right thigh. She swung her right arm awkwardly, compensating for its companion on the left, which lay wounded in a sling. Dried blood was caked on her right pant leg, and every pound of pressure she laid upon it with her hobbled steps brought forth a fresh coat of crimson that added to the flaking crust already in place. 
The sections of the borrowed shirt and pants she wore that weren’t covered in bodily fluids were dirtied with grime. Her pale skin was darkened with the ashes of the burning city, and her black hair was greyed from soot and dust. Her foot kicked away debris scattered in the street: a broken bottle, crumpled papers, shattered glass. She fumbled her fingers over car doors, yanking at their handles fruitlessly, all of them locked, and not even trying the wrecked vehicles stacked in pileups that dotted the roads. 
After a few dozen tries, success. Wren flung the door open wildly, sliding into the driver’s seat, probing her hand in search of the keys, which the owner had left in the ignition in their haste to flee the burning city. But when Wren turned the engine over, she heard nothing but a click. “No!” She flicked the key again, frustrated, but each try only returned the same impotent noise. She slammed her fist into the wheel and then pulled herself out. She sprinted to the next car, slid into the driver’s seat, then punched the dash after the second failed attempt to start the engine. 
Wren looked back to the looted electronics store where the overturned ambulance lay twisted and mangled. No working car meant no escape. No escape meant death. What did Nathan say? An older car. Find an older car. She passed the newer models, their paint still fresh and bright, their innards sophisticated with the comforts of technology and efficiency. 
The searing pain in the cut on Wren’s thigh forced her to stop and grip the rusted pole of a street sign for support. Her legs shook. Her breath was labored. She eyed the small strip mall parking lot to her left, a rusted minivan catching her attention. She pushed herself from the pole, using the momentum to press forward.
Wren patted the side of the rusted van until she arrived at the driver’s door. The handle squeaked when pulled, but refused her entry. She thrust her good arm through the cracked window and reached for the lock at the window’s base. The lock grazed against her fingertips, and the window dug painfully under her arm as she stretched to position for a better grip. With her face smashed against the door frame and her arm extended as far as it would go, she plucked the lock up and swung the door open. 
Bits of rust fell from the hinges as she climbed into the driver’s seat. The ignition was empty, but a purse lay over the torn fabric of the passenger seat. She dumped the contents out hurriedly. She pushed past lipstick and napkins, credit cards and IDs until she felt the rigid metal of keys scrape against her fingers. 
Wren thrust the key into the ignition, the gaudy key chains jingling together. She closed her eyes, her wrist poised to start the van. Please. Work. The engine choked and stammered. Wren leaned her foot on the gas as the engine struggled to catch its spark. She pumped the pedal. C’mon! Finally, the cylinders kicked into gear, and the old rust bucket took its first breath of life. 
“Yes!” Wren slammed the door shut and shifted into drive. The car squealed as she pulled out of the parking space, maneuvering through the minefield of busted vehicles and overturned lampposts, trash cans, and street signs. 
The brakes screeched as the car came to a stop next to the overturned ambulance, and Wren left the engine running as she passed by the dead paramedic, half his body hanging out of the front windshield, his head bloodied and the rest of his body limp. 
The inside of the electronics store was in no better shape than its exterior, and Wren kicked aside broken boxes and packages on her way to the storage closet. “Nathan! I have one!” Before she reached for the handle, the door swung open, and a large, heavyset man with his belly falling over the front of his jeans stepped out. The mustache under his nose was thick and bristled, and he stroked it nervously as he nodded. 
“We need to get Doug in first,” Nathan said, disappearing back into the closet. 
The moment Wren set foot in the room, her leg was attacked by her youngest daughter, Chloe. The hardened cast around her left arm smacked the cut on Wren’s right thigh, and Wren winced from the pressure. “Mommy, I want to go home.”
Wren knelt down while Nathan propped Doug up against the wall. “Honey, we can’t go home. Not right now. We need to get your dad and brother help.” She looked past Chloe to her eldest daughter, Addison, curled up in the corner, cradling her head. “And I need you to take care of your big sister, okay? We need to get her to the van out front. Can you help me with that?” The five-year-old puffed out her lower lip and nodded. 
“Wren,” Nathan said. “I need some help moving him.”
“Mom.” The cry came from behind her, where her eldest child and only son, Zack, lay propped up against the wall. Even in the darkness, his face was pale, and Wren saw the beads of sweat rolling off him. His right leg lay mangled and bloodied under his ripped jeans, the shin completely snapped in half, the remnants of the makeshift brace his father had constructed barely holding it together after the ambulance wrecked. The involuntary spasms of pain his muscles offered betrayed the hardened look of courage the fifteen-year-old had etched on his face.
Wren clutched his hand as she walked past. “We’re taking you to get help. Just hang on for a little bit longer.” She kissed the top of his head, fisting a cluster of black curls that rested on his scalp. But what kind of help will we find? 
Wren tossed Doug’s arm over her shoulder, and together she and Nathan lifted him off the floor. Though his weight was spread between the two of them, she still struggled to keep him upright. And the added pressure only increased the agitation of her thigh. “There.” Wren gestured to the van, the heat from the city and the stress triggering a burst of sweat from her brow and neck. 
“We’ll get his torso inside first,” Nathan replied, opening the back doors. “On three. One, two, three!”
Both of them grunted in the coordinated lift, and the back of the van lowered on its rusty shocks as Doug’s body thumped on the floorboard. Wren gave him a shove forward but stopped once she saw the streaks of blood smear the van’s dirtied carpet. 
“The clotting powder will only hold for so long,” Nathan said. “We need to get him to a doctor. He’s lost too much blood, and he’ll most likely need a transfusion. Do you remember his blood type?”
“AB positive,” Wren answered, looking at the gritty material covering the hole in his stomach. She grabbed his hand. She shivered; his skin was an unearthly cold. She quickly released his finger and limped back inside to retrieve Zack. “Let’s get everyone else loaded—”
An explosion sounded in the north, and Wren and Nathan ducked, grabbing whatever they could for support as the blast rocked the pavement. Wren danced on shaking legs into the center of the street. A fresh column of smoke snaked its way into the sky, and the sharp pierce of the initial explosion faded into a dull roar. 
“Wren!” Nathan said.
Wren forced her attention back to the van and hastened her pace. We have to get out of the city. Nathan helped Zack outside, her son spitting groans through gritted teeth, while she carried Addison with her one good arm with Chloe trailing closely behind. 
Nathan piled Zack next to his father in the back, and Wren strapped the girls in the second row. Addison rolled her head back and forth, her neck loose as a noodle. She cradled her daughter’s cheek, worried about the effects of the concussion, and double-checked her seatbelt. Once everyone was secure, Wren climbed in the passenger seat. “Do you know any hospitals in the south?”
Nathan shifted into drive, shaking his head. “None that’ll have any power, and judging by what we’ve seen so far, they’ll be targets as well.”
“Right,” Wren added absentmindedly. She caught her reflection in the side mirror and didn’t recognize the face staring back at her. Dust covered most of her head, and her hair was ragged, her cheeks hollow and dirty. She reached down and touched the cut on her thigh, grimacing, then gently rubbed the dull ache of her left arm in its sling.
“Zack!” Nathan yelled, narrowly missing a ten-car pileup as he veered around the edge. “I need you to check your dad’s breathing every few minutes. Just place your hand under his nose and leave it there, make sure there’s still an air flow.”
Wren turned and watched her son place a shaky hand under Doug’s nostrils. The van bounced over a pothole, and he nodded. “Yeah. It’s faint, but he’s still breathing.” 
“Good. Just keep checking, Zack.” Nathan jerked the wheel side to side. The tires screeched with every harsh maneuver. Stand-still traffic congested the outbound lanes. 
“Stay off the highways,” Wren said, clutching her seat belt. “If we’re one of the only working cars in the city, then I’d rather not advertise it.” 
“Me either,” Nathan answered.
City buildings slowly morphed to the industrial district the farther they drove. A few miles beyond that, they saw the backs of the lines of people who’d left their disabled cars behind, exiting the city. Their heads perked up at the sound of the vehicle. 
The greater the distance that separated them from the city limits, the thicker the crowds of pedestrians grew. It wasn’t long before Nathan was forced to slow their pace as they came upon a cluster of broken-down police cars. Wren gripped the armrest tight, hoping none of them were desperate enough to try and stop them. But while she drew in her breath, the herd’s attention was focused elsewhere. A massive Red Cross station had been erected, composed of flapping tents and folding tables. 
Stacks of food and water were unloaded from trucks and distributed to outstretched arms and hands clamoring for help. Police officers formed a human barrier between the workers and the crowd, the hordes growing increasingly bold as the officers struggled to keep the masses at bay. A cluster of soldiers intermixed with the police kept their hands on their rifles, one of them barking orders to the crowd, which only exacerbated the people’s defiance. 
The line finally broke on the far left side, and the crowd swarmed through the hole like water in a sinking ship. They toppled tables and trampled workers, discarding what decency remained and satisfying the impulsive need of survival. Wren scooted away from her passenger-side window, watching the eyes follow their vehicle with the same lustful intentions they cast on the rations. She clutched Nate’s arm. “Don’t stop.”
Nathan pointed to some of the medical tents. “Wren, this could be the only available medical staff for miles. I don’t know how much longer Doug is going to last.”
Gunshots rippled through the air, and Wren turned just in time to watch the masses shift like waves in a tide, pulling apart like cotton candy. “Go!” But by the time Nathan tried to accelerate, the masses swarmed the van like locusts, smacking into the doors and windows, climbing on top of the roof and clinging to the hood. Screams flooded in from the left, cut short by more gunfire. Wren squinted through the fleeing crowds, and her heart dropped at the sight of masked men tearing through the masses. They wore the same black cloth as the terrorists that attacked the hospital. “Nathan, go, now!”
The engine revved, and Wren felt the thump of bodies collide against the van as Nathan pushed through the sea of people scrambling to get out of their path. Nate laid on the horn, and horrified faces gazed through the windows as Wren peered over the heads of the crowd to the skirmish between the authorities and terrorists. One by one the men in masks fell, and as the crowd cleared, only one remained, bloodied and on his knees, reaching for a device at his belt.
The explosion blinded Wren just as much as it deafened her. The van rattled, and the heat from the blast melted through the windows and doors. The harsh, high-pitched whine slowly faded, and as she opened her eyes, she saw the road had cleared and the van had picked up speed. 
Wren turned to look back. The tents and tables had been wiped away, the windows in the surrounding buildings shattered, and a small crater rested in the earth where the masked man had knelt. On the outskirts of the blast, what was left of the crowd was scattered in pieces. Random body parts stretched for at least thirty yards. Those who’d survived the blast sprinted in whatever direction led them away from the carnage.
Chloe and Addison huddled on the seat, their limbs twisted around one another with their heads down. Doug still lay unconscious, while Zack looked out the back window in the same direction as his mother. When he finally turned around, she watched his pale cheeks turn a light shade of green. “Girls, don’t look out the windows for a little while. Just keep your heads down.” 
Nathan gripped the wheel tightly, keeping his gaze straight ahead. His eyes watered, but no tears fell. “We shouldn’t stop until we can’t see the skyline anymore.” His voice caught in his throat, and he shifted uneasily in his seat, glancing in the rearview mirror to Zack. “Your dad still breathing?”
The van was silent for a moment before Zack answered with a yes, and Wren felt her mind grow heavy and tired. She reclined her seat as the landscape outside her window shifted from buildings to open fields. The sky cleared the farther south they drove, and only a few sporadic vehicles were left in their path. What people they passed were too few and exhausted to cause any trouble. Wren brought a shaky hand up and rubbed her eyes, trying to rid herself of the fatigue as much as the images of body parts. 
“Mom!” 
The fog lifted from Wren’s mind at the panicked shout, and she turned around to see Zack with his ear to Doug’s nose. “He’s not breathing.” Her son hyperventilated, looking from his father to his mother, uncertain of what to do.
“You’ll have to give him CPR, Zack,” Nathan said, his eyes scanning the road for any signs for a doctor’s office or medical facility. “You need to tilt his head back by lifting his chin to open his airway.”
Zack shook his head, tears streaming down his face. “I-I can’t. I’m sorry. I can’t.”
Nathan pulled off to the side of the road, unbuckling his seat belt in the process, and jumped from the driver’s seat and into the back. “You drive.”
Wren climbed behind the wheel and shifted the car back into drive, peeling out in the grass and gravel as she floored the accelerator. She flitted her eyes between the rearview, where Nathan pumped his hands over Doug’s chest, and the road, searching for any sign of help. Suddenly, the horizon offered the small outline of buildings. “We’ve got a town coming up!”
“We’ll have to stop there,” Nathan said, puffing another breath into Doug’s lungs. “He’s not going to last with me working on him like this.”
The speedometer tipped eighty. Adrenaline raced through her veins with the same high-octane intensity as the fuel in the van. The town’s welcome sign passed in a blur as the first few buildings came into view. She slowed, looking for any signage for the hospital, but soon discovered the town was nothing more than a small strip of buildings on either side of the road. 
A white building with a black sign out front toward the end of the row of stores caught her attention. She slammed on the brakes, veering off the road. “I’ve got something!” She thrust the van into park and helped Nathan pull Doug out of the back doors. Nathan scooped Doug in his arms, sprinted past the veterinary sign, and made a beeline for the door. 
Wren flung the side door open. “C’mon, girls.” Wren held out her hand, and her daughters sheepishly crawled from their seats. She scooped up Addison, who still couldn’t stand up right, and Chloe huddled around her legs. She looked to her son. “I’ll come back for you once I get them inside.”
Zack nodded, and Wren guided the girls up the steps and inside the office. A series of bewildered faces glanced at her once inside, along with howls and screeches from a handful of animals, some of them caged, others held by their owners. Nathan burst through a door down a hallway. “Wren! Back here!”
Wren placed the girls in two vacant chairs in the waiting room. “You two stay right here and do not move.” She kissed their foreheads and sprinted toward Nate. His massive body blocked the doorway, and she tried to peer past him, but the small openings offered no view of Doug. 
“Wren.” Nathan placed a heavy hand on her shoulder, and she felt her body sink. “He’s not sure he can do anything.” 
Wren shoved Nate aside and stepped into the room. “Watch the girls.” Doug lay on a steel table, a light above him, and a shrew-looking man with thinning hair, glasses, and a white coat far too large for his petite frame standing next to him. She thrust a finger at the doctor and then to Doug. “Help him.”
The doctor took a step back, shrugging, his hands spread out in a desperate plea. “Miss, I’m only a veterinarian. The wounds he’s sustained, the amount of blood loss—”
“You need blood?” With her left arm pinned in the sling, Wren awkwardly rolled up the sleeve of her right arm, exposing the pale, soft, dirtied flesh underneath. “Take it. He’s a universal receiver.”
“Ma’am, I—”
“Take it!” Wren’s voice shrilled, her cheeks and neck flushed hot red. She stepped forward, her arm jutted out, the lines and curves of her face shifting between tremors of rage and fear. “Try. Please.”
The doctor hesitated, wiggling his fingers back and forth. Wren’s arm shook the longer the silence between them grew. “Okay.” The doctor pulled out a tray of instruments, the metal objects clanging against each other. He thrust an oddly shaped oxygen mask over Doug’s face and ripped the fabric of his shirt. 
Wren lowered her arm, slowly walking toward her husband on the table. He’s not gone. Not yet. She reached for his hand. His finger was cold to the touch. The doctor grabbed her arm, and she felt the cold prick of steel pierce her skin. 
“There’s no guarantee he’ll survive.” Blood drained from the veins in Wren’s arm, oozing through the tube and into Doug, warming the point of entrance on his skin. “You should prepare for the worst.”
Wren watched her blood drain, feeling dizzy and lightheaded. “I already have.”
 
 



Chapter 2
 
Addison and Chloe lay asleep in Wren’s lap. She felt the steady rise and fall of their chests, and she stroked their hair. Her sleeve was still rolled up, and a bandage had been placed over the puncture wound. The paleness of her complexion only accentuated the dark circles that had formed under her eyes, dragging her downward. 
The doctor worked on Doug for an hour, and while his pulse returned, his consciousness did not. And now that he was stabilized, the veterinarian shifted his work to Zack. Her son screamed when the doctor reset the bone, but since then, it’d been nothing but the barking of dogs and the hiss of cats. 
The waiting room in the veterinarian’s office was dark, save for the sunlight coming through the windows. The EMP had stretched well beyond Chicago’s city limits, and she heard the rumblings of the town’s citizens in regard to the sudden malfunction of their vehicles, phones, and other devices. A few candles were set out and slowly became the main source of light as the sun touched the horizon in the west. 
Nathan stepped around the corner of the hallway, Doug’s dried blood caked over his shirt and arms. His shoulders sagged as he leaned against the wall, examining his attire. “The doctor’s done with Zack. He’s resting now.”
“And Doug?” The past hour had seen her mind race down every nightmarish avenue she could imagine, wondering what she would do or say if Doug didn’t survive, or if he did. 
“He’s still passed out. The doctor is checking on him now.”
Wren nodded, her gaze cast down to her girls in her lap, then she rested her head against the wall. She closed her eyes, her head swimming. She was surprised that her mind was still dizzy from the doctor draining her blood. I’m just tired.
“Wren.” Nathan’s bearlike palm engulfed her shoulder. “We need to get out of here. I know of a place that we can go.”
The scrape on Wren’s leg roared its irritation, and a hot flush ran through her. “We’re out of the city, Nathan. We’re safe.”
“For now.” Nathan looked around suspiciously then inched closer. “Wren, if this town was affected by the EMP blast, then we have to assume the entire country was as well. And if that’s the case, this power outage is going to last a very long time. What we saw in Chicago was just the beginning.”
Wren forced the dizzy spell into submission, gently shifting the girls off her lap. “It’s too soon to talk of something like that. We don’t know if it’s the entire country. We can’t base our decisions off our fears, Nathan.” She rested the two of them across the chairs, and they fidgeted lightly from the interruption. “Watch the girls for a second. I’m going to go check on Zack.”
The first few steps were difficult, her knees buckling twice, and she had to grip the wall for support. But once she fell into a rhythm, a portion of her strength returned. The doctor had just come out of Doug’s room when she made it to Zack’s door. He’d removed his coat, revealing the true thinness of his frame. His clothes were covered and stained with dark blotches, and his arms were red from fingertips to elbows. “Thank you.”
The doctor shook his head, his eyes focused on the blood on his hands. “I didn’t do anything. There’s still no guarantee that he’ll survive. He’s alive, but barely.”
“You did enough.” Wren smiled then stepped inside Zack’s room. 
Her son lay asleep with his left leg in a cast from knee to foot. An IV bag hung above him, offering what nourishment it could to his young, battered body. She pulled up a chair and sat next to him, her fingers lacing between his. “We’re okay.” She kissed his palm. “We’re going to be okay.”



