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   Chapter 1
 
    
 
   The splattered blood feels hot on my face even with the cold and blowing snow. I can hardly make out Shane’s lifeless body through my tears of fear. Please let me wake from this nightmare.
 
   Cold and heartless, Tobias turns his gun on Skipper. My chest grows tight and I wait for another deafening shot.
 
   CJ forces the barrel of his weapon into my cheek so hard that I feel a welt form immediately. They will kill me just as easily as Dorian killed Shane. Are the basic laws of society dead forever?
 
   Unable to contain my nerves any longer, I vomit off to the side. My fright has mounted into intense anger. “You’re a murderer!” I stare Dorian down and realize the sheer terror engraved on the faces of everyone else, including Dorian’s thugs. “Do you obey no law?” The game has changed.
 
   Kaleb moves toward me and I can sense his genuine concern, but I discreetly nod him off.
 
   “I told you I will do whatever is necessary to ensure the survival of the human race.”
 
   “You killed an innocent man! How is that survival?” My cheeks burn from streaming tears and the cold wind that cuts into my skin.
 
   “You’ll be next if I have any more trouble from you. You get me?” He narrows his black, empty eyes.
 
   My blood boils and I refuse to look away. I will kill Dorian Lennox the first chance I get!
 
   “Anyone else have any objections?” Dorian scans the group. His gunmen scrutinize us, grazing their weapons across our chests as they walk past. I wonder if they were ever human—with feelings and compassion, or if they have always been thugs?
 
   Dorian returns to his cart. “That’s what I thought. CJ, Tobias, grab the bulls. You and you…” he points to Pug and Skipper, “…secure a couple of cows. Let’s move.”
 
   I remember Elsie’s darts are wrapped up in my coat pocket. I could try to take Dorian out now, but I’d likely be overpowered by his goons. I decide to wait until we stop somewhere to sleep before I make a move. I’m worried about leaving Masaru and Edgar but at least they are safe—away from Dorian. Hopefully, they will remember the place I showed them on the map and think to find Kane and Elsie.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   We have traveled long enough to feel the hot sun on my face turn to the freezing chill of nightfall on the back of my neck. We walk through a blizzard that’s created a complete whiteout. My feet are frozen, which is good because I can’t feel the pain anymore.
 
   Dorian stops momentarily to allow the animals to drink from a creek. At least he has compassion for them. He steps out of the cart to refill his own water bottle.
 
   “We stopping here for the night, Dorian? This seems good a place as any.” Even Tobias looks on the verge of collapse and his lips have turned purple.
 
   “No. We keep moving.”
 
   “But-”
 
   “I said we keep going.”
 
   Kaleb closes the distance between us enough to whisper. “Are you able to walk?”
 
   “Are you offering to carry me?”
 
   “If I need to.” His lips curve upward.
 
   I don’t forget that he is still one of Dorian’s thugs. “I’ll be fine,” I say, taking another bone crushing step into the deep snow. Pug and Skipper catch up and take their places close to my side.
 
   Kaleb takes the hint and steps away to make room for them. “Dorian, we could all use some rest. We’ve been walking for a full day,” he says.
 
   Veins bulge from Dorian’s temple and I can feel his negative energy about to explode. He stops the cart and storms toward Kaleb with his gun readied. “You’re either with me or against me. I said we aren’t stopping.”
 
   Kaleb moves closer until the tip of the gun touches his forehead. He doesn’t flinch.
 
   Dorian sets the trigger and they stare each other down.
 
   Silence.
 
   Dorian’s eyes twitch. The gun shakes in his hand against Kaleb’s forehead.
 
   The tension in the air is thick and I realize I’m holding my breath.
 
   “Dorian,” CJ approaches the two of them. “You’re going to need him when we get back to the shelter. Let’s just keep going.”
 
   Dorian eyes down the barrel.
 
   It’s going to happen. He’s going to kill Kaleb right here, right now.
 
   I close my eyes. I’ve seen enough bloodshed today.
 
   Click, click. Dorian dislodges the weapon.
 
   Without another word, he jumps into the cart and continues on.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   It’s been hours since we last stopped and I’m not sure my toes are connected to my feet any longer when I finally see the shelter in the distance. I feel a desperate sense to save these people from this evil, murdering dictator Dorian, but my instinct screams at me that this is not the right time. Sure, I could get a dart solid in his neck, but he’d wake up eventually, and I would probably find myself hanging by a short rope from a tailfin.
 