 
 
***
The sun had completely disappeared below the horizon, and with the power out the night cast a darkness Wren had never seen before. She rotated her shoulder that hung in the sling from the hospital, stiff from sitting in the van, as she scanned the radio channels for any news, anywhere. But just like her phone, the airwaves remained quiet.
A bead of sweat rolled down her forehead, stinging her eye on its way. She felt the heat radiate from her body, and her mind was dizzy. I just need to rest. Sleep had been in short supply, her mind too busy contemplating their next move. It offered a distraction from worrying about whether Doug would survive.
Indiana was an option if they headed east. Wren’s parents still lived just outside of Indianapolis, but if what Nate was telling her were true, then she wasn’t sure if their circumstances would improve. While Nathan’s option of his secret camp loomed in her mind, she refused to bring her family to people she didn’t know or trust, no matter how many times he brought it up. 
“Wren,” Nathan said, slinking through the dark. “You need to come, quick.”
Wren stumbled getting out of the van, which they’d moved into the veterinary’s garage to keep out of view from the rest of the town. Having a working vehicle had its advantages, and she wanted to make sure those advantages stayed in their possession. 
The candles that replaced the faulty lights down the hallway exaggerated the menacing shadows in the dark. She followed Nathan to Doug’s room, where he lay still, the vet hovering over him. At first glance, Wren thought Doug had awoken; his head lolled back and forth lazily, and she heard the murmurs of his voice. But the closer she looked, she realized that his eyes remained closed, and his words were nonsense. The light from the candles illuminated the slick sheen of sweat covering his skin. 
“He has a fever,” the veterinary said, removing a thermometer from Doug’s mouth. “His temperature has spiked three degrees in the past hour. He’s burning up.”
Before Wren even touched Doug’s forehead, she felt the heat coming off him. The bloodied bandage around Doug’s stomach was damp with sweat, and the IV was running low. “Can’t you give him something?” Wren removed her hand, her palm scorching hot.
“I don’t have the antibiotics he needs.” The vet gestured to the wound. “If he has an infection, he won’t last more than a few days. His organs will slowly shut down. He needs more help than I can give him.”
“You have to have something.” Wren paced across the shelves in the large animal operating room that were lined with hundreds of different bottles and boxes. “One of these has to be able to help him.”
“There’s nothing here!” The vet’s voice screeched like a scratch in a record. His small body trembled from the exertion, and Wren wasn’t sure if the meager man was more afraid of his words, or how she would react to them. He rubbed his brow, and his glasses slid down the bridge of his nose. “What he needs now, I can’t help with.” He stomped over to the shelves, pulling down boxes hastily. “I know every single pill and powder in my inventory. I have medicine for horses, pigs, sheep, dogs, cats, birds, and snakes, but none of them can fight what he has.” He emptied the box, the bottles rolling across the tile, then slammed the empty cardboard to the floor. “I. Can’t. Help!” Steam fumed from the vet’s ears, and he clenched his small hands into fists.
Wren took a breath, letting her thoughts gather and the vet’s temper cool. “Then what does he need?”
“Cefepime, ceftazidime, and ceftriaxone sodium.” The vet listed them off slowly, rubbing his eyes. “They’re used to fight infections in the organs, bones, and skin. He’ll need a steady six-week regimen to eradicate the bacteria.”
“You’re sure he’s infected?” Wren placed a hand on Doug’s table. His face was still dripping with sweat. 
“If his fever hasn’t broken by morning, then it’s a one hundred percent certainty.”
Wren nodded, her gaze shifting from Doug, who lay motionless on the table, to Nathan. “Then we wait until we know for sure.”
“Wren, if we wai—”
“We wait. Until we know for sure.” Wren stomped away, her head spinning once more. She wasn’t going to let someone else dictate what was best for her family. She’d seen too much. Her family had felt the burden of the chaos in Chicago. She wouldn’t be pushed around, not here.
Wren found the girls asleep in one of the rooms, and she leaned against the doorway, lingering at the precipice of entry. The two of them were balled up tight in blankets, their hair tangled and messy. She’d never seen anything so peaceful in her life. 
“Wren.” The whisper was accompanied by a tap on her shoulder, and when she turned around, Nathan clasped his hands together, pleading. “You need to listen to me.”
Wren grabbed his arm, pulling them both away from the girls. “I already told you, Nathan, we wait until morning. The doctor’s not one hundred percent sure.”
“He’s also not a medical doctor,” Nathan replied harshly. “He’s a veterinarian.”
“All the more reason to stay put.” The waves of exhaustion beat their way against her, eroding her patience. The harder Wren fought, the quicker she drowned in her fatigue. She loosened the collar of her shirt, suddenly feeling warm.
“And if the vet is right, it might be too late by morning.”
A sudden shock of icy cold mixed with heat cut through Wren like a freight train. She put her hand against the wall for support. The cut along her leg ached. The white bandages the vet had wrapped around the wound upon their arrival already needed to be changed. She shook her head. “How far is it to this camp?” The wound burned like hot coals. She shut her eyes and felt the tiles under her feet shift, as if they were rolling waves on the ocean. 
“From here, it’s at least a three-hour drive,” Nathan answered. “And that’s if we don’t run into any trouble. Hell, we may not even have enough fuel to get us there.”
Wren stepped away from the light; the sight of the flame dancing in the dark hallway only compounded the illusion of the shifting ground. “We’ll check for gas in the morning.” She backtracked down the hallway, retreating toward the van. “I’m going to go and catch some shut-eye. Wake me up if anything changes.”
Nathan agreed, and Wren focused on putting one foot in front of the other on her slow walk down the hall. By the time she arrived at the van, it was all she could do to pull herself inside, collapsing onto the backseat. Her skin flashed from hot to cold, and she found a blanket in the back, which she pulled tight to her chin, fighting off the shivers running up and down her body. 
But whatever peace Wren hoped to find in her sleep was disfigured by shifting nightmares. The gunshots at the hospital in Chicago thundered through her mind like a hurricane, rolling her back and forth in the chaos she tried so desperately to escape. She felt the warm splash of blood from the dead as one by one patients fell around her. She ran through hallways of shrieking screams and bloodcurdling cries of the dying. The wicked foreign tongue of the killers barked in her ears. “Yuhzir! Alkhuruj wamuajahat mammatik!” The wailing cries of her daughters shook loose the gripping fear the terrorists’ voices had instilled. She sprinted toward the sound of their cries through the hallways, stepping over and around the slain bodies that were spread across the tiles. And it wasn’t but a few moments later that she found herself covered in dust, the hospital behind her nothing but rubble, and she was alone. Her girls had disappeared, and when she cried out to them, another voice echoed back to her. Zack. Her son’s voice was muffled under the mangled concrete and twisted steel which grew taller the closer she moved. Her son’s voice shrank with the growing heap of rubble. She flung rocks and rebar from the pile, digging deeper and deeper into the collapsed mountain until she finally came upon him, broken and unconscious. She scooped her son up in her arms as the unstable structure around her shifted and moaned above them. A searing pain ripped through her right thigh. And just as the rubble tumbled down upon both of them, she awoke.
Wren ripped the blanket off her and clutched her leg. Her entire body was slick with sweat, the blanket damp and her clothes soaked. Her hair clung to her forehead in greasy, matted sheets. The muscles along her thigh felt like they were melting off and she rolled off the seat and onto the floorboard. 
With a shaking arm, she pulled down her pants. Every inch was excruciating, and when she peeled back the top portion of her bandage, she gagged. The cut had grown a bright red, and a small amount of pus oozed from the side of the gash. Infected. She pulled her pants back up, gingerly, and lay still on the floor. 
A ray of light broke through the high window of the garage, signaling that it was dawn. She rubbed her eyes and pushed herself to an upright position. Fear gripped her as she realized what morning meant. Doug. 
Wren crawled forward awkwardly over the seats, doing her best to keep pressure off her wounded limbs. She collapsed out of the van and limped forward, forcing all of her weight on her left leg. The hallway was quiet, no sign of anyone awake. She used the walls for support on her way to Doug’s room. When she opened the door, both Nathan and the veterinarian looked at her as if she’d grown a second head. “His fever,” Wren said, the words escaping her lips in hoarse rasps. “Is it gone?” Against her will, she slid to the floor, struggling to keep her eyes open. She felt a hand on her forehead.
“Christ, she’s burning up.”
Wren swatted the hand away. She opened her eyes. Her vision was blurred. Both the veterinarian and Nathan were nothing more than hazy images. “Doug, is he—”
“His fever has gone up,” the vet answered. “We’re trying to cool him down, but it’s only a temporary fix. He’ll still need the antibiotics if you want him to live.” He left Doug’s side and knelt down with Nathan, popping a thermometer into her mouth. “And he’s not the only one in need.” He peeled back the bandages on her thigh and shook his head. “It’s in the early stages of infection, but it’ll get worse if it goes untreated.” He retrieved one of the compresses from Doug’s table and applied it to her forehead. 
“It was just a scratch,” Wren said. The cool pack broke through the heat melting her mind, and Wren felt the instant relief. It spread down the back of her skull, through her arms, and gradually made its way to her leg. But the relief was short lived, as the heat from her body quickly melted whatever cool the pack provided. She tried to connect her thoughts before they disappeared into the heat of her mind. “We have to… Doug needs…” But each time she got close, they melted away, dripping into the abyss. 
“Wren, listen to me.” Nathan gently cradled her head. “We need to go to the camp. They have medicine there that will help Doug, and you. It’s safe. I promise.”
I promise. Promises weren’t strong enough to bet her life on, or her family’s. Hell, it wasn’t even strong enough to save her marriage. She shook her head. “Somewhere else. A hospital.” She swallowed hard, the lack of spit making the motion rough.
“The closest hospital that’s not in Chicago is farther than the camp,” Nathan explained. “Wren, if we don’t leave now, then you are going to die. Doug will die.”
With the searing pain pulsing through her body, death sounded like a welcome reprieve. But then her children would be orphaned, and she would not let her own blood wander the rest of their lives alone. Not with the world crumbling around them. “Okay.” Wren nodded. “We’ll go.”
 
 



Chapter 3
 
Wren watched the fields and bushes fly by her window in a blur. She focused all of her strength on keeping her eyes open, but despite her protest, her mind drifted off to sleep, her unconscious filled with more of the same nightmares as before. She awoke, dripping in sweat, and reached for the bottled water in the cup holder they’d taken from the vet’s office now in their rearview mirror. 
The water was nearly as warm as Wren, but the liquid helped quench her thirst regardless. She drained half the bottle and took a moment to catch her breath as her body still quivered from dehydration. She pushed herself higher in the seat, the water providing a brief moment of clarity. The landscape had transformed from fields to trees. “Where are we?”
“We’re close,” Nathan replied.
Wren reached for her leg and nearly fainted from the lightest touch of her fingers. She gripped the armrests for support until the pain passed then shifted uneasily in her seat, turning back around to Zack and the girls. “Hey, guys.”
Chloe and Addison offered a weak smile while Zack simply rolled his head to the side, away from Wren’s view. “Where are we going, Mom?” It was Chloe who spoke, her blue eyes flashing in the passing light between the trees on the side of the road. 
“Your dad needs some help. And Uncle Nate is taking us to a place where we can get some.” And hopefully for me as well. Wren forced Nathan to keep her infection from them, even Zack. The kids had enough on their plate as it was. 
The van squeaked to a stop, beckoning attention. “We’re here.” Nathan thrust the car into park, and the engine hummed irritably, as if the very prospect of having to start moving again was too much to bear. “I’ll be right back.”
The structure in front of them was impressive, especially considering the surrounding area. The front gate was at least ten feet high and twenty feet wide and made of reinforced steel. A catwalk stood on top of the entrance, where two guards were stationed, armed with rifles. But after the twenty feet of steel, either side of the fence transformed from metal to wood and stretched farther than she could see, blending into the forest. 
At the gate, voices were raised and tempers flared. Nathan thrust his arms angrily at the two men with guns on the top walkway. Once the exchange was complete, Nathan stomped back to the van, and the gate opened, making a gap in the middle as the two doors swung outward. The flustered look on Nathan’s face matched his tone as he shifted the vehicle back into drive. “You’ll have to meet with the council before they’ll administer any medicine to Doug.”
The van lurched forward, and Wren shook her head, wondering if the fever had affected her hearing as they passed through the gate. “The council?”
“They’re in charge. It’s protocol for any member bringing someone from the outside.” Nathan kept the van at a slow pace on the way through the camp, which so far was nothing more than trees and a dirt road. “I wasn’t supposed to bring anyone that wasn’t on my list.”
The trees inside the camp were thick, the terrain rockier than she’d expected. The dirt road dipped and wound through the forest, and Wren caught herself looking upward. She wasn’t sure if it was the fever or the fact that the last time she was in the wilderness she was with her father as a young girl, but there was something comforting about the canopies above. The rays of sunlight passed between the leaves and branches and into the dirtied windows of the van, and while she was already burning up, it was a different type of warmth from the hellish fever engulfing her. She closed her eyes, and for a moment she could almost hear the sound of her children laughing on a spring day in the park. The car jerked to a stop, along with the brief glimpse of a past Wren wasn’t sure would ever be in her future again. 
Much of the forest in this area had been cleared and replaced with buildings and open fields. Most were built from the same wood as the trees that once stood in their lots, but one particular building on the back side of the camp held the distinct glare of concrete in the sun. Nathan pounded on the van’s hood and motioned for her to get out.
Wren turned back to her children and reached for Zack’s hand, which felt oddly cool compared to her blazing-hot ones. “If anything happens, you get your sisters out of here.” He offered a light nod, and Wren gave his hand a squeeze, which he didn’t reciprocate. 
Nathan helped her to one of the larger buildings, and every step forward, she felt the pain from her leg weaken the rest of her body. She examined the eyes staring back at her and the hands that carried logs, crates, cases, and weapons. Despite the heat, everyone dressed in thick, layered clothing, and their expressions looked as heavy as the woven fabric on their backs. A foul stench graced her nostrils, and she wrinkled her face in revulsion.
“They’ll ask you questions,” Nathan said. “Who you are, how you know me, your family, but the only thing that matters is your job.”
“Am I on trial?”
The words were meant in jest, but Nathan stopped the two of them just before the steps to the building. “Yes. And if the council votes to kick you out…” Nathan gripped her shoulders tight. “Everyone was invited and chosen to be in this community. You can too. Your skills as an architect are valuable, and you’re a gifted engineer.”
“Structural engineer,” Wren said, correcting him. “Nathan, what happens if they don’t want me and my kids here? We came here because you said we could get help.”
“And help doesn’t come free,” Nathan answered. “Let’s go.”
Nathan held out a hand to help her up the steps, but Wren shoved him aside. She gripped the railing and pulled herself up by her own steam. It was painful, but the rage and frustration over the situation displaced the symptoms of her fever. Panting by the time she made the ten short steps up, she pushed through the front doors with her head up.
Inside, the building was more akin to a town hall. Backless benches lined either side of a narrow path that fed into an open floor and a raised platform with five seats arranged in an arc pattern. The floors were dusty, and the air inside smelled of the maple and oak that comprised the rafters. There were no windows, and when the door closed behind her, Wren found herself alone and cast into darkness. She stopped halfway down the narrow path to the front platform. “Hello?” 
The building’s acoustics that echoed back her words were the only answer she received. She shuffled a few steps forward but stopped at the creak of a door opening in the back of the building and saw the light it cast from outside. Footsteps followed, and the glow of candlelight moved behind the platform. 
One, two, three, four, then five people stepped onto the platform, each finding their seats, each with their own candle. Two women and three men from what Wren could tell, and while most of their features were masked in the candlelight, she noticed the distinct scarring on the man who sat in the middle. The candlelight that flickered across his face highlighted the disfigurement, and while he looked only slightly older than herself, the dark eyes that stared down upon her looked ancient.
“Come forward,” the man with dark eyes said, his voice booming low and deep. The others kept silent, and despite the man’s commanding voice, she did not sway. He leaned forward, the shadows on his face shifting with him. “I do not have time for your cowardice. Step forward, or you will not be afforded an opportunity like this again.”
Zack, Addison, Chloe. And Doug. For them. Wren forced herself forward. The faces on the platform grew taller the closer she moved. For the moment, her adrenaline had returned, vanquishing the symptoms of her leg, but the sweating only worsened. By the time she reached the front, she was drenched. All five of them looked down at her as though they were dissecting an insect, determining whether to let her scurry by or end her existence with the heels of their boots.
“You were brought here by Nathan Heiss, yes?” The woman on the far left spoke softly, calmly, a far cry from the hellish looks her peers cast. From what Wren could tell, the woman was older, close to her fifties, but in the dim lighting, it was hard to tell if the strands of hair were silver grey or a vibrant blond. 
“Yes.” Wren forced her voice to steady despite the nerves running rampant through her body. “Along with my three children and their father.”
“Your husband?” The man next to the older woman asked, raising his eyebrow. His lips remained motionless when he spoke, hidden under a thick mustache, which was as bushy as the caterpillars of his eyebrows that stretched over the shadows of his eyes. 
“I was told I needed to speak with you in order to secure my family’s acceptance into this community,” Wren said, ignoring the man’s question. “Tell me what you need of me, and I will do it.”
“Need?” The man in the center drawled the word for a moment before he let it end. He tilted his head to the side. The dark eyes sucked up the dull light from the candle, and Wren found herself trying to look away, as if staring at the pools of black in his face for too long would suck the life from her. “We have no business for need here. This community was not established for the sole purpose of harboring those who need help. Only those who earn their keep.” He thrust his finger at the doors behind her. “Your cities and your government have failed you, and now you come to us with your hands cupped like a beggar’s bowl!” He slammed his fist on the table, and the deafening crack wavered the flames of the candles that rested upon it. 
Two of the dark-eyed councilman’s colleagues curved a smile up the side of their hollowed cheeks, while the other two sank back in their seats. The woman to the dark-eyed councilman’s left leaned close to his arm, while the second man remained nothing more than a bystander in the proceedings. “I come with no bowl. I was an architect at a firm in Chicago, where I’ve been practicing my craft for the past six years. I’m an accomplished structural engineer, and there isn’t a building technique or material that I’m not familiar with. There is no one better at blending design and functionality when it comes to erecting a structure from this earth.” While her words ignited the interest of Dark Eyes, Wren felt a sudden emptiness at the thought of the city that was her home. The way she left it, she wasn’t sure if she’d ever get the chance to see it again.
The two closest to the dark-eyed councilman leaned in to whisper in his ear, and all the while he never took his gaze off Wren. There was something unnerving in his glare, and it wasn’t the darkness; she knew the light could play tricks. The councilman’s pupils took on a hard callus, as if he could leave his eyelids open in a sandstorm and walk away with his vision unscathed. 
Once the two on either side of Dark Eyes had spoken whatever thoughts they deemed necessary, the councilman rose from his seat, and the others followed suit. He made his way down from the platform and stopped only inches from Wren. The scars on his face were sharper, more defined up close, and his scowl only intensified the disfigurement. His height and broad shoulders further compounded his commanding presence. “Come with me.” The other council members brushed past quickly, and Wren struggled to keep up. 
Outside, she shielded her eyes from the sunlight. She looked for Nathan and the van, but neither was in sight. The lack of familiarity irritated the aches and pains in her body, but she forced herself to the front of the pack, ignoring the stares from those she passed on the way. She yanked the dark-eyed councilman’s arm and spun him around. “Where is my family?”
If the man’s features were bad in the dark, then in the sunlight they were abhorrent. Four scars covered the majority of his cheeks and neck. One ran along his left jawline, the second from the corner of his lower lip to his chin, the third across the meaty part of his right cheek, and the last from under his chin down beneath his shirt to the collarbone. While the wounds had long since healed, they left canyons on his skin that would never afford him a normal complexion. He pointed behind him to the fence. “We have a wall around our entire encampment, with guards patrolling twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. You tell me how you would get through, and I’ll let you stay.”
“Tell you? Or the council?” Wren turned to eye the others; the man and woman that seemed cozier with Dark Eyes than the other two had their arms crossed. 
“You don’t have any bargaining chips on the table, so I suggest you tell me quickly before I change my mind.” 
Wren shouldered past the councilman, toward the far side of the compound. While the front gate had looked formidable, the same quality had not been replicated for the rest of the fence. She examined the wall, running her hand over the bumpy logs that rose from the earth like medieval spikes around a castle. “The wood’s dry.” She peeled off a few splinters and snapped them between her fingers. “A little bit of gas and a lighter, and you’d be engulfed in a ring of fire.” She walked farther down, noticing a lean in a large portion of the fence. “You didn’t reinforce the foundation. When winter comes around, that portion of the fence will cave after the first heavy snowfall.” She turned around to look him in the eye. “But that’s not your biggest problem.”
“No? And what is?”
“You think you’ve used the natural landscape to your advantage, sucking up the resources around you to help reinforce your buildings and walls, but you’ve built your compound on low ground.” Wren walked around him, taking in the infrastructure of the community. “If you’re planning to live here for the long haul, you’ll find you’ll have a problem with sewage and plumbing after the first hard rain. It’ll flood, and those crops will mix with waste you let build up and then wash away into your soil.” Wren limped forward one step. “That’s what I’m smelling, right? I’m guessing this is the first time all of these people have been here at the same time for this long. But you don’t have to take my word for it. The first outbreak of dysentery should speak for itself. Of course, by then, it’ll be too late to stop it from happening.”
The councilman clenched his jaw and narrowed his eyes. Wren knew he understood that she was right, but whether or not it was enough to admit her entrance to the camp was a different story. After a pause, he turned back to confer with the rest of the council. They spoke in hushed tones, glancing back at Wren, pointing to the flaws she mentioned then pointing to one another. After a few minutes, Dark Eyes made his way back over to her. “Much of your family is in need of medical care?”
“My husband needs antibiotics, and my girls need to be looked at by a doctor.” Wren palmed the side of her wounded thigh where the cut had worsened but kept it to herself, not knowing how much value her skillset would afford her. 
“Your family will be treated.” He thrust a finger in her face. “But I will tell you this. You try and double-cross me on this, and I promise you the last thing you’ll be worried about is your children seeing a doctor.” He stomped away, two of the council members following, while two stayed behind.
“You’ll have to excuse Edric. He takes some getting used to.” In the sunlight, Wren could make out both of them more clearly. The woman had defined age lines carved across her face, and daylight revealed her hair to be grey, but her eyes and smile were a natural complement to the rest of her features. “My name is Iris. This is Ben.”
The gentleman with the thick mustache and eyebrows extended a hand as thick as his facial hair. “Pleasure to have you on board, miss.”
Iris gestured to where Edric and the other two councilmen exited. “The other two councilmen with Edric were Jan and Ted. You’ll rarely find that those three have any differences of opinion.”
“My family, where—”
“Nathan already has them with the doctor; he’s looking over them now,” Iris replied then smiled, adding, “You really didn’t think we’d turn you away in the condition you were in, did you? Edric just likes to play hard to get.”
It looks as though he enjoys playing a lot more than that. The architecture world wasn’t one many women ventured into, and in her experience, she had noted that not all of her male counterparts shared her belief that she belonged. It was a trait she learned to recognize quickly, and it was one she saw in Edric. 
 
 



Chapter 4
 
The bunk was small, but Wren was grateful to have a bed. It was a huge improvement over the van, and when she woke, she still felt tired and hot, but the dizziness from the previous day had ceased. There were four cots in the small room, with Doug and Zack each having their own, but Doug’s remained empty, as he was still under the doctor’s supervision. The girls shared one, and Wren had her own, although in the middle of the night, she felt Addison climb into bed with her.
Wren planted two bare feet onto the worn wooden floor and tried applying pressure to her wounded leg. The pain was still there, but it had diminished some, although the same could not be said for her arm, which was furious with her after she had allowed Addison to fall asleep on it. 
She let Zack and the girls rest a while longer and hobbled from the bedroom into the living room, which was bare save for the necessities, and even that was stretching it. A few chairs surrounded a table, and a large cast-iron heater sat in the middle of the living room. Other than the main room and the bedroom where Wren’s family slept, there was only one other room in the cabin, which belonged to Nathan. 
The community didn’t have any extra housing, and Nathan had offered to put them up until Wren could build their own place. She burst out laughing at the suggestion but soon realized that Nathan wasn’t joking. He, along with the rest of the community, believed that the effects of the EMP weren’t going to end. Everyone here was in it for the long haul.
With no one awake, and dawn barely breaking over the horizon, Wren decided to have a look around. The morning was surprisingly cool, and the surrounding woods were quiet. The only noise that filled her ears was the soft crunch of earth underneath her feet. 
A mist floated through the air that was so fine she couldn’t feel it on her skin. She looked north, half expecting to still see the plumes of smoke and fire of Chicago, but they were too far from the city now. The only view on the horizon were a few clouds that floated above the trees. 
Since she was admitted into the camp based off of her career choice, she decided to get a better look at the camp to see where any improvements could be made, but kept a path toward the fence. Along the way, she passed a few people who had already woken, busy about their morning tasks. She watched people hoe their gardens, fill water buckets from a well in the center of the camp, inventory jars of food stacked in crates, and a few clean rifles and pistols. 
The reactions to her presence were as mixed as the council when she first arrived. Some offered a smile and a wave, others a grimace, and the rest ignored her completely. Not that she cared. She knew nothing of these people, and they knew nothing of her. All that mattered now was making sure Zack and the girls remained healthy, and that Doug stayed alive. 
The deeper Wren followed the fence, the thicker the forest around her became. She looked back a few times, making sure she could still see the majority of the compound from her position. From what she could tell, the community was centered specifically in the clearing behind her. The fence itself grew more decrepit the farther she walked, and more than once she stumbled upon portions of the wooden logs that had been splintered. When she dug her fingers into the cracked wood, her fingers grazed the smoothness of metal. At first she thought it was a nail, but the deeper she dug the more she recognized the thickness of the bullet. 
A branch rustled to Wren’s left, and the sudden commotion made her heart leap, but it was nothing but a squirrel leaping onto a tree trunk. She backed up against the fence for support, and gently massaged the wounded leg, careful not to get too close to the cut. 
“What are you doing here?” 
Wren jumped and screamed, covering her mouth as she backed away from the fence. She tripped over her feet and fell to the forest floor, her back scraping against the rocks that littered the ground. “Who’s there?” 
The voice echoed from beyond the fence, and through the cracks between logs, she saw a body pace back and forth. Portions of eyes, a mouth, and cheeks flitted between, looking at Wren on the ground. “I saw you come in.” The man’s voice was hoarse, as if he’d screamed his whole life and now could only bark haggard words. “You’re not welcome in there.”
“The council said I could stay. Whoever you are, you can’t overthrow their decisions.” At least I don’t think you can. From what she’d experienced the previous day, she was under the impression that the council’s word was law. 
“Hmph. The council.” The voice spit the words out as though they were poison on his tongue. “You tell me you trust them? Can’t trust them as far as you can throw them.”
“And who can I trust, then? You? It seems you’re on the wrong side of the fence.” Wren pushed herself off the slab of leaves and rocks and took a few careful steps toward the voice, wondering if it was this man who’d caused some of the bullets to be lodged in the wood. 
“That’s where you’re wrong, woman. This forest is full of wolves. More so now than ever.”
Gunshots blared to the south, and Wren involuntarily ducked. Her adrenaline heightened, along with her heart rate. She clutched her chest and stumbled backward. Her body broke out in a cold sweat, and flashbacks of the gunfire in Chicago terrorized her mind. She squinted her eyes shut, trying to rid herself of the throbbing visions of the terrorists. Are they here? They couldn’t have followed us. Was that man one of them? 
Wren rushed to the fence, her nails digging into the wood as she desperately clawed over the posts, peering through the cracks in search of the voice, but her investigations revealed nothing but daylight and trees. More gunshots thundered toward the front of the camp, and she shuddered. The kids.
Wren sprinted as fast as her legs allowed, using the perimeter to guide her back. Shouts from the camp bounced through the thick trees. When the clearing finally came into view, Wren watched people dash between houses. All of them carried weapons, and once armed, they headed in the same direction. By the time Wren made it within arm’s reach of a woman clutching her child, her mouth was so dry that she couldn’t form the words to speak. After the third try, she managed to croak out words. “What’s happening?”
“An attack on the front gate.” The woman’s voice hid the fear which her eyes betrayed. “Everyone is going to want what we have.” She turned and gave Wren a look that suggested she was a part of the attack, then returned to her cabin with her young boy, bolting the door shut behind her.
The herds of people funneled toward the front gate, and Wren followed. The sight reminded her of an old western. The community members wielded rifles and pistols, a coldness in their gaze that would kill anything that meant to harm them. 
With the majority of the crowd gathered by the gate by the time Wren arrived, most of the gunfire had stopped. The guards on duty had their weapons aimed downward toward the outer portion of the fence and were shouting at whoever was on the other end of their rifles. “Turn around, and do not come back here. You’re not welcome. This is private property.”
Wren weaseled her way to the side of the crowd and discovered that she was the only person not armed, and what was more, their side of the front gate had sliding doors built into the steel. Every person stationed at one looked poised to slide it open and squeeze off a few rounds. She moved left, toward the wooden portion of the fence, and squinted through the cracks. 
“What do you have?” Edric climbed to the top of the gate, and one of the guards whispered in his ear. Even from a distance, Wren could still make out the scars. He nodded then bellowed down to the unknown persons. “You have sixty seconds to remove yourself from this gate, or we will kill you.”
Wren could only see fragments of the people between the wooden posts, but she was able to make out three cars, all of them old, rusted and worn. Only the driver and passenger of the lead vehicle were outside the protection of their car. “Please, we’ve tried everywhere, but it’s all the same thing. No power, running low on food, water, and medicine.” He pointed a shaky hand to the car behind him. “We have people who are diabetic. We’ll do whatever we have to. Please, just let us in!”
More footsteps thudded toward the gate, and Wren peeled her gaze from the cracks in the fence to watch the remainder of the council march up the front gate’s steps. Iris and Ben were armed, but didn’t add their weapons to the arsenal of rifles aimed at the people below like Jan and Ted. 
“Wren,” Nathan said, pulling her away from the fence. “You shouldn’t be here.”
“Who are those people?” Wren slid out from Nathan’s hands and repositioned herself back at the fence. A few more had stepped out of their cars. Their faces looked familiar, and she saw a dog in the back seat of the middle vehicle. 
Nathan gripped her good arm, yanking her backward. “I don’t know. But they shouldn’t be here.” He was more forceful this time, but Wren refused to leave, and she added a shove into Nathan’s soft chest in defiance. 
“Like me?” The retort came out angrier than she’d intended but afforded her the distance to stay out of Nathan’s reach until he was summoned by a few of the other community members. 
The driver had moved to the front of his car now, his arms spread wide. “Please, we won’t cause any trouble.”
“You already have!” It was Edric’s voice that boomed down at him as he aimed the barrel of his rifle at the intruder’s head. Nearly everyone else mimicked his actions, with the exception of Iris, Ben, and a few others on the ground.
Wren watched out of the corner of her eye as Iris pulled Edric back, a grimace on her face with every hushed word that escaped her lips, until her whispers roared above the crowd and she shoved the barrel of his weapon down. “Edric, this isn’t the way!” But before Edric could retort, Wren watched another passenger in the front car step out, holding something in his hands, and before she saw what it was, shouts broke out. 
“Gun! Gun! Gun!” 
Gunfire erupted in the quiet morning air, and Wren covered the back of her head with her hands, flattening herself against the dirt, but her eyes were still glued to the small spaces between the fence that offered fragmented glimpses of the carnage beyond the wall. 
The front car was turned to Swiss cheese while the second tried to reverse, but the windshield shattered like ice after the first volley of bullets, and the car veered off the dirt path and crashed into a tree. The passengers in the backseat of the wrecked car fled but only made it four steps before they were dropped by a hail of lead. Each gunshot, each pained final scream, caused Wren to dig her nails deeper into the back of her skull. 
Shouts and curses spread through the camp as Wren watched the dust of the third car trail into the sky as it sped down the road, bullets chasing after it, the driver recklessly taking the curves and turns at high speeds, and jumping divots to avoid the deadly gunshots.
“Help.” A bloodied hand followed the weak voice and covered the view from Wren’s position. She jolted backward, and she smacked her wounded arm on the compacted earth in the process. Moans and heavy breaths accompanied the light pawing from the dying man. And before Wren had a chance to see his face, another gunshot dropped the man’s hand. Smoke wafted from the tip of Edric’s rifle as he smiled. 
Two hands pulled Wren up, and Nathan dusted some of the leaves off her back. “Are you all right?”
“Those people,” Wren said, turning back to the fence, where just on the other side she knew rested a field of corpses. “Were they from the town we stopped at?”
Wren saw the heavy doubt cloud Nathan’s face as he answered. “I don’t know.”
“You!” Edric leapt the twelve feet from the top of the gate’s walkway and shook the earth upon landing. The crowd parted to make way for him as he beelined toward Wren and Nathan. “They followed you here. They came from the same town you did.” The scars along Edric’s face curved and twisted with his rage, which reached a crescendo when he aimed his rifle at Wren’s head. “You’ve been here for less than a day, and you’ve already compromised our camp!”
Nathan wedged himself between the rifle and Wren. “Edric, we didn’t have anything to do with that.”
“Shut up!” Edric flung Nathan aside with one quick, easy swing of his arm. With the barrel of a gun once again close to her head, Wren felt the sudden familiarity of death creep up her spine. A crowd was gathered around them now, and judging from their expressions, most of them agreed with their head councilman. 
“Edric!” Iris shoved her way through the crowd, Ben following close behind. She knocked the barrel of the rifle away, and while the woman stood at least a foot shorter than Edric, you wouldn’t have known it by the look in her eye. “You know better than to point a gun at a community member.”
Edric ground his teeth. “She’s not a member, Iris. She’s a leech that Nathan dragged in with him.”
“She is a member of this community now. We voted her in yesterday, or is that thick skull of yours suffering from memory loss?” Iris refused to let up, mocking the man in front of nearly half the community. And while her methods were blunt, they were effective. “And you know the laws of drawing a weapon on a member.”
Wren found herself staring at the spot on the fence where the man’s bloodied hand had blocked her vision. Iris’s verbal assault distracted Edric long enough for Wren to creep toward the fence. She crouched to the same spot as before and peered through the thin cracks of wood. A bloodied arm sprawled out on the ground. Both cars were smoking, their engines shut off. Bodies spilled from both wrecks, the cars riddled with bullet holes and their windows smashed. And there, just a few feet beyond the open and bullet-ridden rear passenger door of the car, was the man who the others had shouted held a gun. But as Wren looked closer at the outstretched hand of the man who’d fallen, she saw no gun, no knife, no weapon of any kind. In place of the pistol they’d believed he pulled, she saw a black phone. It was small and now speckled with the man’s own blood.
“Hey!” Edric pulled Wren from the fence and slammed her on the ground. She scurried backward, and Edric stomped after her, the rifle swinging from his arm. “I’m not done with you!”
“It wasn’t a gun!” Wren blurted the words, and Edric froze. “It was a cellphone. Go. Look for yourself.”
Murmurs spread through the crowd, and Edric’s concrete stance suddenly shifted on quaking sand. Iris stepped forward, and she and Nathan helped Wren up. “Take her inside, Nathan.”
“You can’t—”
Iris held up her hand, silencing Edric. “The laws of leading others here are clear. There will be a trial.” Iris turned to Wren, her mouth downturned. “She will give her defense, and the community will hear her words.” She turned back to Edric. “But in the meantime, I want our people cleaning up this mess. I’m sure it’s something you can handle?”
Edric’s cheeks blushed red. “I want a four-man team tracking down the escaped car. It took heavy fire, and one of the wheels was damaged. They won’t get far.” He brushed past Iris and wedged himself right between Nathan and Wren. “Whatever speech you have planned won’t save you. This is my community, and I’ll be damned if I let you be the one to bring it to its knees.” He stormed off, a cluster of the community breaking off with him, along with Councilwoman Jan. Though, just before Councilman Ted turned, Wren caught him staring at her. His gaze lingered just long enough for her to notice before he quickly joined Edric and the others.
“It’s going to be fine, Wren. You didn’t do anything. We didn’t do anything.” Nathan offered a pat on her shoulder, but Wren’s mind was far from the present moment. She drifted back to just before the gunshots erupted, back to when the man from beyond the fence told her about the wolves of the forest, and she began to believe that there might be some inside the walls already. 
 
 



Chapter 5
 
Wren pushed her finger through the clumped dirt on the wooden floorboard as she sat against the rear wall of her “room,” which it didn’t pass for. It was no bigger than a closet and wasn’t long enough for her to lie all the way flat in width or length. The only luxury that was afforded to her was the small window that let her know if it was day or night outside. A comfort she didn’t appreciate until after the second day.
The designs in the dirt next to her were nothing more than simple drawings that her youngest, Chloe, would interpret as houses. It was all she could do to pass the time, waiting for the trial. After the events at the gate, there was a lot of talk about what to do with her and where to keep her. While she wasn’t a part of the discussion that put her here, she was betting her last dollar that she had Edric to thank for her current accommodations. 
No news had been brought to her of either Doug, Zack, or her girls since her imprisonment. The only visitor she received was the guard stationed outside her door, who opened the food slot to shove in a tray of rations twice a day, which barely passed as edible. The worst part of the entire ordeal was the smell of her own waste that lingered in a bucket only a few feet away. After the first night she couldn’t hold it any longer and was forced to use the makeshift latrine. The stench filled the small space quickly and by the next day, with the sun cooking the cell, it had festered into something inhuman. While she finished her breakfast, it quickly evacuated her stomach, which only added to the foul stench.
Even now, a day later, Wren’s nose had yet to numb against the wretched waste that was so pungent it permeated the walls along with her clothes and skin. But as bad as the heat, the smell, the pain, the fatigue, the hunger, and the thirst became, she still couldn’t help but wonder about her family. Every drawing etched in the dirt under her finger brought with it a pillar of strength that she clung to, rising above the filth around her. For them.
The lock on the door ground against a key and opened, bringing a burst of sunlight and a shadowed figure that nearly took up the width of the door. “Wren.” Nathan knelt in front of her, his face scrunched as he did his best to hide the obvious disgust at the room’s stench. “Your trial is set for tomorrow.”
“The girls, Zack, are they—”
“They’re okay,” Nathan answered, covering his nose with his shirt. “But they’ve stopped giving Doug his medications for the infection.”
“What?” Wren attempted to push herself up but found that sitting down in the cramped space for the past two days had left her legs weak. “If he goes off the regimen—”
“I know.” Nathan dropped the portion of his shirt covering his face and nose and grabbed her hand, massaging it in his own. “I’m doing what I can, but there are a lot of people here that don’t trust you.”
“One is more like it.” The distaste she held for Edric was almost as potent as the room’s stench. “What am I supposed to do tomorrow? Tell them I’m sorry for something I had nothing to do with? Beg their forgiveness?” Wren shook her head. “I don’t know how you came into league with these people, Nate.”
“These people are the only reason you’re still alive right now.” Nathan took a step back, and Wren knew she’d offended him. “These people worked hard for what they have here, and with everything that’s happening, they have a right to be skeptical of anyone that tries to take it from them.” He thrust his thick finger into his chest. “I’m one of these people, Wren. I brought you here.”
“I’m sorry.” She rested her head against the back wall, her anger dissipating. “I know you’re trying to help. What are they accusing me of?”
“Treason.”
Wren couldn’t hold back the laugh. “Treason? Am I standing on some sovereign land that no one told me about? I don’t remember getting my passport stamped.”
“Wren, this isn’t a joke.”
“Then why is it so fucking funny?” Wren slapped her palm against the floor, the boards underneath offering nothing more than a dull whimper. She clawed her hand into a fist, scraping up dirt, and squeezed until her knuckles flashed white. “These people have my family.”
“Then make sure you tell them that tomorrow.” Nate brought his large paw over and engulfed her fist with his own. He gave it a gentle pat and rose, grabbing the waste bucket on the way out.
“Nate,” she called out after him, the sight of his leaving overflowing the desperate need to speak with another person. “I don’t know what to tell them. I don’t know what they’re looking for. I don’t understand these people or the world they live in.”
Nate gave a light shrug, tilting his head to the side. “They’re just people, Wren. You’ve done what you’ve had to do to keep your family safe. That’s all we’re trying to do here. It’s that simple.” He smiled, and the door shut behind him, and with it went the light that offered her warmth. 
With the cell cast back into darkness save for the small window above her, Wren deflated. Done whatever I had to do. Did Nate know? How could he, when he was unconscious in the ambulance after the wreck. I left him to save my children. Left him to die. A stab of guilt knifed its way through the memory of yelling at Doug to abandon Nate as the terrorists marched down the street. She half expected him to be dead when she came back outside, but there he was, still breathing in the back of the ambulance, his face cut and scraped. But alive.
That’s the same thing Edric did at the gate. Was this how it was now? Was this how she was meant to live? Had survival ascended above morality, above laws and ethics? Or had it always been like this, just in a different form? However Wren tried to spin it, one thing became abundantly clear: whoever these people were didn’t matter. They held her children’s lives in their hands. And for better or worse, her husband’s life. The infected wound on her right thigh throbbed, and she placed a gentle hand over the cut. And my life. She would have to make them listen. She would have to make them let her stay.
 



 
***
The gavel smacked against the table, and Wren did her best to hide her shudder. The town hall had transformed itself since the last time Wren had visited. While her first encounter had the space empty and hollow, now it was brimming with the entire community. Everyone had come, even people’s children. During her entrance, she’d spied the girls and Zack sitting with Nate. She kept that image glued to the front of her mind as the council presided over her, with Edric in the middle, tossing the gavel aside as the room finally quieted.
“Five days ago, power and circuitry went down around the country, and upon such news, we as a community enacted our emergency plans.” Edric addressed the crowd behind Wren, who stood alone before the raised platform, isolated. “Four days ago, one of our own came to us, bringing with him five others. Five. And not one of them was on his roster of personnel. The day after their arrival, our camp was discovered by a party seeking refuge from the very threat that brought us here ourselves.” He finally glanced down at Wren with a pause, letting his icy stare linger until she felt a chill run up her spine. “This community and its survival is all that stands between us and the chaos beyond our fences. In the coming days and weeks, people will grow desperate, more so than we’ve already seen. What we do now will affect our world, our families, and our lives. Today marks our first trial of not just this woman’s fate, but everyone’s.” 
Iris and Ben, who flanked Edric on opposite ends of the long platform, exchanged a look while Jan smiled and Ted retained his stoic expression. Out of the four of them, Iris spoke first, her voice as calm as the steady hand that gripped her pen. “We will hear your defense, Wren Burton, as the accusations that stand against you are conspiracy for treason against the citizens of this community as well as its leaders.” 
“But first we will hear from the community,” Ben said, his voice scratchy as if the words leaving his throat fought his tongue before being shoved from his lips. “Here, everyone has a right to voice their thoughts.” His gaze lingered upon her before one of Edric’s goons pulled Wren aside and the first community member showed themselves.
All of the testimonies blurred together, as well as most of their faces. Wren listened, but most of the message was the same. We don’t know her. We don’t trust her. She shouldn’t be here. I’m doing this for my family. And what am I doing for my family? 
“I know all of you are scared.” Wren looked up from the dusty, worn floorboards and saw Nathan standing, addressing the crowd behind him as much as the council. “It’s a fear we all share, and rightfully so. Not all of us saw the crumbling of the cities we came from, and some were worse than others, but all I can tell you about are the events that happened to me.”
Wren’s stomach tightened, and she felt the churn of guilt. I left him to die. She shifted uncomfortably on the stiff bench, where her guard had kept a close watch. 
“When we escaped the city, it was chaos,” Nate said. “The terrorists who caused the power outage were everywhere. Fires, gunshots, mobs, panic, all of it swirling together in this terrible storm of fear. It wasn’t like anything I’d ever seen.” Nate pointed a chubby finger to Wren. “Her family was separated, scattered across the broken city with no way of getting to one another. But the odds didn’t stop her. She went into a war zone to get her son. She kept her girls safe. She made the tough decisions. She saved my life.”
The gut-wrenching knife burrowed deeper into Wren’s stomach as Nathan looked her way. She could tell his words were reaching some of them. The lines of judgment across their faces slowly softened. But when Wren looked to the council, she saw that Edric remained unmoved.
“Those people that came to the gates overheard my conversation with Wren,” Nathan said, continuing his defense. “I am just as guilty as she is.” His spine stiffened, and he lifted his chin. “And whatever her fate is, I will share.”
The silenced crowd erupted after Nathan’s words, and Edric smacked the gavel to return order to the hall. Nathan smiled as he found his seat, and Wren sank deeper into herself. A few more community members spoke, some of them swayed by Nathan’s speech, while the others had determined her fate long before the trial, either too stubborn or too afraid to venture out into a world larger than themselves. 
Finally, after the last member had said their piece, Edric turned to Wren then nodded to the guard, who yanked her to her feet. “We will now hear from the defendant. Wren Burton, present yourself to this council and community, and tell us in your own words why this council should grant you pardon.” 
Treason. It was a word Edric had enjoyed repeating. It was a word familiar to everyone in the room, and it was a word that encouraged complacency and obedience. And judging from the smile curving up the corners of his mouth, those two attributes were exactly what Edric wanted from his subordinates. 
Every eye shifted to Wren as she took center stage. The rope binding her wrists together was coarse, rough, and tight against her skin, and she spasmed uncomfortably in the spotlight. Her new environment was a far cry from the drawing board where she felt so at ease, where she could build anything. This was a world she didn’t understand. This was their home. And she was an unwelcome guest. 
“Everyone here serves a purpose.” Wren took a swallow of what spit she found in her throat to stop her voice from cracking and then raised her volume. “Everything you’ve built has been made from sacrifice and dedication. And those are two words I know well.” The drawing board, she thought. My sketches, my profession, my passion and love. My family. “Those people that came to the gate a few days ago, the ones who were gunned down, they came here because of the same reason I did. Because of the reasons so many of you have given yourselves. There is life here. And Edric is right. People will become more desperate. People will seek out that beacon of life and want to take it for themselves. I’ve seen it. And I’ve done it myself.”
Out of all the faces Wren watched twist in affirmation of their fears and bigotry, it was Nate’s she found first. She saw his confusion, underlined with the fear of knowing that he put his neck out on the line for her, as he had done so many times already since she’d arrived. But she wouldn’t leave him behind this time. She wouldn’t leave him bloodied and to the wolves once more.
“Nathan, my link to all of you, spoke some very kind words tonight.” She smiled at him, her eyes watering. “But unfortunately he doesn’t have the entire truth. And neither do all of you.” She shut her eyes, forcing the tears back into the wells of grief, finding her grit to continue. “We were in an ambulance, trying to escape the city. I’d finally collected all of my family. But my son, Zack, he was still hurt. Many of you know that his leg was broken.” She shook her head. “Is broken. My daughters were tired and scared. My nerves and patience had dissolved.” Wren rubbed the coarse fibers of the rope, which suddenly felt tighter, around her wrist. “The terrorists who caused all of this, or whoever they were, had blocked the road on our attempt to escape the city. They opened fire, and the paramedic who was driving the ambulance was shot and lost control. We flipped, the driver was killed, my son’s leg had worsened, and my daughters were hurt. There just wasn’t any time.” She found that she was talking to herself more than the community now. “Doug and I grabbed the kids. I went to the front and saw the driver was dead.” She found Nathan’s gaze in the crowd once more, and the silence of the hall was quieter than anything she’d ever heard in her life. “I thought you were dead too.” She wanted to look away. She wanted to stop. She wanted to tell the people what they wanted to hear, but that wasn’t the way. That wasn’t her way. “It was Doug who wanted to take you. But you were unconscious. The terrorists were marching closer, and I knew that if we hesitated, we’d die. I’d seen the way those animals cut down everyone and anything. There was no discrimination in who they killed. And I was not going to let them take my family. Or me. Not after everything that we’d been through. Not when we were so close.”
Nathan shook his head, his expression failing to comprehend her words. But the crowd around him understood. She saw the disgust in their eyes. It was the same reflection she would have given herself if she’d had a mirror. “I left you, Nate. I chose my family over your life. Once we were safe in the store, I came back, but it wasn’t for you. It was for the pack to stop Doug’s bleeding. You must have stayed unconscious as the terrorists marched past. They probably thought you were already dead too.”
Wren turned back to Edric and the council. If they’d made up their minds, they refused that answer to her through the stoic walls upon their faces. All except for Edric. She saw the finality in his eyes as he gripped the gavel. She pictured his face in an executioner’s mask, much like the ones she’d seen the terrorists wear. While she’d never actually seen their faces, she imagined that they shared the same look as Edric wore now right before sentencing their victims to death. But Wren wouldn’t let that fate befall her. Not when her children would share the same fate.
“But you’re not dead, Nathan.” Wren turned back to the crowd. She took a few steps forward, heading toward the center aisle, looking each of them in the eye as she passed, forcing them to see her. “And neither are you, or you, or you.” She continued until she made it all the way to the end then circled back, every head turned to watch her, save for one. “Your families are not dead. Nor will they be, because we will not let harm befall them. We are stronger together because I know, just as well as you do, that my family’s survival depends on yours.” Wren spread her palms open in submission. “I know nothing of growing food, or shooting weapons, or healing broken bones. But I graduated from one of the most prestigious architectural schools in the country. And I worked for the premier architectural firm in Chicago. I have designed buildings that have never been seen before or are likely to be seen again. And while that knowledge may seem useless, I can apply it to making sure that the next group that comes knocking on that gate won’t be able to get inside. No matter what weapons they have.”
Wren faced the council now, her back to the crowd, and while she couldn’t see it, she felt the weight of every pair of eyes on her back, her words entrapping them in their own snare. They wanted to survive, and someone who could help them do that was valuable. Edric’s cocky gaze was replaced with the grimace of disgust he wore the first time they met. The scars turned uglier in his distaste of her. “And just as Edric said, those people will come back. They will return in greater numbers, more desperate, hungrier, and dangerous. They will want what you have.” She turned back around to the community. The mood in the room had palpably shifted in her favor. “I will help you protect it. I can make it to where no intruder will ever get inside. I will strengthen the homes and structures you’ve built to survive the harshest winters and the most dangerous storms. I will keep your families safe, because that will keep mine safe. There isn’t anyone in this room that should doubt what I will do to protect my family.” Wren found Nate’s eyes in the crowd. While she might have reached the minds and reason of the mob around her, she’d just lost her closest ally. 
“Mrs. Burton,” Iris said, the first to break the silence of the hall. “Your testimony has… shown your resolve.” She looked down the row to the rest of the council. “You will be escorted from the building and called upon once our decision has been reached. Thank you for your words. And your honesty.”
Wren was shoved roughly from the hall and thrown back into her cell, locked in the darkness and foul stench that she’d wallowed in for the past two days. “Wait,” she called after the guard, “my wrists.” But he only slammed the door in her face. 
The moment of courage—or lunacy, the more Wren pondered her speech—evaporated into thin air. She paced the cell impatiently. If she failed to convince those people that they were better off with her inside the walls than outside, then she knew Doug was as good as dead. And even if they let Zack, Addison, and Chloe stay, she didn’t think Nathan would keep them, not after what she’d said. 
Wren punched the wall, and her fist ached the moment her knuckles smacked the wood, her dry skin ripping from her hand, leaving bits of blood on the wall. She collapsed to the floor. The rot, the smell, the pain—all of it was in her now. She looked up to the bloodied fist print. And now I’m a part of it. Her leg bounced nervously as she lost track of time. All she knew when the guard returned to bring her back to the hall was that it was still night, or early morning. 
The hall was empty except for the council, who looked to have remained frozen in their positions since her departure. The guard brought her front and center, looking to the giants on the platform, her fate in their hands once more.
“We have reached a decision, Mrs. Burton,” Iris said. “But before we tell you what we and the community have chosen, do you have any final words for us that you wish to say?”
“My children,” Wren said, finding it odd that it was Iris who spoke, and not Edric, who sat stone-faced in the middle with a fire in his eyes meant to set Wren ablaze. “They are innocent in all of this. And so are my husband and Nathan. Let them live. Keep them safe for as long as these walls will stand.”
Iris raised one eyebrow. “Nothing else? Nothing you wish to impart to us in these final moments?” She leaned closer, edging herself over the precipice. “Nothing you wish to… recant?” 
“Everything I told you was the truth,” Wren answered. “I find it better to let that decide my fate than a farcical show of begging. You cannot wish a building to stand, nor can you make it rise from the earth with false tales. There is life in truth, and I found that I never benefitted from lies in my professional life or my personal one.” 
“Very well,” Iris replied, leaning back into her chair. “Wren Burton, this council finds you innocent of treason. You will be returned to your family, and your husband and son’s medical treatment will resume immediately. Tomorrow you will begin your new post with engineering.” Up until then, Wren had never seen Iris offer any look of coldness, but before she spoke her next words, it was as if vengeance itself had taken human form. “And I hope that your speeches are as effective as your professional skills.” 
Wren wasn’t sure what to say once the gavel was smacked, but luckily the council dispersed before she even had a chance to speak. The guard begrudgingly removed the ropes, and Wren gently rubbed the tender flesh. “Wait, where is my family?”
But her only answer was the slam of the town hall door, leaving her with only the light of a few flickering candles the council had left on the platform. Nathan. They’re probably still at Nathan’s. She started for the door, and she found her feet shifting from a stumbled walk to a sprint as she ignored the pain in her leg.
“Wren!” The voice echoed through the empty hall, and Wren skidded to a stop. When she turned to look behind her, it was Iris standing there, her body half cast in light and darkness. She took a few steps down the hall but stopped once she was out of reach of the flickering glow of the candles. “It was a dangerous play you pulled tonight. There wasn’t any guarantee the community would budge.”
“There was no play, Iris. My intention was never to manipulate.”
“It wasn’t?” Iris asked, taking a few steps closer in the darkness of the hall. “You could have fooled me.” 
In the darkness, Wren couldn’t tell Iris’s age, and her voice offered the illusion of youth. She hadn’t noticed just how poignant her words were until now. “Is there something you needed from me, councilwoman? From what I heard of your decision, I have been freed from any crimes.”
“You have,” Iris acknowledged, stepping around Wren until she was side by side with her. “But there are those that lack conviction in their decision. And there are those that don’t.”
Edric. Wren had never doubted that he’d been one of the council members that voted to exile her, or kill her, or vote for whatever the punishment would have been. But she wondered which of his two dogs had voted to keep her. Jan had never portrayed anything but an icy distrust for her, and Ted had never even spoken a word. “My family is waiting for me. Are they still at Nathan’s?”
Iris paused before finally answering, “Yes.” And then she disappeared back down to the platform, exiting the same way she entered. Wren lingered in the hall for a few minutes longer, waiting until the flame from Iris’s candle had disappeared with her. Wolves. The mysterious voice the day of the attack on the gate returned for reasons unknown. Right now she couldn’t tell friend from foe, but she was valuable so long as she delivered on her promises of strengthening their defenses. Weeding out the wolves would have to wait for now.
 
 



Chapter 6
 
Wren ran her fingers through Addison’s hair. Chloe was huddled up next to her big sister, both of them breathing softly. Wren had gently lay down next to her girls, careful to not disturb them. She closed her eyes and felt the warmth from their bodies, the lumpy mattress a welcomed comfort that she’d never take for granted again. She watched the steady rise and fall of their chests as the morning sun rose through the windows behind her. With everything that happened, she was happy with the peace and quiet of the morning. She knew the girls would be excited to see her, though that couldn’t be said for everyone. 
When she met Nathan at the cabin after she was released, it was like trying to speak to a ghost. He went to his room without a word, offering no hint to his thoughts. Though the cold shoulder was evidence enough that it would be a long time before he trusted her again. 
Zack was the first to wake, and when he saw her, his sleepy eyes burst into silent tears. Wren’s heart melted at the sight, and at first she thought he was simply overwhelmed, but when she reached out her arms, he violently knocked them away. The angered glare that accompanied the swing stung more painfully than the motion itself. He huddled in the corner of his cot with his back to her. 
With no idea of what he was upset about, and too exhausted to investigate, Wren found her cot and pulled the coarse blanket over her body. It was easy for her to fall asleep. Her eyes were so heavy she didn’t think she’d ever be able to open them again. How long the rest lasted, she couldn’t be sure, but the call of her name pierced the bubble of her dreamless sleep. She struggled to wake, her eyes snapping shut after every attempt to open them. She rolled lazily to her side, pulling the blanket over her head, hoping to shield herself from any more disruptions, but failed. The sheet was ripped from her grip, and the light dispersed the darkness from under the covers. The three cots were empty, Zack and the girls gone, and Nathan hovered over her. “You’re late for work.” The words were clipped and short, and he disappeared before Wren had a chance to speak. 
“Hey!” Wren stumbled from bed, her muscles uncoordinated and shaky. Every flex of her right thigh sent a thousand needles digging into her skin, and the first shot of pain collapsed her to the floor. She grunted, pushed herself up, and limped after Nate. The farther she walked, the more she numbed to the pain, and she caught up to Nate at the well, where she leaned against the stone brick, catching her breath. “Nate,” she panted between breaths, “about last night—”
“You should head down to the front gate.” Nate pulled the well’s rope, lifting the bucket from the center of the walled stone. He kept his eyes on his task, refusing to look her in the eye. “Iris and Ben are waiting for you. Best not have them linger there without you for too long.”
“Right.” Wren limped away, unsure of what she expected from him. From the very first moment they ran into each other in Chicago, all Nathan had tried to do was help, and she’d repaid him with betrayal during his moment of need. He didn’t have any reason to forgive her. All that was left now was to try and make their situation amiable. 
By the time she arrived at the gate, both Iris and Ben’s expressions signaled they’d reached the end of their patience. Iris was particularly wroth. “I don’t suppose this is how you’ll be starting all of your days with us?”
Wren rubbed her thigh and felt the sweat of fever as she had the day before. She wiped the perspiration from her forehead. “I’m sorry.” She turned back to where she’d left Nate at the well, then back to Iris. “It won’t happen again.” 
“Good.” Iris waved up toward one of the guards on duty, and the front gate opened. Along with Ben and Iris, two guards joined the escort, everyone armed except for Wren. 
Wren’s first step beyond the wall was planted in a dried patch of blood. The fluid had lost its crimson shimmer but retained the distinct hue associated with claret. She remained frozen in that first step, and her eyes fell upon the other stains that dotted the dirt road. The wreckage of the vehicles had been removed, along with the bodies, and what remains were left behind had been scavenged by animals. All that was left of their lives were the stains on the forest floor.
“Wren,” Iris said, looking back at her, the rest of the group stopping alongside. 
“Sorry.” She limped forward, leaving her footprint on the dead, stained leaves. With no idea of where she was being taken, Wren followed the herd as they kept tight to the community’s walled perimeter. Every few hundred feet, Iris and Ben would whisper to one another, but Wren was so concentrated on staying upright that she couldn’t hear what they were saying. But before her mind wandered down the twisted corridors of speculation, Iris and Ben stopped. Wren leaned against the fence, her body drenched in sweat and her lips so raw they felt like pieces of flint. 
“You said that you could improve our defenses,” Iris said, walking through the tall grass that had overgrown next to the fence. “What do you see here?”
Wren examined her surroundings. The trees, rocks, thick grass, the surrounding hills, and the rotten wood that composed the nearest portion of the fence. “That lumber needs to be replaced.” She fingered the brittle bark that flecked away at the lightest touch, then kicked the weeds that came up to her knees. “And you’ll want to push this grass back, keep it maintained around the entire perimeter. That’ll help keep the integrity of the fence and keep any pests from nesting too close. The biggest problem you’ll have with wood is rot.” She pointed to a cluster of tall oaks a few dozen yards into the forest. “Oak holds up well against that; it’s strong, and I’ve seen plenty of trees to provide the resources we need.” She pointed out the more obvious signs of rot and then to a few showing the early stages. “Eventually we’ll want to upgrade to any steel we can salvage from the towns, or what we have on hand, and use it as brace materials. So to start, we reestablish the foundation of the fence and make sure it can’t be toppled over by a stiff breeze, as I’ve seen in some parts.” The explanation sucked the wind from her, and she struggled to catch her breath.
“Ben and I took a risk bringing you on board,” Iris said. “Your words were inspiring, but what you do with them will decide your fate. Remember that you’re only as valuable as what you bring to the table. Once that disappears, so do you.”
Wren nodded, triggering a dizzy spell. She fought against the desire to collapse. If she needed to show strength, then now was the time to do it. “Then I’ll need a team to help get me started. How many carpenters do you have in the community?” They started the walk back to the front gate, Wren doing her best to not stumble in the tall grass along the way.
“We have three,” Iris answered.
“And two blacksmiths,” Ben added from behind them. 
“That’s good,” Wren replied. “There’s no guarantee that the materials we’ll be able to salvage will be of high quality, so they’ll need to know how to get the most from what we find.” The heat from the sun sapped her strength as she walked. The cut along her thigh burned. She stumbled, and Iris caught her arm. She turned her head away from everyone’s gaze to hide the pain etched along her face. 
“Wren, are you all right?” Ben asked, coming up from behind her.
“Yeah,” Wren answered, trying to straighten her leg. “The past few nights were a little rough, that’s all.” She forced a half smile, but it was cut short by another searing burn in her thigh. She stiffened her back, avoiding collapse, but the ground started to spin. 
“Wren?” Iris asked, the tone in her voice shifting to concern. “What’s wrong?”
“I just…” Before she finished, she collapsed to her knees, her leg numb from the fall. And just as quickly as she’d fallen face-first into the grass, she felt her body lift from the ground, her eyes opening and closing, the pattern of the canopy of trees changing each time. “I’m fine.” 
Suddenly the view of the sky shifted to the wooden beams of a ceiling. Wren lolled her head back and forth. The faces that hovered above her shifted and changed. All of them spoke, but she waved her arm at them. “I’m fine. I just need to lie down.” She repeated the words like a prayer. Her whole body ached, and her last bits of coherency melted away. 
Every once in a while, a jolt of discomfort ran through her, but her mind and body were so exhausted that her reactions were little more than a soft shudder and mumble. She became lost, wandering in pain, and suddenly she was back in Chicago. Fires circled her, the heat from the flames licking her skin. She saw Zack and the girls beyond the inferno, crying out to her, pleading for her to save them.
But Wren’s every attempt to reach them was met with failure. The flames roared in defiance and tossed her back into the middle of the fire. Screaming, she watched her family catch fire. Her throat grew raw from smoke and heat. Wren wrestled the flames, stretching out her arms, the heat so intense she felt herself catch fire. And that was how she slept, burning with her family. 



 
 
***
“Wren.”
The voice was faint, nothing more than a tickle in her unconscious mind. She stirred as the voice grew louder, repeating her name over and over. The voice echoed louder, ringing through her ears until she finally opened her eyes. “Doug?” She squinted and for a moment believed that she was back in the hospital in Chicago. She reached her hand up to the arm where she’d been shot and felt the same sling that was given to her after the surgery. But the movement brought to light another pain in her leg. And while the ache had dulled, it still lingered. She ran her palm down to her thigh, and the infected flesh was replaced with a bandage that ran from hip to knee. 
“Wren,” Nathan repeated once more. “Can you hear me all right?”
Her vision cleared, and the outlines of bodies appeared. She lifted her head from the pillow to get a better look, but the exertion was too much for her neck to bear, and she collapsed back onto the cushion. “What happened?”
“The infection on your leg spread,” Nathan answered. “If it had gone any farther, we would have had to amputate. Why didn’t you say it was getting worse?”
“Where’s Zack and the girls?” Wren lightly fingered the bandage on her leg, the cloth soft under her fingertips.
“They’re fine,” a voice said. 
“We wanted to send them away before you woke up,” Nate said. “To make sure you were okay before they saw you. Yesterday was your worst day.”
“Yesterday?” Wren asked, confused. “How long have I been in here?”
“Three days,” a voice said.
The voice sounded familiar but tired. She couldn’t place it, though, and she lifted her head, forcing herself to locate the source. She propped her arms underneath her body to get a better look, and that’s when she saw him. 
Doug sat at an angle, supported by a dozen different cushions on a cot, and had an IV stuck into his arm. His shirt was removed, and his entire midsection was wrapped in bandages. Dark caverns etched themselves under his eyes, and his face had grown hollow and thin. In all their time together, she’d never seen him so weak. “The girls are back at Nate’s place. Zack’s been watching them.”
Wren nodded then rested her head back on the pillow. Her body ached, and her mind was barely strong enough to formulate more than a few words. “How long have I been in here?”
“Nearly three days,” Nathan answered. “You had a fever of one hundred and four. We did what we could to keep you cool. You’re on an antibiotic regimen for the infection. Same as Doug.”
Wren flinched. “Three days?”
Iris stepped forward. “Your husband will be joining Nathan’s cabin once he’s able to walk around himself. When the doctor says the two of you are healthy enough to return to work, you will do so immediately. So I suggest you rest quickly and often.” Iris left with a few people Wren didn’t recognize, leaving only Nathan and Doug at her side.
“We’ll bring in some food from the mess hall,” Nathan said, taking a look at the IV drip hooked up to her arm. “You’ll need to eat quite a bit to help you recover.” He rattled a bottle of pills and placed it next to the bedside table. “You need to take these three times a day, with food, until they’re gone.”
Wren wanted to thank him, apologize, explain, but there were too many words she needed that she didn’t have access to at the moment. All she managed to express was a smile, which Nate returned in kind. It could have been out of pity or regret, but either way, she took it as a step in the right direction. Nathan left, leaving Wren and Doug alone in the infirmary. The glow of the sunlight coming through the windows hinted at sunset, and she closed her eyes, hoping to drift off to sleep before either of them had a chance to speak. But Doug had other plans.
“The girls came by to see you the other day. They seemed okay, though I think they were just pretending to keep a brave face. Zack took it hard, though.” 
Wren kept her eyes closed, her hand running up and down the bandage on her thigh. There was a slight indentation underneath the gauze, and she wondered how much flesh they’d had to remove to save the leg. 
“Nate told me what you did,” Doug said.
She shifted to her side to look him in the eye. He kept his head down, and his arms hung limp like noodles from his shoulders. “And what did he say?” She remembered the look of betrayal Nate gave her during the trial after her omission. It was a look she never wanted to see again. 
“He’s not mad at you, Wren,” Doug replied. “Not anymore, at least. He knows why you did it. But it was a lot for anyone to process. Especially in the setting you chose to do it.”
“There’s never a good time to give someone bad news,” Wren answered, hoping that Doug would catch her meaning as she spoke. “Did he also tell you what I promised to give these people?”
“Yeah. He told me.”
Wren’s strength faded, and she closed her eyes once more, repositioning her head on the pillow to get comfortable. “These people will only keep us here for as long as they need us.” She yawned, her eyelids turning into heavy pieces of lead dropping over her eyes. “They’ll want to have me finish as quickly as I can. I need to… figure… something out.” She pulled one of the blankets tight to her chin, and she thought she heard Doug mumble something, but she didn’t hear it. Her last thoughts were the howls of wolves. Though she couldn’t be sure if they were real or just the beginning of a nightmare.
 
 



Chapter 7 – One Month Later
 
“We need all that material cleared before the afternoon. It’s rained like clockwork all week, and I don’t want to lose the trench to another slide before we can fill it.” Wren walked the line of at least a dozen workers ripping logs from the earth and tossing them aside, replacing them with some of the forged-steel braces she had instructed the blacksmiths to mold. She rotated her left shoulder, still not used to the sling’s absence, though glad to be rid of it. All that remained of the bullet wound in her arm was a small scar under the worn T-shirt sleeve. 
Wren moved quickly up and down the line, one hand clutching the plans she’d drawn up to reinforce the wall. Nearly half of the fence was reconstructed. She replaced old wooden beams and reinforced the weaker ones with iron studs sunk deep into the ground. Massive braces on the interior of the fence stiffened the wood, adding to its defense. She also raised the wall’s height. The surrounding trees were cleared to provide the material for the extension, and every dozen yards contained a small window concealed with a sliding piece of steel. If they were attacked, it would allow patrols to shoot through the fence and to spy on any enemy while safely behind cover. The additions provided the fence with a more formidable presence. And judging by the looks of the council and the community, everyone was starting to believe they’d made the right decision in allowing her to stay. 
“Mrs. Burton!” The foreman of the crew, Tom, waved from farther down the fence, where tomorrow’s project lay. He was a large man, nearly six and a half feet. He’d spent most of his life in construction, and out of everyone Wren spoke with, he was the only one who understood the plans she created. “I would have done it myself, ma’am, if I had the background,” he’d told her. He constructed the first version of the wall, and his acceptance of her work only helped bring the rest of the crew in line. Through his respect of her, the others followed without question. 
Tom stood near a thirty-foot section of the fence that had been set ablaze the night before, staining the wood black. If the logs weren’t as damp as they were from the week’s rain, it could have been much worse. “The second patch of burned wood is another hundred yards down,” Tom said, gesturing his massive hand to the north, then pointed to where black and charred bark had ended in a decidedly straight and geometric line. “Looks like the retardant worked. It’s a good thing we started applying it when you said.”
Before they began any heavy construction, Wren looked for anyone with a chemistry background, and she found it in the form of a retired science teacher. The retardant was a simple varnish, but with the lack of materials at their disposal, she was afraid the substance wouldn’t hold up. For once, she was glad she was wrong. “That’s the third time in the past week they’ve tried torching it.” Wren ran her fingers between the dead and healthy wood. She looked to the group of guards patrolling the forest behind her. A security detail escorted the crew every day. But since most of them were Edric’s men, she wasn’t sure if they were for protection or reconnaissance. 
“We could have some of the men start applying the resin to the rest of the fence this afternoon,” Tom suggested. 
Wren shook her head. “Whoever keeps trying to raid us knows they can’t get through by trying to burn us out, not with the rains still this heavy. And I don’t want to risk diverting manpower on sections we’ll have to replace anyway. We’ll just have to tell the council to continue doubling the guard patrols until we’re finished.” The manpower involved in fortifying the structures was more than most of the community wanted to invest, but two weeks after the first incident at the front gates that had put Wren on trial, others came knocking. And those people had guns.
A heavy hand tilted her shoulder down, and Wren looked up to see the tall giant smiling. “You’re doing great, Mrs. Burton. There isn’t a person inside those walls that doesn’t appreciate it. Me included.”
“Thanks, Tom.” 
Wren stayed with the crewmen all day, as she did on most days. When the sun sank low in the sky, Wren called it quits. After working on the wall for nearly three weeks, their return to the front gate grew longer every day. She wanted to install another entrance at a different intersection of the fence but knew that would cause a security risk and required materials she didn’t have. 
At the front gate, one of the guards on the catwalk eyed her all the way through while the others passed unmolested. One of Edric’s men. While there was still a schism in the community, most of the people took to Wren once they saw how easily the fence was defended with the upgrades. But even with the fence’s success, some still found fault with her.
“Burton!” Edric’s sidearm hung from his hip, black and the brightest feature of his ensemble. “You didn’t coat the remainder of the fence with the resin?”
“We’re going to have to replace most of the fence we coated anyway. The rain will keep the wood damp until that happens. I didn’t want to waste the manpower.”
“You seem content with taking your time on your upgrades while my guards pull double shifts on patrol.” He stepped forward, his hounds remaining close by. “Those men and women on my wall stand between you and the bullets meant to kill you when those raiders decide to attack again. They’ve tried burning their way in here three times already. What makes you think they won’t do it again?”
“Because they’ve failed three times.” The long day and hot sun had dried up all of her patience, and she looked to the darkening clouds above. Everything she did left a sour taste in his mouth. But with the fence proving its worth so far against the attacks, she’d seen her value substantiated. “And tell your ‘guards’ that I don’t need them giving me the once-over every time I walk through the gate.” She turned on her heel, leaving Edric fuming as she headed for the mess hall.
Every home had their own personal rations, but every family was required by community laws to contribute to a massive stockpile of food, which everyone shared in eating their three square meals a day. At first, it seemed excessive to have an entire building just meant for cooking, but there was a very important aspect of the hall she overlooked, one that Ben pointed out to her after her first week.
“Community.” He smiled, his mustache hiding the creases and lines around his mouth. “People weren’t meant to live alone in hovels, Wren. We’re stronger in groups. It’s how we’ve survived for thousands of years. And what better way to share and commune with one another than through meals?” And he’d been right. Every meal the hall was filled with chatter and smiling faces. She’d find her place on the long benches, wedged between her girls, and listen to them go on about their day. In that setting even she had to admit the place felt like home. Out of all the laws the community offered, this was one she enjoyed. The meal house provided a renewable resource for everyone: hope. 
Wren slid into the food line behind one of the fence workers and filled her bowl with rice and stew. Most of the concoctions were crockpot-style meals. They were easily made and mass produced. The hall could fill and feed the entire community all at once.
Addison and Chloe were already sitting down with Zack, and she was surprised when she saw Doug at the table, gingerly bringing a spoon full of meat from bowl to mouth. “Hey, Mom!” Chloe waved, grinning and holding a freshly fallen tooth from her mouth. “Look what I have!” She held out her palm, thrusting her small molar into the sky. 
Wren picked it up, smiling. “Well, would you look at that. When did it come out?”
“She pulled it out,” Addison said, rolling her eyes. “I told her to wait, and that it would hurt, but she didn’t listen. She had that little kid Brent yank it out, and she started crying.”
Chloe offered a sheepish smile. “It hurt more than I thought it would.” 
Wren returned the tooth to her daughter and wiggled between them. Doug still looked down into his soup, and Zack mimicked his father’s posture. She shoveled the rice and pot roast into her mouth, savoring each bite as Chloe showed her the new signatures on her cast and Addison complained how much her sister’s arm smelled since Chloe had never washed it. But despite the lighthearted laughter between the girls, Zack never so much as cracked a smile. 
Her son’s disdain and cold mood hadn’t changed since they’d arrived at the camp. Dark circles had formed under his eyes, and when he wasn’t at school he spent his time lying on his cot, dead to the world. Ever since she was released after her trial, he hadn’t said more than three words to her, half of them mumbled grunts. She’d tried multiple times to get him to open up but had failed. “How was your day, Zack? Are you liking the school?”
“He doesn’t say much in class,” Chloe said, scooping a big spoonful of meat. “I don’t think he likes it.” 
“I’m the oldest kid in the class by four years,” Zack said, stirring his spoon in his soup aimlessly. “Everything they’re learning, I already know. It’s stupid.”
“It’s not stupid,” Chloe said defensively.
“All right, that’s enough,” Wren said, trying to end the argument before it started. Chloe frowned, furrowing her eyebrows, and returned to her soup, while Zack shoved his away. Wren looked from the bowl to her son. “You need to eat.”
“I’m not hungry.”
“Zack, there is only so much food here—”
“I’m not hungry!” Zack slammed his fist on the table, and his outburst echoed through the hall’s high ceiling, quieting the rest of the crowd as every face turned to them. 
Wren leaned forward over the table, the steam from her bowl heating her throat, which was already flushed red. “You do not raise your voice to me like that.” Any meaning that may have been misconstrued in her tone was made clear with her eyes. “Finish. Your. Dinner.”
Addison and Chloe shrank behind her, but Zack refused to relinquish any ground. He reached for one of his crutches and pushed himself off the bench. He knocked his food over before he left then slammed the door on his way out. 
Once Zack was gone, the frozen stares cast toward her family thawed, save for the occasional dirty glance. No words were said, but Wren read the disappointment and judgement etched on every parent in the room, clear as day. She can’t keep her family together, so how is she supposed to keep a wall together? You’d never see my son act that way. She doesn’t know what she’s doing. 
But, unlike her son, the wall lacked emotions or thoughts. It bent and molded to whatever form she commanded. Her son was another matter entirely. Wren looked from the steaming pile of rice and meat Zack had left behind to Doug. “You’re just going to let him walk away like that?”
“You’re the one who wants to leave.” Doug blew lightly on the spoonful hovering close to his lips, then sipped. 
Wren withheld the sudden urge to fling her bowl in his face right then and there. Instead, she reached over and knocked his chin up with the end of her finger. “I need to speak with you. Outside.” She looked down at the girls and told them to stay put. Wren was already out the door by the time Doug finally got to his feet, and she paced the dirt. Whatever their differences had been over the past few years, they’d always agreed on one thing: the kids wouldn’t be affected. She’d lost track of the number of times she’d bit her tongue, holding back a verbal lash in front of the children that she knew would cut him. By the time Doug stumbled outside, she was fuming to the point of combustion. “What the hell is the matter with you? Is this funny? Is this some sort of game to you?”
“It’s good to see you too,” Doug said, his voice calmer than she expected it to be. Like their son, he walked on crutches, his body thin from healing from the gunshot wound in his abdomen. He’d lost at least twenty pounds.
“You do not get to speak to me in front of our children that way. Do you understand me? Never.” Wren thrust her finger into his face, and his neck was so thin she could have wrapped her entire hand around it.
“You don’t even know what’s going on, Wren. I thought that this would be a fresh start for us. I thought there was no way that you could value your work more than your family at a time like this, but it looks like you proved me wrong.”
“More than my family?” Wren snapped, and she felt hot rage flood her veins, her voice shrieking to the point of hysteria. “Everything I’ve done has been for my family! I haven’t stopped working for my family since we left Chicago, or while we were in Chicago!” She shoved him in the chest, and he stumbled backward, nearly falling to the ground, but she didn’t care. She didn’t care about his gunshot wound. She didn’t care about his feelings. She didn’t care about his life. “You’re the one who stepped out, Doug. You’re the one who didn’t make enough money for us to get out of that shitty neighborhood. You’re the one who couldn’t hack it in school. You’re the one who cheated on me! So don’t fucking stand there and tell me I’m the one to blame. You’re just a ball-less shell of a human who can’t take care of himself or his family.” Spit flew from Wren’s mouth on her last words, and Doug turned his cheek. If he cried, she couldn’t see, but she hoped he was. “You’re not a father. You’re not a man. You are nothing.”
Shame rolled down his cheeks. “You and I both know there was more to it than that. I tried everything I could to reach out to you, but you wouldn’t listen.” He straightened his spine, exposing his true height to her. “I know I hurt you. I know what I did hurt our family. But this blame isn’t all on me.”
“Yes it is!” Wren spit it back in his face, refusing to let him twist her words, to try and make her feel like shit. “You say what our family needed was a run-down house in the slums? You think what our kids needed was a bad school that pushed more kids onto the street than kept them off?” Wren stepped back, walking away. “You sit behind your wall of excuses, hiding behind your family. That’s a coward’s way out. And that might be acceptable for you, but not for me.”
Doug leaned forward. “I’m no coward. Call me whatever you want, but not that.” He swung his crutches forward, slowly and awkwardly. The sky was a swirl of dark blues, blacks, and oranges as the sun sank under the horizon and Wren lost sight of him in the night.
Just as she was about to call after him, the food hall started to empty as families, finished with their meals, walked home. Wren found Ben bringing the girls out, their smiles returned as he gripped their hands in each of his. “I made sure they finished their vegetables before I brought them out.”
“No, you didn’t.” Chloe giggled. “You said we didn’t have to!” She spun around in his hand, and Ben looked down at her, shocked. 
“Well, you’re not supposed to tell your mother that,” Ben replied, smiling.
Wren did her best to let the boiled rage and stress cool down, but she wasn’t sure if it worked when she felt Addison flinch when she took her hand. “Thanks, Ben.” He offered a smile and polite nod, and Wren led her girls back to Nathan’s cabin before the rest of the crowd poured out. She wasn’t in any mood to try and fake pleasantries. 
“Burton.” 
And just when Wren thought the hell storm of the evening had ended, Edric marched toward her, flanked by Councilwoman Jan and Councilman Ted. “What is it now?”
For a change, the scars on his face tilted upward in what she assumed was an attempt at a smile. “I trust your family issues won’t affect your work performance moving forward? It would be a shame if the community’s confidence in your fortitude wavered.” 
Jan stepped forward. She was nearly as tall as Edric but slender. Her hair was cropped short but thick and black as the night around them. The only redeeming quality of her face were her eyes, but the angular cuts of her cheek and chin gave them a sinister tone. “Keeping your family together is what matters most in these times, Mrs. Burton.” She curled her fingers around Edric’s arm lightly. “Or do you prefer your maiden name?”
Wren ignored the jape, taking both her girls in hand. “My family,” she said, looking at Jan, “and my job”—she turned to Edric—“require no inquiries from anyone in this community. The wall will be finished on time. And my family will be fine.” She brushed past them before they retorted, pulling her girls with her. Halfway to Nate’s cabin she felt a tug on her sleeve.
“Mommy?” Chloe asked. “Are you okay?”
Wren knelt down to meet both her girls at eye level. “Of course, sweetheart. I’m fine. Are you okay?” Chloe nodded, but Addison kept her head down. “Addy?” Wren brushed her cheek, but Addison twisted out of her grip. 
“You say that we’re okay all the time, but I don’t feel okay.” Addison retreated into the darkness, her voice crackling as tears broke free from her eyes. “It’s never going to be fine.”
Wren reached for her daughter, but the sudden burst of gunshots drew her attention to the wall. She clutched Chloe’s hand tighter in a knee-jerk reaction and heard her daughter squeal from the pressure. The peaceful exit from the hall turned into a stampede as everyone either rushed toward or away from the gunfire. She looked through the crowds, trying to find her daughter. “Addison!” She lifted Chloe to her chest. “Addison!” Desperation dripped from her lips as she shouldered through the hurried flow of bodies as the pops of gunfire grew more frequent in the night air.
“Wren!” Ben’s face appeared in the crowds, and he held Addison in his arms. She rushed toward them against the flow of the crowd. “I saw Edric take a unit toward the south portion of the wall. I’ll help you get the girls back to the house.”
Wren and Ben joined the exodus and retreated to their homes. When they arrived at Nathan’s, he was already loading a magazine into his AR, and he met them at the door on his way out. Wren clutched his arm before he left, her nails digging into his shirt. “Did Zack make it back?”
“I haven’t seen him.” And with that, Nathan disappeared into the night. 
Wren set Chloe down in the bedroom, hoping to find Zack already there, but the room was empty. The noise outside grew louder, and she brought both girls to the panic room underneath the living room floor. “You two just stay right here, okay?” She kissed their heads, and they huddled close to one another, familiar with the drill when the wall was attacked. “You guys know what to do if you hear someone come in the house that doesn’t live here, right?”
The girls nodded, then at the same time added, “Stay quiet and follow the tunnel.”
“That’s right.” Wren kissed each of them one more time then rushed into the living room, where Doug hobbled inside on his crutches, his face dripping with sweat. “The girls are already downstairs. Make sure they stay there.” She brushed past him, giving him neither time nor comfort.
“What about Zack?” he shouted after her.
“I’ll find him!” Outside, the night air had grown alive with screams and gunshots. She watched the lights diminish in each house she passed, per protocol during an attack. The guards had use of night vision, and they wanted to decrease any advantages the intruders might have. Ben kept up as best he could, but Wren’s strength had nearly returned to normal, and she sprinted through the community faster than he could keep up. “Zack!” She looked everywhere—the mess hall, the community hall, the school, the infirmary—but every place turned up empty. 
Each gunshot that blasted the night air only increased her panic. Flashbacks of Chicago and the factory where he was trapped struck her mind like flashes of lightning. Ben finally caught up with her, and she clutched his arm. “I don’t… I can’t find him.” 
“I’m sure he’s back at the house by now,” Ben said, catching his breath. He reached into his pocket then grabbed her wrist. “Take this.”
Before Wren could protest, she felt the bulky metal of a pistol grip in her hand. It felt oddly heavy as Ben wrapped her fingers around it, forcing the weapon into her palm. “Does Edric know about this?” She’d requested a weapon before but was denied. Since they brought no weapons, and with Edric’s rhetoric of her lack of trustworthiness, it was decided that she and the rest of her family would go unarmed. It was a victory he dangled over her in the council’s decisions.
“Just take it.” And with that, Ben disappeared. 
Wren gripped the pistol in her hand awkwardly, and while she no longer ducked in a knee-jerk reaction to the gunshots, she couldn’t stop the light shudder running up her spine. She kept the pistol close to her side, avoiding waving it around to attract as little attention as possible. She doubled back to Nate’s house, hoping that in the time she was gone Zack had returned, but when she opened the cellar doors, she saw only Addison, Chloe, and Doug, their eyes glued to the pistol in her hand. “He hasn’t come back?”
A fiery ball erupted into the night sky near the unfinished south portion of the wall, accompanied by a percussive blast that hummed through her body. The flash of light quickly dissipated after the magnificent bloom of colors, leaving only a faint burn of embers in its stead. 
For a few moments, the air was quiet. No screams. No gunfire. Nothing but the silence of the night air, but the reprieve from the murderous sounds of death was short lived, as a single scream pierced her eardrums. And it wasn’t long before the screams multiplied, spreading like a virus attacking a host.
Wren walked slowly toward the sounds, the painful tones familiar. She’d heard the same pleas on the streets of Chicago during the car wreck that sent her daughter to the hospital. She’d heard them in the ER from desperate friends and families of the sick and dying. She’d heard them from her son, from her daughters, from people yearning for security. And now they were here. In a place she was told was safe. Safe. 
“Mom!” Zack’s voice snapped her out of the flashback as she watched her son hop forward on his crutches from the direction of the blast site. She involuntarily dropped the pistol from her hand as she clutched him in her arms, violently clawing his back in the relief that he was alive and the rage that had caused her to worry. “Mom, they’re inside.” Zack’s pronounced Adam’s apple bobbed up and down as he looked back to the source of death slithering inside the camp. “They shot two people. I don’t know how many of them there are.” 
“C’mon.” Wren grabbed his collar and pulled him as fast as his crutches would keep up but screeched to a halt once she realized her hands were empty of the pistol. She hurried back to the spot where she’d dropped it. She groped the grass and dirt with her fingers, hoping to find it, but struggled in the dark. She was about to pull back when her fingertips grazed a chunk of metal, and she snatched the gun, sprinting to Zack. “Let’s go!”
Gunfire mixed with the pounding of feet and pulse as they headed for Nate’s. The community was well over one hundred strong, over two-thirds of that population adults, and from what she’d seen, unlike herself, all of them competent with a weapon. Unless they were swarmed with greater numbers and skill than their own, she didn’t think they’d be overrun, but she wasn’t going to leave her family’s fate to chance.
Nate’s house was close to the south end, where the explosion occurred, and when Wren pulled the hidden doors open in the floor and tossed Zack inside, the gunfire grew excessively worse. Doug helped Zack down. Before she shut the doors, Doug thrust his hand up to stop her. “What are you doing?” His gaze shifted between her face and the pistol in her hand.
“I don’t know how many of them are out there.” She looked to the gun and did her best to steady the light tremor in her hand. Unable to cease the shaking, she moved her hand and pistol out of view. “If they can’t be stopped, then you’ll need to take the kids back into town. But you’ll have to do it fast. If I’m not back in the next twenty minutes, you’ll know it’s bad. Follow the tunnel underneath, and it’ll take you to the garage. Take one of the cars they have stored there. You’ll have to break the lock on the key box. Don’t stop until you run out of gas.”
“Wren, you can’t—”
She slammed the doors shut and pulled the mat to cover the hidden compartment’s entrance. She stopped at the doorframe of the house as a man hurried by, wielding a shotgun. She raised her pistol and fired, her shot missing its target wide left, sending up a spray of dirt. The recoil from the gun knocked the pistol from her hand, and she dove to the floor after it, ducking out of the way of the shotgun blast that sprayed a cluster of lead balls through the wood. 
Wren reached for the pistol’s barrel, burning her fingertips as she mistakenly grabbed the searing barrel. She cursed and fumbled the gun in her hands. Her body trembled with adrenaline. She huddled close to the doorframe on the inside of the cabin and slowly poked her head around the corner, only to duck back behind it at the sight of the twelve-gauge staring her down.
The blast splintered the doorframe as Wren rolled to her right, the slivers of wood from the door falling off her shoulders. She aimed the pistol toward the door, both hands on the grip this time and her finger on the trigger. She saw the man take a quick step inside, and she squeezed, the recoil jolting her arms and shoulders, but the pistol remained in her palms. 
Bullets redecorated the inside of Nathan’s house, and while she emptied the clip, missing her target, the shots were enough to send the intruder running. But even after the clip had been emptied and the intruder was gone, Wren continued to squeeze the trigger. Click, click, click. The hammer knocked against the firing pin until the weight of the pistol grew too heavy to keep lifted, and the pistol thudded against the floor as it fell from her hand.
Wren couldn’t tell how much time had passed while she was on the floor, but after a while, the gunfire outside ended. Then, Doug, Zack, and the girls were standing above her, looking at her as though she were a ghost, feeling as cold as one. 
But it was Nathan who helped her up, his shirt sweaty and stained with blood and dirt. “C’mon, Wren. You’re okay.” She watched him pick up the emptied pistol on the floor and tuck it in his belt. He set her on the couch, checked her heart rate, and flashed a light in her eyes to check her pupils. “Wren, do you know where you are?”
“I’m…” She squinted her eyes shut and forced herself back into reality. She pushed herself up from the couch, making her way to the door. “What portion of the wall was hit?” She clung to the life that was her work, and the livelihood of her mind, using it to shift her out of the chaos.
Doug remained quiet for a moment before he answered, slowly. “It was yesterday’s work. Just before the south wall.”
Wren cursed under her breath, and as if on cue, Edric appeared at the door, flanked by his personal goon squad. His face was drenched in sweat and covered with soot. His arms bulged from his shirt, and his rifle strap clung tight to his chest. “Come with me. Now.”
One of the goons grabbed her arm forcefully, and before she even had a chance to wrench herself free, she was out of the house and being marched toward the south fence, where the explosion took place. In the dark, it was difficult to see, but once she was close enough, she managed to make out a lumped shape in the middle of the grass. And the body wasn’t alone.
Wren passed dozens of fallen bodies, all of them sprawled out in the dark grass, their limbs twisted awkwardly where they fell, their clothes and the ground around them stained with a dark liquid she knew could only be blood.
Edric’s goons brought her to the site of the blast, where only bits and pieces of the fence remained. An entire section at least ten feet wide had been blown apart, leaving nothing but a crater in its wake. To the left of the crater, there was a group of people on their knees, their hands tied behind their backs and guns aimed at the back of their skulls. Edric walked over to the first captive within reach and yanked his face up so Wren could get a good look. “You know who this is?” He thrust the man’s head down forcefully, the scars on his face twisted in what light the lanterns offered. “I ask because it seems to me that these people had some inside information. Attacking a portion of the fence that you rebuilt.” He turned around to the gathering crowd, the stench of fear and anger thick in the air. “After all,” he said, raising his voice, “you said that nothing would break through your designs. You said you could keep us safe. You call this safe?” 
“The walls were meant to withstand scaling, gunfire, and battery,” Wren said. “We don’t have the materials to build something to withstand a bomb.”
“You said you could do anything,” Edric said, throwing her own words back in her face. “You said that you would do whatever it took to make sure that our families were protected.” Edric pointed to one of the bodies on the ground. “What about Steve’s family? Are they safer now that he’s dead?” He walked to another body, this one face up, with blood still leaking from the hole in her head. “Or how about Martha’s children? Her husband died years ago, and now she has two sons who are parentless. They’re nine and twelve. Are they supposed to look after themselves now?” 
The dissent in the crowd fed off of Edric’s words, every one of them growing hungrier, angrier, the pain in their veins clamoring to escape, begging to punish someone. Wren looked at each of the fallen in turn, doing her best to not fall into the trap of words that Edric was hoping she’d slip into. “Everything I have done, everything the team I was charged with have tried to accomplish, has been for the good of this community, for everyone.”
“Has it?” Edric asked, looking down at her then back to the line of captives on the ground. “And you said you would do everything you could to protect not just your family, but everyone’s?”
Wren felt the edge of the snare, the final blow Edric was seeking to deliver, but with the growing crowd around her and its palpable anger, her options were slim. “Whatever I can do to help.” She spit the words out reluctantly, trying her best to keep her voice calm.
“Good.” Edric stomped over to the farthest captive and wrenched him up by the collar, dragging him to Wren’s feet, where he rolled onto his side. Edric removed his rifle from his shoulder and extended it to Wren. “Shoot him.”
Wren looked down at the captive. He was a boy, no older than Zack. The whites of his eyes were prominent in the darkness, the rest of his face dirty. She took a step back, shaking her head. “He’s a kid.”
“A kid who shot and killed one of our own. A kid who orphaned children. A kid who meant to take what we have and kill anyone who stood in his way.” Edric thrust the rifle into her arms, forcing her to grab it, then stepped around her, positioning the rifle under the crook of her arm and aiming the barrel at the boy’s head, then whispered in her ear, “A kid who sought to kill your family.” He stepped away, leaving Wren with the gun pointed at the captive. “Well? You want to protect this community? Here’s your chance.”
Wren watched the others, looking everywhere except the face of the boy on the ground. “This isn’t who we are,” she said, the strength in her voice surprising her. “We don’t murder children. We don’t kill in cold blood.”
“This isn’t murder!” Edric snapped back at her. “This is justice.”
“Edric, enough!” Iris burst through the crowd, Nathan and Ben close behind her. “You have no right to give such an order. Any sentencing must be done through consultation with the community and then approved through the council. You know our laws.”
“Our people don’t need laws! They need action!” Edric pulled his sidearm, aiming it at Iris’s head. “And you will bite your tongue before you try and interrupt me again.” He wavered his aim between the three of them as the rest of Edric’s goons raised their rifles. He shifted the pistol’s barrel to Wren. “Shoot him. Show us who you value more. Us. Or them.”
The boy quivered on the ground, spewing unintelligible pleas, his fellow captives glaring at her with the same look of death in their eyes as half the community around her. Wren raised the sight of the rifle to her eye, positioning her finger on the trigger, and the boy cast his head down, his shoulders shaking violently. For my family.
But the thought struck a chord. Somewhere, the boy at the end of the barrel had a mother and a father. He had once been a child like Addison and Chloe. She looked to the other captives tied up on the ground. All of them have family. All of them were someone. Wren lowered the rifle. 
Edric flicked the safety off his weapon and took a step forward, shortening the space between the tip of his pistol and Wren by half. “Shoot him.”
Wren tossed the rifle on the ground. “No.”
The scars on Edric’s face twisted in the same rage she’d seen before, and her eyes wandered quickly over the faces in the dark and the flickering light of the lanterns to see their reactions, and the expressions were mixed. “You pick these people over the community that took you in? The community that gave you food and water? Who helped keep your husband and children alive?” Edric shook his head. “Now we know where your loyalties reside.” He tilted the gun down at the boy’s head and squeezed the trigger, spraying his blood across Wren’s legs.
 
 



Chapter 8
 
It was abnormally cold just before the sun broke over the horizon. Goose bumps rose on Wren’s arm as she sat on the front steps of Nathan’s porch, alone except for the nearly empty bottle of whiskey to her left. She’d found it in the cellar where Addison, Chloe, Zack, and Doug were hidden. She didn’t remember much of returning to the cabin, but the gunshots from Edric’s pistol still rang as clearly as they had nearly ten hours ago. 
Wren curled her fingers around the bottle’s neck and lifted the rim to her lips, the brown liquid sloshing back and forth inside then sliding down her throat. The whiskey’s burn had numbed her senses and slowed her mind. But the one thing it hadn’t done was blur the vision of the young man who was killed at her feet, nor the screams from the fellow captives right before Edric’s men silenced them as well.
Murderers. They came here to kill your family. But even as Wren repeated the mantra that Edric had used to justify the deaths of the captives, she couldn’t rid herself of the trembling boy at her feet, his eyes wide with fear just moments before his death. There was no trial, no talk of their reasons, no explanation of who shot first. Justice. That wasn’t justice. It was revenge.
Wren circled the rim of the whiskey bottle with her finger, the glass warm from the heat of her lips. If there was one thing that came out of the altercation from the night before, it was Edric making a point of who was really in charge of the community. While he was gunning down the enemy, Iris and Ben were held to little more than a few words before Edric disappeared with his goons. 
A shudder ran through her at the thought of his little army, his disciples that he’d trained so well. They’d listen to anything he said and would follow through with anything they told him. The only question was how much of the rest of the community would? Her wall failed, the people in the community saw her refuse an order from a man they either feared or respected, or both. Whatever little headway she’d made disappeared the moment she lowered her weapon. 
A part of her wanted to do it. That much she was sure of, or else the shame from last night would have worn off hours ago, before the bottle between her knees was drained. She’d tried to find a way to justify killing the boy, but no matter what excuse she set in front of herself, she came back to the same conclusion: all those people wanted was help. They asked for it before, and we turned them away. We never even considered working with them. 
The community’s policy of isolation was one that was well accepted, and if it weren’t for Nathan, she and her family would have been in the same boat. She thought about everything she did to keep her family safe back in Chicago, never stopping to think about the repercussions. That’s all they did. They were just trying to stay alive. 
The first rays of daylight broke through the trees, and Wren squinted into the early sunrise. She grabbed the bottle lazily and pushed herself off the porch, but before she was able to stand fully, she collapsed backward, the world spinning with her. She lay on her back, the wooden planks lumpy and stiff underneath, and rested her head on the porch, her mind wavering back and forth like a ship caught in a storm at sea. 
She chuckled, the booze flooding her senses. She hadn’t felt this drunk since high school. She shimmied to her side, pressing her palms flat against the wooden planks, and used her two shaky arms to push up from the floor. She used the porch railing for support and stood still for a few moments once she finally straightened. 
Her first step forward was misplaced, and she caught herself on the doorframe just before she fell, her fingers cutting into the grooves of the bullet holes. The worries and pain that had plagued her mind the entire night were immediately washed away and replaced with the dizzy sensation that accompanied draining a fifth of whiskey. She made her way to the only piece of furniture in the living room, which was the dining table, and sat awkwardly on the edge of one of the chairs, avoiding the bedroom and risking waking up the kids in her drunken stupor. 
She rested her elbows on the table and cradled her face with both hands, trying to steady herself and the room swirling around her. Carefully, she laid her face down on the table, the wood cool against her flushed cheek, and the world went black. When she felt a nudge on her shoulder, she grunted, and when the intrusion refused to relinquish its assault, she knocked it away with her hand, only to have it return with greater force.
“Wren, wake up.”
A sudden wave of heat washed over her, and she lifted her cheek from the table, the skin peeling off like Velcro. Her body was covered in sweat, and she smelled the booze squeezing through her pores. She wiped her face. The flavor in her mouth was something akin to what she expected a rotten animal to taste like. The window on the far side of the room showed the day had gone well into the afternoon, which jolted her awake. “Christ.” Wren jumped from her chair, wobbling on two legs toward the front door, where she was forced to stop and catch her breath. Whatever aches plagued her body failed in comparison to the pounding in her head. Her brain throbbed against her skull with such a force she slid back down to the floor, pressing her palm into her forehead as if she could press the hammering into submission.
“Are you all right?” 
She felt hands on her, warm, thin hands, yet oddly familiar. She shook her head, her eyes still squinted shut. “I feel like was hit by a freight train.”
“Whiskey never agreed with you.”
Wren opened her eyes and saw Doug kneeling down beside her, his crutches on the floor. Despite the hangover, her rage sifted through the impaired thoughts and memories that clung tightly to their last encounter. “Whiskey wasn’t the only one.” She rolled to her left, using the doorframe to climb back to her feet, while Doug remained on the floor. “Why didn’t anyone wake me?”
“They tried,” Doug answered, reaching for his crutches and pushing himself up awkwardly, taking considerably longer than Wren. “You were blacked out. Dead to the world.”
Wren squinted into the sunlight. “With the heat of hell beating down outside, who’s to say I’m not?” She wobbled back to the porch. The whiskey bottle was knocked to its side, and she scooped it up then headed back inside.
“Iris and Ben came by earlier. They wanted to talk to you about last night.”
Wren set the empty bottle on the counter in the corner that was attached to what passed for their kitchen, which was no more than a few cupboards where they stored some of their perishable items to snack on between meals. “I’m sure they do.” She leaned her head against the wall. The floor shifted under her feet.
“Wren, they told me what happened.”
“And?” She wasn’t surprised at the news. Gossip spread like wildfire through the camp. Since they had no real entertainment, she’d taken up the mantle as the community’s most desperate housewife. 
“And… they’re worried about you.” Doug paused. “I’m worried about you.”
Wren chuckled, peeling her forehead off the rough wooden walls of the cabin, a red mark placed on her forehead where she’d applied the pressure. “You’re worried? About me?” The laughter rolled drunkenly off her tongue, her head swimming in a delirium of fatigue, pain, and anger. “You have to be kidding me.”
“Wren, I know we haven’t been on the same page about a lot of things, but that doesn’t mean I don’t still care about you.”
“We haven’t even been in the same book, Doug.” 
“I still love—”
Wren snatched the empty whiskey bottle on her spin, thrust it high above her head, and smashed it on the ground. The glass erupted into thousands of pieces that flew in every direction, the thundering crash silencing Doug’s next word. “You have no right to say that. No right! I don’t love you, Doug. Not anymore.” The alcohol-induced wrath came down on him like a fiery hell storm. Every step she took forward, every verbal dig she cut his way thrust him backward. “You wanna know what I wanted to talk to you about? Before the shit storm in Chicago? I wanted a divorce. I’d spoken to the lawyers; I already had all of the paperwork drawn up. I was going to leave you.” The weight she’d carried with that on her shoulders lifted the moment the words left her lips, but something else replaced that burden, something she didn’t expect. Anger.
Doug remained quiet for a moment. The sunlight caught the back of him, casting his front in shadow, making it hard for Wren to see his reaction. “I didn’t realize...” He slumped low between his crutches. “I didn’t know I’d hurt you that badly.”
“You didn’t hurt me, Doug.” Wren stepped over the broken glass, the bits crunching under the soles of her boots until they stopped just before knocking into Doug. “I didn’t care about you enough for that to happen.” Wren was close enough to see his reaction that time, and the wounds across his face were all she needed to see to know the cost of her attack. 
Without a word, Doug turned, his crutches thudding against the floor and his head hung low until he was out the door and out of sight. Wren uncurled her fists; she hadn’t realized how tightly she’d been clenching them. She walked back to the table, kicking the glass from her path along the way. She collapsed in a chair, but with her body still numb from the alcohol, she didn’t feel the impact. How did I get here?
Wren lay with her head on the table for only a few more moments before the needs of food and water compelled her body to seek nourishment. She headed toward the mess hall in hopes of finding some water and any leftover lunch. There were a few people walking about, but Wren kept her eyes forward, not wanting the trouble of having to explain herself to anyone. Not now. Not yet.
By the time she arrived at the mess hall, the doors were locked, and she tugged against them fruitlessly. The walk had only worsened the dryness in her mouth, and when she wiped her brow, she saw that salt had crusted on her skin. I don’t even have any water left in me.
“Mrs. Burton?”
The voice was sheepish, and for a second Wren thought she’d imagined it until it repeated, and she turned to the sight of three people huddled closely together. An older man stood in the front, someone she’d seen before but never learned his name. The two behind him were his wife and daughter. Ella and Mary, if she remembered correctly. “Yes?”
The old man fiddled with his hands nervously, rubbing the liver spots on his skin hard enough to scrub them off. “We have some leftovers in our cabin if you’re hungry. Water too.” He offered a half smile, and the girls behind him nodded in agreement.
The offer took Wren aback. Did Edric convince them to do this? But her stomach grumbled, and her tongue scratched the dry patch in her mouth. In the end, her body’s desires overrode her concern for an ambush and she followed them to their home, keeping her distance from the old man and an eye out for any of Edric’s goons. But they arrived at the old man’s door with little incident.
The inside of the cabin was even smaller than Nathan’s but more adequately furnished. The walls were decorated with pictures and a few paintings. Wren stopped to examine one as the old man offered her a glass of water. He gestured to the picture, smiling. “My little Ella did that when she was only five.” He turned back to his daughter, who blushed. “She was always so talented.”
Wren nearly drained the glass in one gulp. Even at room temperature, the water felt cool against the hot desert that was her mouth. She turned from the painting and back to the old man. “I’m sorry, I never learned your name.”
“Edison,” he answered, smiling. “But I know who you are, Mrs. Burton.” He gestured to the sofa and took her glass from her, looking to his wife to refill it. The couch was small, and the proximity both of them were forced into was cozier than Wren would have liked, but the old man did his best to keep his distance at a respectable measure. “How are you feeling?”
The past eighteen hours had left Wren jaded to the sincerity of the people around her, and if she hadn’t seen the old man’s genuine expression firsthand, she would have waved it off as a slight. She took the refilled glass of water and gave it a raise. “Better now.”
“What you did last night. It was brave.”
Mary offered her a small plate of jerky, and Wren tore at it hungrily, the water whetting her appetite. “The boy still died. It would have been braver for me to take the bullet myself.” Half the plate disappeared in two handfuls as she stuffed her mouth. After a few bites, she forced herself to slow, making sure to chew instead of swallowing the pieces whole.
“If you had taken the bullet yourself, then your children would have been left motherless.” Edison reached his hand over and gently touched her forearm. “And we wouldn’t have a chance to talk.”
Wren looked up to see both Mary and Ella standing over them on the couch. She slowly set the plate of jerky down on the coffee table, her eyes moving wearily between the three of them. “And what would you want to speak with me about?”
“Edric.” Edison said the name firmly, and the two women nodded their heads in agreement. “This isn’t the first time he’s gone beyond the laws of our community. This place is not a castle, and he is not a king. He can’t be allowed to do whatever he sees fit.”
“Apparently he can.” Wren stood up. She neither wanted nor needed a lecture. “If you wanted to stand up to him, then you should have done it last night. He wasn’t the only one that was armed. If you wanted to make a statement, then you missed your chance.” She headed for the door, her stomach irritated at the abandonment of the jerky. 
“He wants to dissolve the council,” Ella blurted out.
Whether it was the desperation in the girl’s voice or the hatred Wren had for Edric, she stopped at the door. “What are you talking about?”
“It’s okay, Ella,” Edison said, encouraging her. “You can tell her.”
The woman was young, her hair a light blond. She was thin, but the wiry muscles along her arms and legs revealed a strength in her frame. Wren noticed the muscles in her hands as well, a side effect of someone who always had a pen or a brush in their hand. It was a side effect Wren was familiar with herself after spending hours at a drawing board. “How do you know that?”
“I was… talking, to one of the men in his guard unit. David,” Ella answered quietly. 
Sleeping with the guard was more like it. “Go on,” Wren said.
“Edric pulled him aside when we were together, and I didn’t mean to listen, but their voices were loud. They were angry with each other over something. And when David came back, he told me that Edric had been trying to eliminate the council to streamline the decision-making process. But David told him that it was a bad idea, that the only way to keep us all together was maintaining a balance in the community.”
“Did he say how he was going to do this?” Wren asked.
Ella shook her head. “When I tried to talk to David about it more, he told me I shouldn’t probe into it. That it didn’t concern me. But after last night…” 
“If Edric thinks he can kill anyone on a whim, then I think it’s obvious what he’ll do,” Edison replied.
Wren let out an exhausted sigh. “Why didn’t you bring Ben and Iris in on this? If he’s going to dissolve the council, then those two will be the first to go.”
“They did.” Iris stepped through the door first, followed closely by Ben, who shut the door behind him, locking all six of them crammed in the small living room. “Wren, we need to talk.”
 
 



Chapter 9
 
The effects of the alcohol wore off by evening, but Wren’s head still swam with confusion. She sat silently in Edison’s living room, the orange glow of the setting sun shading the drawn curtains a beautiful orange. Iris and Ben waited for her response, but Wren had no idea where to even start. “You realize that this idea is ludicrous, right?”
“We have to make a move, and we have to do it soon,” Iris answered. The soft, kind features Wren remembered on their first day together hardened to stone. The councilwoman had made up her mind, and Ben was with her. “Edric won’t waste any more time. He has the numbers.”
“And guns,” Wren added. “And bullets, and training, and a raging thirst for power that doesn’t seem to be satisfied in his current role.” Wren jumped from the couch, needing to move around. “You saw what happened last night, Iris. You all did. If Edric wants to take control of this camp, he doesn’t need to do it in secret meetings. He controls the guards. He has access to the garrison. All he has to do is say the word, and the camp is his. You think going to him with a resolution telling him that he will be kicked off the council will persuade him?” She laughed. “The world beyond those walls is providing him with everything he needs to scare the people here into doing whatever he wants them to. They want security, and he’s already convinced them that he can keep them safe.”
“He’s not the only one,” Ben replied.
“The fence didn’t work.” Wren paced around, her arms flailing about in animation that she’d normally reserved for arguments with Doug. Christ. Doug, the girls, Zack. Edric will kill every single one of them the moment he thinks I’m planning something against him. 
“You’re right,” Iris said, her voice low and solemn. “But what you did last night proved that you’re not afraid of him. It showed the people here that he can be stopped.” Iris moved closer, her small frame growing larger with every word. “Do you know how many people came to me after what they watched him do last night? Nearly half of the community. Half. If that isn’t cause for a call to action, then I don’t know what is.”
Wren grunted in frustration. “Then where are they now? Edric doesn’t talk. He shoots. And anyone that disagrees with him will get a bullet to the head. That’s what your people saw. And that’s what will keep them in line. Edric knows it. You know it. I know it.” She waved them all off, having reached her fill of foolishness, and headed for the door.
“You cut off the head, and the body dies,” Iris said, just as Wren’s hand was on the handle. “And we could kill him without ever having to squeeze the trigger. All we have to do is catch him off guard.”
Wren released the door handle and turned around. Everyone was standing now, all of them gathering around Iris. Wren lingered at the door, entertaining the thought. “He’s always armed. And it would be foolish to think he doesn’t keep himself protected at night. You’d never get close to him in here.”
“That’s why we’re not going to do it in here.” Iris pointed south, to where the explosion the night before had destroyed a large section of the wall. “You go to him and tell him that you want to take a team out to scavenge for more material. Tell him you need to make the wall stronger, and that the only way is to get better material. Steel, iron, concrete, whatever you have to do to convince him that we can’t get the materials from the forest.”
“I’ve been saying that since day one,” Wren answered.
“Exactly. Despite his looks and brute force, he’s smart. Anything out of the ordinary, and he’ll smell it. But you coming to him, wanting to try and make amends for the failed wall…” Iris raised her eyebrows. “Now that’s something he’ll believe.”
“But he’d have no reason to go,” Wren replied. 
Iris looked to Ella, who quickly turned her head down. “It’s all right, Ella. Tell her what you told me.”
The girl stepped forward, and though she must have been twenty, the way she twiddled her hands and twisted her ankles made her look no older than Addison. “Edric said… He told David that…” But the girl stuttered, unable to spit out her knowledge.
“Edric wants to kill you, Wren,” Iris said, finishing the girl’s words. “That’s why he’ll go with you.”
And suddenly Wren realized why they’d chosen her in the first place. Why Iris was betting all her chips. “You want to use me as bait. Draw him away from his protection, away from any prying eyes.”
“A lot of things can happen on a supply run these days.” Iris shrugged. “With all the attacks that have happened over the past few weeks on our camp, what’s to say we don’t run into trouble?” 
It was amazing to Wren how innocently the words left Iris’s mouth. She’d heard the same strategies and talk at board meetings at her company, though the end goals were building acquisitions, not murder. “It’s some sort of game for you, isn’t it?”
“This is no game, Wren,” Ben said, stepping around Iris. “This could be our only shot at successfully getting rid of this man. Iris said before it’s only a matter of time before he finally makes his move, and with the events of last night, he has more reason than ever to finally take control. This has to be done quickly.”
There was no denying that having Edric gone would be a burden lifted from her shoulders and a reason for her to stop looking behind her everywhere she walked. “When are you planning on having this… run?”
The mood in the room shifted from anxious to relieved, and Iris walked her through the plan. “Ben and I have a meeting with him tonight. It’s a regular affair, so he won’t suspect anything. I’ll bring up the proposal for the run, saying it was your suggestion. Edric already knows how close we are, so it would be natural for you to come to me about it. Once he agrees, I’ll make sure to stack enough of our people on the run to give us a chance. Then… we’ll kill him.”
“And the men he brings with him?” Wren asked. “You know he’ll be sure to take his own people.”
“He’s the head,” Iris reminded her. “I don’t think they’ll put up much of a fight once he’s gone.”
“Right.” It was dark now, and Wren knew that her girls would be worried about her. As for Zack and Doug, they probably wouldn’t mind Edric getting away with whatever he had planned to kill her. “Let me know how it goes.”
Once outside, Wren suddenly felt tired. Her legs, arms, and body were sore. She couldn’t figure out why, until she remembered her alcoholic adventures from the night before. After wasting away the day still reeking of whiskey, she was surprised she’d forgotten. But she forgave herself due to the casual conversation regarding her planned murder by a cold-blooded lunatic. 
Wren kept on a path to Nate’s away from most of the buildings. The fewer people she ran into at that moment, the better off she’d be. Compared to the night before, the forest surrounding them was disturbingly peaceful. 
With Nate’s house only a few dozen yards from the thick of the trees behind the main buildings, Wren turned back toward the main portion of the camp. Her foot snapped a twig, and a rustle in the bushes to her left caused her to freeze. She squinted in the darkness, trying to make out any further movement or shapes, but the dense trees made it difficult. Maybe another member of the raiders? They could have easily snuck through now, with the majority of the guards focused on the massive gap in their defenses. 
The rustles grew louder, and Wren coiled her body, reaching for a rock on the ground to defend herself with, but the body that stumbled out from behind the bushes walked on three legs. She dropped the rock in her hand and let out a sigh. “Christ, Zack, what are you doing out here like that?” But her son ignored her, keeping his head down as he changed his direction toward the cabin. Wren caught up to him easily and stepped right in his path. “Zack, what are you doing?”
Zack tried sidestepping her, but any attempt was too slow with the massive cast around his broken leg. “Mom, get out of my way.” His voice was irritated and pathetic, sounding like nothing more than a sniveling toddler on the verge of a tantrum.
“No, not until you talk to me. You’ve hardly said more than a few sentences to me since we’ve arrived here, and the times where we do speak to one another are cold and nasty.” Wren waited for a reply but received none. “Zack, I can help.”
“You can’t!” Zack’s throat cracked at the sudden burst of volume in his voice, his scream just as shocking and violent as the explosion she’d heard the night before. The outburst sapped his strength as he hung from the two crutches like a lifeboat. “They’re dead,” he said between sobs. “They’re dead because of me.”
Wren placed a gentle hand on the back of her son’s head. “Zack, what happened last night isn’t your fault, it’s—”
“No,” he said, sniffling. “It’s not from last night. My friends. In Chicago.” He looked up, and even in the darkness, Wren saw the tears running down his cheeks. “My friends are dead because of me.” He collapsed forward, leaning all of his weight into Wren, who was caught off balance by the sudden fall. 
Wren pulled his head up, wiping the tears from his eyes. Her heart broke in two as she watched her eldest fall apart in her arms. She helped him over to a log, where the two sat down, his head leaning against her shoulder as she gently stroked his hair. They’d never spoke about what happened at the abandoned factory she pulled him out of before they escaped the city. “What happened at the factory, Zack?”
He took a few deep breaths, trying to force his composure, but struggled with finding any strength in his voice. “It wasn’t the first time,” he started, pulling up from her shoulder, wiping his nose with his shirt sleeve. “We’d gone there before. The place was shut down a long time ago.” He shook his head. “It was stupid, I know. The day of the attacks, we had talked about going, but some of my friends had a test they said they didn’t want to miss. They wanted to stay. But I made them go. I told them that the class was a waste of time, that one test wouldn’t flunk them out. So they went. We took Jesse’s car, since he was the only one with a driver’s license. When we got there, everything was fine. We were just hanging out, joking around like we always did. It was getting later in the afternoon, and they wanted to get going, since school was letting out soon, but I told them to lighten up.” Zack grimaced, the tears returning unabashedly. “And then the explosions went off. It was like bombs were dropping all around us, and I knew it was down the street, but the building and the equipment inside were so old that I guess all it took was a light tremor to bring most of it down. Everyone was screaming, running, trying to get away. I turned around and saw them reach out their hands for help just before the vats crushed them, then my leg.” Zack uttered a few more words, but he was so distraught that Wren couldn’t decipher what he said.
Wren cupped her son’s face in her hands, pulling him up from the despair he was sinking into. “I want you to listen to me very carefully. What happened in Chicago was not your fault. Your friends being with you in that warehouse was not your fault. Some sick people with a twisted agenda killed them.” She lifted his chin, looking him directly in the eye. “Your friends did not die because you skipped school, or because you convinced them to come with you, or because you told them to stay. They died because of murderous thugs. You had nothing to do with it. Nothing.”
Zack nearly broke down again then and there. He nodded quickly, trying to hold tightly to the pillar of strength she offered him. He wiped his eyes and his nose. “I still have nightmares about them. About that day. I can see them. I hear them. Every night. No matter what. They always find me.”
Wren heard the torment in her son’s voice as he gazed off into the night, looking as though the ghosts of his friends would pop out from behind the trees. She thought about all of the death she’d seen and looked down to the bloodstained pants she still wore from the night before. She wondered if the boy’s face would haunt her tonight. “It will get better, Zack. It’s just going to take time. And you’re going to have to talk about it. The more you keep it bottled up, the more you’re afraid to talk about it, the more it will control you.” She placed her hand on his back. “There is no shame in being the survivor. God knows I’m glad you are.”
Zack offered another light nod, accompanied by a sniffle. “Yeah, I know.” He reached for his crutches, and Wren helped him off the log. “I’m sorry, Mom. For, well, me.”
“It’s all right.” Wren took him in her arms, thankful he had finally let her inside. “Remember that I love you. And I will always love you no matter what. Never think you can’t talk to me about what you’re going through. No matter how bad or evil you think it is, okay?” 
“Thanks, Mom.” 
Just the sound of his voice was enough to lift her spirits, let alone the thank you. She squeezed him tightly one more time and threw her arm around his shoulder as they walked back to Nate’s cabin. “Did you eat anything today?”
“I had some lunch.”
Wren patted his back. “We’ll head back over to the mess hall, see if there’s anything left from dinner.” They had just stepped out of the thickest portion of the forest when Edric blocked their path. Wren instinctively stepped in front of her son, spreading her arms out to cover as much of him as she could. She looked for a weapon on him, but it was hard to see in the darkness. He said nothing at first, just stood there, silent, menacing. Does he mean to do it here? Kill me in front of my own son? 
“I need to speak with you,” Edric said, his voice as deadly quiet as the woods behind them. “Send your son to the house. It’s a conversation I wish to have in private.”
Wren looked around to see if any of his goons had followed him, but when she saw nothing in the clearing before them but Nate’s house, she nodded to Zack. “Go on. I’ll only be a minute.” The two of them remained quiet as Zack hobbled away, and it wasn’t until her son was in the house that Edric finally broke his silence.
“I just had an interesting meeting with the council.” Edric stepped around her, keeping his hands behind his back. “Was the death toll last night not enough for you? Do you wish for more of our community members to die, risking their lives only to make another pathetic wall?”
“The wall I inherited was already pathetic,” Wren said. “I did what I could with what I had.” She took an aggressive step forward. “If you want to keep the community safe, then I know what we have to do. And taking the risk to find better materials to reinforce our defenses is the only way it can be done.”
Edric studied her in the darkness for a long time. And while she couldn’t see his eyes, she felt the cold rush his gaze cast over her body. And despite Wren’s attempt at courage, in that moment she knew he could see her tremble in the night air. “You are right about one thing, Burton. It is the only way it can be done. I suggest you get a good night’s rest. We leave first thing in the morning.” He turned swiftly on his heel and disappeared. 
Wren exhaled and made her way back to the cabin. But despite Edric’s advice, she knew that tonight’s sleep would be just as restless as the one before it.
 
 



Chapter 10
 
Wren spent most of her morning staring at the girls as they slept under their blankets. She wanted to wake them, pull them from bed, and squeeze them tight until they pushed her away. But in the morning light, they looked so peaceful she couldn’t bring herself to disturb their slumber. 
Zack was awake by the time she left, and she nearly broke down when he told her he loved her, but forced back the tears. None of them knew what she was being sent out to accomplish, and if the plan worked, none of them ever would. She didn’t see Doug, but after their exchange the other day, she found herself disappointed with how they separated. Whatever their marriage used to be, it saddened her to know it was no longer worth saving, to either of them. But as morose as the outcome was, the closure offered her some peace. 
Before the teams chosen for the run departed, Iris made sure to point out which of the scouts were on their side. The numbers were at least even between Iris’s people and Edric’s, though she found it odd that Councilwoman Jan was staying behind. Lately, the two had been inseparable. And Councilman Ted was nowhere to be found. Though Wren was thankful to have some familiarity in Tom, her foreman on the wall. Iris offered a hug before Wren joined the rest of the team in the back of the truck and whispered in her ear, “Tom will give the signal when it’s time. When he says ‘it’s getting late,’ that’s when it’ll start.” 
They took two vehicles, the mixture of Iris’s men and Edric’s men spread out between the trucks evenly. The ride in the back of the truck was rough, and for each dip and bump, Wren’s knuckles flashed white against the black rifle in her hands. The weapon felt thick and bulky, but she kept the rifle tight against her body. She rode in the same truck as Edric, something she couldn’t avoid, as he didn’t pick a vehicle until she had already chosen hers. She kept a watchful eye on him from her position, but he offered no movement or hint as to his actions. Whenever a moment of doubt or fear crept into Wren’s mind, she clung to the consequences of her failure. If Edric survived, then her family would be the first to die. She knew the bastard would do it out of spite, maybe even drag her along to watch if she was still alive afterward. 
Another path came into view up the road, and the lead truck veered onto it. When Wren felt them slow and follow, and the icy grip of panic took hold of her heart. “What’s going on? The town is to the east. That’ll take us north.”
Tom banged on the window to the truck’s cab, and Edric turned around, sliding the dirty glass window open. “Where are we going? The town’s in the other direction.”
“A little detour,” Edric yelled above the howl of wind and the hum of the truck’s engine. “We’re stopping at one of the food caches. With the increased number of the attacks over the past few weeks, we didn’t want to risk missing an opportunity to grab it.” He looked to Wren. “Better safe than sorry.” He slammed the window shut, and Wren jolted from another bump in the road. 
They traveled for another twenty minutes. When the truck came to a stop, she jumped out eagerly, the butt of her rifle pulled tight in the crook of her arm. She watched Edric exit the truck, but he never even looked her way, and neither did his men. Wren tugged on Tom’s sleeve as they hung back. “Is there really a food cache out here?”
“Yeah,” Tom answered. He shook his head uneasily, his motions as angular as the square jaw that encased his face. “But I don’t like the change in plans.”
Some of the men carried shovels, and Wren watched Edric examine the trees, leaning in close to their trunks, looking for something. “All right. Should be just… about… here.” He stopped, looking straight down, smiling. “Jackpot.” His men dug up the earth where he planted his foot, and the crater grew deep quickly. 
Wren watched Edric carefully. She watched his eyes, his hands, his feet, arms, legs, neck. She looked for any inkling or the slightest hint of trickery. But the one time he locked eyes with Wren, all he offered was a smile. 
One of the diggers struck a crate, and the men lifted the sealed boxes and bags of food to the edge of the hole until the pile stood as tall as Wren and six feet wide. Everyone grabbed a box and loaded the truck, piling the rations in the bed. 
When the last box was shoved into place, everyone dusted off their hands and tossed the shovels in with their bounty. Edric looked into the sky, smearing some of the dirt from his hand onto his forehead as he wiped his brow, and when he looked Wren in the eyes, the same rush of cold that she felt upon their first encounter shivered up her spine. A smile burst onto Edric’s lips as the next words from his mouth sounded like he spoke them in slow motion. “Looks like it’s getting late.”
It took Wren half a second too long for the words to process, and by the time she realized what happened, gunfire erupted. She raised her rifle, nearly dropping the weapon in the process as she shuffled her feet backward. Her shaking finger found the trigger and squeezed. Her eyes shut involuntarily from the rifle’s kickback, and she had no idea of the projection of her bullet. Her back slammed against a tree, and she grasped the trunk, pulling herself behind it for cover. She tilted her head out from behind the grooved bark and saw both sides had separated, and Edric’s men had the trucks. 
Bullets struck the tree, and Wren jerked back behind the safety of the thick trunk. The rifle rattled in her shaky arms, and though she wanted to shut her eyes again, she forced them open. Her breath was labored and quick as she looked left and saw one of Iris’s guys a few trees down. The sight of allies caused her to grow bolder. She wasn’t alone. Not yet. 
“Wren!” Tom waved his arms from behind a small embankment between a cluster of trees to get her attention. “Are you all right?”
“Yeah.” Wren gripped the rifle a little more firmly as the beacon of strength in her voice spread to the rest of her body. She tucked the weapon’s stock back under her arm, the thunder of gunshots no longer causing her to flinch. 
Tom ducked from a round of bullets that sent a spray of dirt over his back. “Just stay there!” He jumped to his feet, shell casings ejecting from the rifle as he returned fire, then pressed forward. 
Wren inched her way around the trunk, the gun in her hands poised to shoot. She felt her muscles coil and harden with every step. Just before she completely removed herself from the cover of the tree, she paused, and her heart rate spiked, the muscles along her face twitching with adrenaline. If I die, then my family dies. She clung to that thought like a war cry and jumped from behind the tree, firing into a cluster of Edric’s men near the tailgate of one of the trucks. 
Combat washed over her in a blur. All Wren felt was the steady thump of the rifle’s butt against her shoulder and the smooth, hot metal of the trigger against her fingertip. Her legs and feet numbed to the ground beneath her, and after the first round of gunshot blasts all she heard was a high-pitched din that silenced the sounds of death filling the afternoon air. 
Edric’s men scattered from the truck, and despite the vulnerability of her position in open space, she continued to push forward. The fear in the pit of her stomach churned into rage with every squeeze of the trigger. The heat from the rifle flushed hot against her arm, and she felt her cheeks redden from the mixture of sun, adrenaline, and fury.
Wren glanced to her right. Only a few of Tom’s men remained in pursuit. The gunfire thickened, and Wren sprinted to a cluster of rocks on her left for cover. The dead foliage was still slick from the previous day’s rains. She slipped on the rock and smacked her elbow hard on a stone upon landing. The pain numbed her limb all the way to her shoulder, but the ricochet of bullets on the other side of the rock offered the incentive to push through the pain. 
One of Tom’s guys had sought cover behind the rocks as well, but found no such asylum as Wren shoved the corpse aside to make room for herself. She turned to fire, but the magazine was empty. She threw it on the ground, grabbing the dead man’s rifle to replace her own. The high-pitched din had faded, and in its place the screams of dying men filled her ears. She crawled to the top of the rock cluster to get a better view, but when she crested the top, the landscape had grown still and quiet. No bullets. No screams. Nothing, except:
“Wren!” Edric’s voice roared louder than any of the previous gunshots, shattering the ice-like calm that had descended on their battle. “Give it up. It’s no use trying to win this. You’ll just make things worse.”
Wren’s voice caught in her throat as she looked to the facedown man next to her and the bloody gunshot exit wound on the back of his skull. She swallowed hard, her palms fused to the rifle. “The only thing that’ll make my life worse is one more second of you being alive, Edric.” She shimmied along the rocks, doing her best to stay low and quiet.
“I have two of your men,” Edric replied. “The rest are dead. You want these two to live, you come out right now. I’m only going to offer this once.”
Wren slowly lifted her head above the rocks for a better view. Tom and another one of their guys were on their knees with their hands on their heads. “Let them go!”
“Only if you give yourself up quietly.” Edric placed the barrel of his pistol on the back of the man kneeling next to Tom. “And quickly.”
“Don’t do it, Wren!” Tom yelled. “He’ll just kill you too!” 
“Shut up!” Eric said, pistol whipping Tom. “No more games, Burton! You come out now.”
“The moment I step out, yo—” Wren ducked involuntarily from the gunshot, and her body trembled long after the ringing in her ears subsided. 
“That’s one dead,” Edric said. “You want more blood on your hands?”
Wren peered through a crack in the rocks and saw Tom still on his knees with his dead comrade facedown in the dirt on his left. She looked around, searching for anything or anyone that could help, but she was on an island, alone. Tom was right, the moment she gave herself up she’d be dead, and Tom with her. And if she died, her family wouldn’t be far behind. Her veins boiled with rage, and she smacked the back of her head against one of the rocks in frustration. “You won’t win, Edric. You hear me? This will solve noth—” 
The gunshot silenced Wren’s voice, the forest, and everyone around her. It shook loose the sanity in her mind. Her grip loosened on the firm foundation of reality, and she felt herself slowly drift into chaos. Possessed by nothing more than the urge to kill, she jumped from the rocks, firing wildly into Edric’s men. Two quickly went down as she sprinted forward, her finger glued to the trigger. She didn’t stop running when the magazine emptied, nor did she stop thrashing against one of Edric’s men when he slammed her up against the truck. The rage in her blood boiled so hot that she was deaf to her own screams, which she was only aware of because of the hoarse pain in her throat. The next few minutes were nothing but a white-hot flash of anger, but when it finally subsided, she found herself in the back of a truck, her wrists and ankles bound together, and Edric sitting directly across from her. 
“You trusted the wrong people, Burton,” Edric said, his body wobbling back and forth with the turn of each bend on the dirt road. “If you had just done what you were told in the beginning, listened to me, then all of this blood wouldn’t be on your hands.”
“I wasn’t the one who pulled the trigger on a defenseless boy,” Wren retorted. 
Edric laughed. “Don’t travel the high road with me, Burton. I know what you were planning today. I just beat you to the punch. It’s amazing what you hear over pillow talk.” 
Ella. The foolish girl must have told her boyfriend what they had planned. That’s how Edric knew. “The plan isn’t over yet.” Wren narrowed her eyes, knowing that she had nothing up her sleeve. But any shadows of doubt she could stir in the back of his mind was reason enough to keep prodding. “What do you think is going to happen when you head back to camp? They’ll know what you did. Whatever control you think you have will disappear the moment the community sees you walk in with half the group missing.”
Edric leaned forward, and grazed the scars on his face, his fingers digging into the grooves and divots that ran along his cheeks and jawline. “The same people who gave me these tried something like you did. Although, as you can see, their plan was slightly more effective than yours.” He reached for his belt and plucked a grenade. He held it out between the two of them, cradling it gently in his hands. “Have you ever been hit with shrapnel from an explosive, Burton?” He tapped the side of the grenade against his cheek. “It’s nasty business. The metal comes flying at you with a velocity faster than a bullet, tiny shards tearing through your flesh like a disease burrowing itself into your body until you bleed out.” He pointed to his scars. “Transport detail. Afghanistan. Roadside car bombs had become the weapon of choice for the enemy, and any suspicious vehicles were thoroughly inspected. It was my second tour, so I had a pretty good intuition when it came to spotting something meant to kill me. A skill I still use today.” He pulled the pin on the grenade, clutching the lever tightly in his fist, and Wren drew in a breath as he waved the grenade around like a conductor’s wand. “The enemy was a master of deception. You could never be entirely sure if the man in the robes walking down the street had a pack of C-4 strapped to his chest, or if the woman in the burka to your right had a machine gun underneath her garb.” He frowned. “Every person there looked like they wanted to kill us. No matter what we tried to do about it.”
The truck smacked into a large divot, and Wren’s heart jumped as Edric’s fist wobbled, but the grenade clung tightly to his palm. Her worry broke out in the beads of sweat along her face and neck. “And that’s how you see everyone now? Your enemy? How long before that enemy turns into the kids at the community? Or someone who says something you don’t like?”
“You know why we lost so many men in that war, Burton?” Edric leaned forward, but her eyes were still glued to the explosive in his fist. “We couldn’t fight the battles the way we needed to in order to win. The administration was so caught up in red tape and public opinion that we couldn’t kill them the way we needed to kill them. I’m not going to let that same bureaucratic nonsense destroy what I’ve built here.”
“So that’s why you’ve planned your little coup?” Wren asked. “You think the community is better off living in fear of you?”
“I think the community is better off living.” Edric slammed his back against the side of the truck, stretching his legs. He tilted his head to the side. “You know, I heard you speaking with your husband that night.” He leaned forward, then gave her a look up and down, the same look she’d seen from catcallers since she was a teenager. “It’s a shame you couldn’t pick a man to handle your spirit.”
“Well, real men have been in short supply lately.” Wren’s nostrils flared, and she grimaced at Edric’s stench. “But I’ll let you know when I find one.”
Edric grabbed her throat, choking the life out of her with his left hand. The pressure compounded in her head with every second he kept hold. “I’ve thought about the different ways I could kill you. I wanted to see how long I could draw it out. You people, in your cities, standing atop your ivory towers, you have no idea what it’s like for the individuals whose backs you stand on. You have no idea of the sacrifices it takes to keep security.” He pulled her closer, Wren’s face shifting from red to purple. “But you will.” He shoved her back forcefully, releasing his grip.
Wren collapsed to her side, gulping in giant breaths of air, hacking and coughing, her throat sore and raw. Her head rattled against the truck bed, and with her hands bound, she struggled to push herself to an upright position as she watched Edric place the pin back into the grenade. “You’re not protecting people, Edric. You’re nothing more than a prison warden now.”
The truck came to a stop, and Wren suddenly realized that the forest had disappeared behind them as they pulled into an abandoned parking lot on the outskirts of town. “In a few minutes,” Edric said, “you’ll be wishing you had some bars of your own to keep you safe.”
Two of his goons grabbed her roughly and flung her to the pavement. Her shoulders and arms smacked against the concrete, a portion of her face scraping against the grainy gravel, and she felt the warm burst of blood trickle down her cheek. More arms scooped her off the ground, the air stinging the fresh wounds. 
They’d stopped at the town she could only guess was their original destination. Edric walked over to her while the rest of his men unloaded some of their food. “I just want you to know that I will not pass judgment on the rest of your family for your crimes. Unless they defy me, no harm will come to them.” Those scars formed another wicked smile. “And besides... by the time your two girls come of age, women will have their uses. And if they share your looks, then I know I’ll enjoy them.”
Wren spit in his face, thrashing against her captors. “You fucking bastard! You lay one hand on them, and I will find you. You hear me? I will fucking kill you!” She kicked, screamed, and flailed her arms, but no matter how hard she fought, she couldn’t break free.
The outburst depleted what was left of Wren’s strength, and she hung limply from the hold of one of the guards. Her mind raced through the horrors her family would encounter back at the camp. I’ve failed them. I’ve given them up to this monster. She fought back the desperation welling up in the corners of her eyes. She would not give them the satisfaction of seeing her cry.
“Sir, we have movement. Three o’clock.” 
Wren perked up at the noise, a brief flash of hope that it was someone from camp. Maybe Iris had another team. A backup. But when she looked, all she saw were a few men she didn’t recognize slithering out from behind an old lumber warehouse. They held rusty pipes and tire irons. Their faces were thick with scruff, their clothes dirty, and their hair as wild as the overgrowth creeping in from the patches of grass along the streets. 
“You’re late,” Edric said as he approached the three men, his tone as rough as his peers. No handshakes were given, and no smiles were cast. “Where’s the rest of your men?”
“Where they can see you, but you can’t see them.” The man who spoke had yellow-stained teeth, and she smelled the sour stench coming off him from ten yards away. When they made eye contact, he flashed a wicked smile. “That her?”
“Yes.” Edric led the self-appointed leader over, while his other two henchmen stayed put, patting the ends of their rusted weapons in the palms of their hands. 
The man with the stained teeth stopped just inches from Wren’s body as the guard holding her still stiffened her back, standing her up straight. He stroked her hair then moved his hand down to her chest, where he fondled her right breast, smiling. “She’ll do just fine.”
“And two weeks’ worth of rations. Just like we agreed upon.” Edric motioned to a pair of his men, who dumped half of the sacks and crates of the food cache. “We have a deal?”
The man released Wren’s breast, and she felt a shudder run through her body as he nodded. “My men will not attack your compound for the next month. After that, should your contributions prove… worthwhile”—he glanced over to Wren—“we will come up with a new arrangement.”
Wren watched the bastards shake hands as if she were a product to be sold, and her new captor summoned his own goons. “We’ll have some fun with you,” he said as Wren was dragged against her will. She watched the trucks drive away, leaving nothing but dust in their wake, and she felt foreign hands dig into her flesh. She jammed the front of her forehead into her captor’s jaw, knocking loose his grip but leaving her head ringing. “Hey!” But before his partner could interfere, Wren slammed her heel into the toe of his left foot then drove her knee into his crotch, sending him to the ground with his friend. 
Wren sprinted. Her arms were tucked tight behind her from the restraints, but less than ten feet into her escape, she tripped and violently smacked onto the concrete. The pavement was hot and coarse against her body, and she lay there, moaning from the impact. 
“Dammit, Coolgan! Can’t you keep hold of one woman?” The voice lashed the words harshly, and when Wren looked up, she saw Stained Teeth glancing back down at her. “Look what you did. Her face is all fucked up.”
Wren spit out a wad of blood, her cheeks on fire and a sharp pain cutting up the left side of her back. The man jerked her up and gripped her throat, forcing her to choke on her own spit. “You listen to me, bitch. We can do this the easy way, or the hard way. There are at least thirty men here who haven’t fucked anything but their own hand in over a month, and you’re their prize for behaving so well. So are you gonna play nice?” Wren answered, but the man’s grip was so tight that her words gargled incomprehensibly from her lips. The man leaned closer. “What was that?” 
“Go fuck yourself.” Wren strained the words through her throat and spit a wad of blood in the man’s face. She received a backhand for the comment that sent her to the ground once more, the world spinning underneath.
“Wrong move, bitch.”
 
 



Chapter 11
 
The chants and screams from the men watching Wren as she was paraded through the camp were frenzied and tilted off the edge of lunacy. The vulgar taunts paired with a few choice words told her everything she needed to expect from her stay. But when the man with the yellow-stained teeth led her inside a dimly lit room with nothing more than a few candles burning in the corner, something felt wrong. 
“Boss gets to have you first when he gets back.” Yellow Teeth prowled around room, sniffing at her, flashing his stained smile. “But don’t you worry. When he’s done with you, I’ll get my turn. And I’ll make sure you get everything you need, baby.” He blew her a kiss, and hysterical laughter trailed behind him as he slammed the door shut on his exit, the rush of wind blowing out the few candles inside, sentencing her to darkness.
Wren pushed herself to her feet, running for the door he’d just closed, and wiggled the handle in a fruitless effort to escape. Outside, the chants and echoes of the men permeated the walls of her cell, all of them relishing in whatever sick fantasies they hoped to use her for. The thought forced her to swallow a retch of vomit, and she collapsed against the wall for support. She slowly slid to the floor, her dignity and courage falling with her as she sobbed silently in the quiet of her own solitude. 
The salty tears stung the cuts on her face, but it didn’t deter the tears from falling. She curled up into a defenseless ball, clutching her legs close to her chest, letting the fear run its course. She wanted to get it out now. She wouldn’t cry when they raped her. She wouldn’t give them anything but cold, stoic indifference. 
When the wells of her grief ran dry, she pushed herself up from the floor, forcing herself to sit upright. Her eyes had adjusted to the darkness a little more, and the shapelessness of the room cleared. All of the walls were barren, and from what she saw, there wasn’t a single piece of furniture in the room. Nothing she could fashion into a weapon, nothing to help her escape.
I can’t die here. I can’t let Edric hurt my family. Wren shuddered at Edric’s last words, knowing full well that he wasn’t the type of man to offer empty threats. She had to escape. Wren leapt to her feet as quickly as her bruised body allowed and pressed her hands against the wall, running them across the grainy surface until she found the candles, nothing but small nubs, the pooled wax around the shafts still warm to the touch. But they sat on no holders of any kind, and the mushy wax itself offered no defense against what she would have to fight.
Think, Wren. She shut her eyes, trying to drown out the hum of voices beyond the walls, which had grown louder. With her ear tilted to the side, she inched closer to the back wall, the chants building in volume with every step. She crouched low, running her hands against the bottom of the wall until they stumbled upon a vent.
Wren nearly screamed in elation but managed to keep her calm. The vents of the lumber yard were large to help with ventilation from the sawdust. If she could crawl inside, she would be able to find a way out. She fumbled her hands to the corners of the vent where the screws protruded. She squeezed her fingers around them, trying to twist them free. Her skin pinched against the rusted metal, and she felt flakes of rust fall from the screws with every attempt. 
After a few tries, blood dripped from Wren’s fingertips and rolled down the back of her hand. Every droplet that splashed into the growing pool of dark crimson beneath the air vent sent tiny droplets onto her pant leg. Each turn of the screw shredded her skin. Her fingers ached, and the screw she struggled with rusted with defiance as it neared the end of its length. With a shaky hand, she palmed the metal, where it sat stained in blood, and then placed it in her pocket. She peeled the free corner back, but it wasn’t enough to make room for her to maneuver inside. 
Wren winced in anticipation of the pain to come as her raw fingertips touched the next screw. Sweat rolled down her forehead, cheeks, and neck. It collected under her arms and rolled down the sides of her ribs underneath her shirt. She turned the stubborn metal fervently, but despite the effort, it withdrew painfully slowly. She smacked her forehead into the wall. Fatigue and frustration were catching up with her. She felt her grip on reality loosen, and each laugh and cheer that echoed through the walls from the dozens of men outside only slickened her fingertips as she dangled over the edge. 
Wren punched the concrete wall, the only reaction from the room a dull thud that was quickly lost in the chants outside. She brought her left hand to the screw, its fingertips not as raw and bloody as her right, but her grip not as strong. She focused on returning to Addison and Chloe. She thought of her only son, alone and broken, and what that madman would try to do to him. She gritted her teeth and heard the rusted screw squeak on its turn. Her entire arm shook from the pressure, but she pushed through the pain as fresh skin tore from her fingertips and clustered in the screw head’s grooves, spouting a fresh well of blood that stained her hands and the metal underneath. 
Every tenth of an inch the screw protruded, Wren felt her heart race. So close. She looked back to the door behind her and the menacing intentions that lay beyond. The pain reached a crescendo on the last turn as the screw clanked against the floor. Wren took hold of the opened side and pulled backward with all of her might, the old metal vent straining against her will. With a final yank, the metal bent ninety degrees and opened a path large enough for her to wiggle through. The weight under her bloodied palms caused the metal to buckle, and with it a noise loud enough to pierce the celebrations outside. 
Wren froze, slowly turning to the door behind her, waiting for it to burst open with the men who meant to rape her. But no one entered. She turned back to the vent, crawling, feeling her way through. The space was tighter than she anticipated, and her shoulders scraped against the sides while her stomach slid across the bottom. She ducked her head, and her legs stuck out straight behind her. Each movement forward was as slow as pulling the screws from the wall. 
Built-up sawdust, dirt, and grime smeared across her body and limbs as she pressed forward. If the room was dark, the vent was as void of light as a black hole. Twice she smacked her head against a wall as the vent reached a dead end, forcing her to go left or right. And with no schematics to the facility, every turn through the airshafts was a gamble. She had no idea where she would end up, but with no option other than forward, she pressed on.
Finally, the glow of firelight through one of the vents offered the first look at freedom, but along with the light came the grunts and voices of the men who’d captured her. She approached cautiously, doing her best to avoid the loud bumps and pops of the sheet metal that comprised the airshaft as she crawled forward. 
The yellow-and-orange light flickered through the vent’s open grates on her left. When she peered through the narrow slits, she saw the large fire that was the source of the flames. Six men sat and circled the inferno, all of them with bottle of liquor in their hand, save for one, whose face remained hidden on the far side by the fire. 
“This deal is temporary, and it shows just how desperate they are. They truly believe they are safe behind those walls. It’s only a matter of time. We’re gaining more men along with the weapons to arm them. The food they bartered with us will be put in reserves for when we need it.” The hidden voice spoke with an elegance that contradicted the Neanderthal-like faces that surrounded him. 
“And the girl?” one of the men asked and spilled some of the liquid from his bottle as he sloshed his arm drunkenly back and forth. “The men are waiting for your word. They want you to have her first.”
Wren held a curse under her breath, and for a while the only sound from the scene below was the crackle of the fire. Every face around the flames looked to the man she could not see. She tried moving to the right, reaching as far as the grate would allow her, and for a moment she saw a sliver of his profile. Unlike most of the men, the man’s right cheek was smooth and shaven, his hair combed and slicked back. “I care nothing for the woman. But if it lifts the men’s spirits, tell them to have their fun. They could use a distraction. A reward for their loyalty.”
The men around the fire sniggered, and Wren had to keep the bile in her stomach from spewing through her mouth and nose. They spoke of her like an object to be used and disposed of, and they did so with candor. As the others departed, Wren lingered behind to see who their leader was, but he remained seated behind the fire. 
Knowing her escape would soon be known, Wren pressed on. She crawled quickly, her heart racing, the adrenaline coursing through her body numbing the pain in her fingers and hands. After two more turns, the glow from the fire through the vent had disappeared, eclipsing her in darkness once more. She knew there was an exit point, but each grate she peered into revealed nothing more than a dark room, and she couldn’t risk dropping herself into a locked room like the one that acted as her cell. Suddenly, angered shouts echoed through the long shaft behind her. She was running out of time.
Wren double-timed it, her knees and elbows smacking against the sides of the shaft. She abandoned her attempts at a quiet escape as she raced against her captors now in full chase. The air grew hotter, and she noticed a faint glow down the shaft. It wasn’t the orange-and-red flames of a fire, but something softer. Moonlight.
Wren gripped the sides of the vent, which led to her freedom outside. The ground was at least twelve feet below her, and she smacked the vent violently, savagely, desperately as the men’s voices grew louder. The top right corner of the vent broke loose, the small screw falling to the dirt below. Wren palmed the corner, leveraging the vent down, the weak and rusted metal crumbling from the pressure until the other screws snapped off and the vent crashed to the ground. 
Wren squeezed through the tight opening, a wave of vertigo washing over her as half her body dangled twelve feet in the air, trying to grip the sides of the vent running along the building with her fingertips. The rusted corners of the side tore the fabric of her pants as she pulled her legs out, her entire body dangling from the side of the vent. She looked down, making sure the ground was clear of debris before she dropped, but as she did, the air vent buckled under the strain of her weight, shaking her loose, and she tumbled to the dirt, her limbs flailing awkwardly.
Her back smacked against the packed earth, knocking the wind out of her. She gasped for air and for a moment received nothing but the smother of suffocation. She rolled to her side, the muscles along her lower back spasming in defiance from the fall, and finally she sucked in air, filling her lungs greedily as she clawed the dirt. Angry shouts exploded into the night air, and Wren made a beeline for the woods, sprinting as fast and far away from the town as her legs would take her. 
While the moon was out, the lighting it provided was poor as she shuffled through the trees and brush, her clothes snagging and tearing in the thick branches. Dogs howled behind her, and their eerie din sent a chill up her spine and added a spring to her step. 
Wren searched desperately in the darkness for anywhere she could run, anyplace where she could hide. The barking grew louder, and the flames of torches flickered between the thick tree trunks as she glanced behind her. She reached into her pocket and pulled out the bloodied screws she’d removed from the vent. She palmed one of them, the end sharp enough to puncture skin. 
An ache roared in her stomach, and her breath grew shorter the farther she ran, the howl of the dogs still fresh on her tail. She removed her shirt, fumbling with the buttons awkwardly on the sprint. She tore the blouse from her body and balled it up and flung it away from the trail, hoping to divert the dogs from her scent long enough for her to put some distance between her and the madmen in pursuit. 
With her shirt gone, the night air felt cool against her sweat-stained body, and the chill coupled with the adrenaline that pushed her forward into the night air. Her feet and ankles bent awkwardly on the rocky, uneven ground, and more than once she stumbled to her hands and knees, the earth scraping her skin with every fall. 
But the farther she ran into the woods, the slower her pace grew, and with her lethargic crawl, the men and hounds grew louder. She ducked behind the largest tree she could find, knowing that she couldn’t outrun them any longer, and with the dogs tracking her, she couldn’t hide. All that was left now was to fight.
Wren pinched the screw head between her fingers. The coarse bark of the tree scraped against her bare skin as she crouched low. She slowed her breathing, quieting herself as much as possible. Branches and leaves rustled nearby, and she raised her fist high, ready to strike. Luckily, the first man around the tree didn’t have one of the dogs, only a spiked baseball bat. Taking him by the arm, Wren jammed the tip of the screw into the side of his neck repeatedly, each blow covering her in a fresh coat of warm blood on her face, shoulders, arms, and chest. The man gargled, choking on his own fluid. The dogs barked wildly at the scent. He clawed at her arms as the life drained from him and he slowly collapsed to the dirt. She ripped the homemade mace from his grip just as another man rounded the corner. 
With a backhanded blow, Wren brought the mace’s spikes into the man’s cheek as both he and the hound howled at the sight of their prey. When she yanked the bat free, he dropped the dog’s leash, and the beast lunged at her, jaws snapping viciously as she fell backward. The hound sank its teeth deep into her left forearm, and her mind blurred with pain. In a panicked flurry, Wren brought the side of the mace to the dog’s ribcage, and the beast whimpered, letting loose her arm and limping away with its tail between its legs. 
When the dog fled, the mace was yanked from her grip, and Wren was left defenseless as a swarm of arms snatched her up. She fought, clawing, kicking, screaming, and cursing as they dragged her backward. Their hands slipped on her sweaty and bloodied skin. She thrashed wildly and broke free of their hold, smacking hard against the ground. She clawed forward with her good right hand, the other arm too mangled and hurt to perform any function. 
The men laughed at her on her hands and knees, her body so drained of energy it was all she could do to crawl. “Look, Jim, the bitch already started taking her clothes off.”
Wren listened to his friend snigger back. “What’s the matter, honey? Weren’t getting enough loving at home?” They both thundered with laughter, the dog continuing its barking until she heard the smack of a boot against the hound, and the snarl transformed into a helpless yap. “I say we take her now before the others ruin her.”
The man’s partner agreed, and Wren felt her legs tugged backward, her belly scraping against the dirt, roots, and rocks as she kicked in defiance with what was left of her strength. She tried to hold back the hot burst of tears in her eyes, but the more she struggled, the more they fought to pin her down. She felt their foreign hands tuck under her bra and slide her pants down to her ankles.
“Hold her still, Jim.” Wren looked up to see one of them with his pants down, his manhood tucked firmly in his hand. “Flip her over. I like to ride ’em like a cowboy.”
Wren slammed her fist into the man’s groin, and the man let go of her shoulders, but her outburst was retaliated against quickly as the man grabbed the back of her neck and punched her nose. The warm, metallic taste of blood rolled onto her lips and tongue, and her thoughts clustered together like a traffic jam. “You stupid bitch!”
“C’mon, Randy, quit screwin’ around.”
Once again, they grabbed her by the legs and flipped her over to her stomach as she choked on the taste of her own blood. The ground shifted unevenly, and she felt fingers pull the waistline of her underwear down. She offered another feeble kick, and then her face was slammed into the ground, dirt running up her nostrils and mouth, adding a gritty texture to the liquid swarming around her tongue. 
A gunshot rang out, and she felt a body collapse on top of her, followed by the manic howls of the hound. She was too weak to push the body off of her, but with her cheek pressed into the earth, she saw a pair of boots shuffle through the grass and heard the pleas of the second man who’d punched her. “No, please, listen. I don’t want any trouble. Look, you want her? Go ahead, take a turn. I don’t care. I don—”
A second gunshot rang out, the dog barking wildly now, then a third silenced the forest, leaving nothing but a ringing in her ears. She felt her heart pound against her chest and then back into the dirt underneath. A brief surge of adrenaline pumped through her as she pushed up from the ground, and the man on top of her fell clumsily to the side. He landed faceup, a hole through the front of his skull, his eyes cross-eyed and lifeless. 
Wren looked up to a man towering above her, and she was suddenly aware of the nakedness of her own body. She trembled despite her protest, and crawled backward, shaking her head. “No.” She wanted to say more, but it was the only word that escaped her lips. “No. No. No.” 
The man followed, his steps methodical. Ragged and soiled clothing hung loosely from his body. His face was thick with beard, and his eyes were hidden under the shadow of his cap. He gripped a rifle in his right hand. “I told you there was wolves.” 
Shouts from the fallen men’s comrades echoed through the woods, and Wren saw at least a dozen more torches. She flipped to all fours, trying to push forward, but her limbs refused to cooperate, and she fell face-first back into the dirt. When she turned around, she put a hand up as the man raised the butt of his rifle and smacked it against her forehead, turning the world around her black.
 
 



Chapter 12
 
It was the pungent smell that woke her, but it was the throbbing in her head that kept her awake. She gently cradled her forehead and felt the rough stitching of cloth around her head. Her vision was blurred, but when it came into focus, she noticed that her raw fingertips were wrapped as well, bits of dried blood staining the fabric a ruddy tinge, along with her right forearm.
Wren forced herself up, the room spinning as she noticed the bed underneath her and the foreign clothes draped over her body, far too large for her frame. She squinted from the sunlight piercing through an open window, and judging from the color, they were the first rays of a new day. But which day? She tried retracing the events, but pain roared so loudly in her mind that she lay back down against the lumpy mattress. 
Again the smell grazed her nostrils and forced her awake, but when she opened her eyes this time, a bearded, crazy-haired man stared back at her. She screamed and crawled backward until she slammed against the wall. The face brought back flashes of the men in the small town, the air ducts, and running through the woods. “What do you want?”
“To live.” He drawled the words lazily but gruffly. He eased back into a wooden chair next to the bed and brought a pipe to his mouth, which he puffed from greedily then blew rings of smoke from his lips. But while he maintained the leisurely aura of a retired grandfather, his eyes betrayed him with the look of wild intelligence. 
His voice. I’ve heard it before. Wren leaned forward, her curiosity slowly overtaking the fear of the unfamiliar and the throbbing pain in her head. “It was you that spoke to me my first day by the wall at the community. You said there were…” She furrowed her brow, trying to remember his words. “Wolves,” she remembered suddenly. “You said it last night.” Last night. Wren shuddered and curled her legs to her chest. 
“I didn’t touch you,” he said, knocking loose the old tobacco in his pipe that spilled onto the floor. “Can’t say as to what happened before I got there, though.” He pushed himself out of his chair, and his heavy feet thudded against the straining floorboards. “But from what I could tell, I shot the pecker head who was about to stick you before it happened.” He opened a wax casing and pulled out some more tobacco, stuffing it into his pipe.
The small cabin was roughly furnished. What chairs and tables Wren saw looked homemade, fashioned from the very trees of the forest that surrounded them. On the far wall, a cluster of rifles lay stacked neatly on a rack, and a table full of pistols and knives lay underneath. She eyed the rifles and then found the grizzly-bearded man staring her down as smoke puffed from the pipe. “You could try and get your hands on one of them guns. But I doubt you’d be able to shoot me before I’d gun you down. I may have saved you, but I don’t mean to die by your hand.”
Wren brought her feet from under the blanket and placed them on the floor, every muscle in her body sore and irritated from the movement. “And am I your guest, or your prisoner?”
“Depends on how long you expect to stay, and what your plans are after you leave.” He narrowed his eyes, taking another long drag from the pipe. 
“The community where you first saw me. Do you know those people?” 
The man grunted. “I know ’em. They think they’re out here surviving. The bastards don’t know shit about livin’ and even less about the land they sat their plump asses on.” He gave her a look up and down. “Still can’t figure out what you were doing there.”
“They have my family.” Wren stood, her legs wobbled, and she leaned back against the mattress for support. “My children. They’re going to hurt them. I have to get them back.” She wasn’t sure what the man would say, but he stayed quiet for a long time, taking puffs from his pipe, the sunlight from the window illuminating the worn fabric of his long-sleeved shirt with different-colored patches over the holes, with the same patchwork over his knees on his pant legs. From what she’d seen so far, the man could handle himself, and whatever honor he possessed stayed intact, as he could have done whatever he wanted to her after he’d taken her. “All I need is for you to point me in the right direction.”
The man set the pipe down and strode across the floor to where his rifles lay. He plucked one from the rack and opened a drawer, pulling out a magazine of ammunition that he clicked into place. His hands moved effortlessly with the weapon, and before she could blink, the barrel was aimed right at her. He took a few slow, methodical steps, his left eye shut as he stared down the sight of the rifle with his right, and he didn’t stop until the barrel was less than an inch from her face.
“If you’re going to kill me, then do it. But if not, get the fuck out of my way.” Wren stood her ground, not relinquishing an inch.
The man finally lowered the weapon and extended it to her. “I believe I will.”
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