   I had hoped to have a chance to get close enough to Skipper or Pug so we might formulate a plan to overtake Dorian and his crew. Unfortunately, he made sure to keep us separated after the Kaleb incident.
 
   A memory of Ben playing with his Lego pet-weapon creation from the plane ride flashes through my mind. A smile forces its way onto my face. At least there is something good about coming back to Dorian’s prison. I wonder what Ben’s been up to while we were gone—some kind of plotting and planning I imagine.
 
   “Claudia! Move along!” Dorian interrupts my daydream.
 
   He pulls ahead in the cart, leading us to the main entrance at the southwest side of the shelter. The air is still, eerily silent. I scan the grounds looking for any sign of Ben or anyone else, and as I take my next step, it almost becomes my last. My foot slips out from under me on a small patch of ice. I fall backwards out of control but feel like I’m in slow motion. My eyes are closed, preparing for the blow. Before I hit the concrete, Kaleb catches me from behind.
 
   “I gotcha.” He helps me back to my feet.
 
   “Uh, thanks. I didn’t see the ice.”
 
   As I regain my footing, Dorian slows to a stop in front of the main entrance. His dark stare sends chills down my spine.
 
   “Oh, you won’t be going in there. Take them to the C-terminal,” he commands CJ.
 
   I swallow hard; surprised Dorian hasn’t already killed me. He can’t let us rejoin the general population—we know his secrets. What would they think if they found out about the underground colonies and nuclear weapons…and that he was a cold-blooded killer?
 
   I feel slightly relieved when I see Finch coming. I guess he’s managed to get another cart working while we’ve been gone because he’s driving it.
 
   “See you guys finally made it back,” he pulls up next to us, raising a brow to CJ and Tobias, who lead the bulls by the ropes around their necks. “Nice cows.” Finch casts a Cheshire grin at me.
 
   Strange.
 
   As we approach the C side of the airport, I notice that the slide is missing from the plane where I first met Janie. I scan the wet pavement to my right. Damn. Someone found our hiding spot. The handle from one of the umbrellas used to protrude out ever so slightly and now it’s gone.
 
   The silence is broken by chunks of snow falling from the roof and I look up just in time to see Ben scurry off. I look around to see if anyone else noticed, but everyone seems oblivious.
 
   I struggle to keep the smile hidden.
 
   We have almost caught up to Dorian when he circles back to us.
 
   “Stay here.” He steps out of the cart and huddles close to Tobias and CJ, standing further behind with the bulls. I can’t hear what he’s saying, but I see him motion to the other side of the airport. Pug and Skipper follow behind them.
 
   “Wait!” Dorian stops them. “You two…hand the cows over to CJ and Tobias. You’re coming with me.”
 
   CJ and Tobias disappear around the corner. Two less guns. The odds are moving in my favor.
 
   Thump, thump, thump! A single snowball rolls off the roof and hits Dorian on the head.
 
   Ben! There is no holding back on this wide grin.
 
   Another snowball and another…suddenly, an avalanche of snowballs falls down on top of Dorian. He’s completely buried.
 
   His shouting is muffled beneath the mound of snow. I catch a glimpse of Ben and Janie up on the roof giving each other a high-five. Lying next to them is a large piece of the yellow rubber from the slide that was missing. They must have rigged it to hold back the frozen arsenal.
 
   Finch slowly removes snowballs from the top of the pile.
 
   “No!” I blurt out before I think about what I’m saying. “Don’t let him free. He killed a man, Finch. He’s a murderer!”
 
   Kaleb nods to confirm.
 
   “He killed Shane for trying to keep what was ours,” Skipper adds.
 
   “Just shot him right in the head,” Pug struggles to get the words out. Before Dorian separated us, he told me Shane had been like an older brother to him. I know he’s hurting.
 
   Finch uncovers Dorian’s head down to his neck.
 
   “Get me out of here, Finch!” Dorian demands.
 
   “You’re a bad, bad man, Dorian Lennox. Is this true? You’ve killed a man?”
 
   Dorian squirms, struggling to free himself.
 
   “Well?” Finch probes for an answer.
 
   Now! I turn my back and remove the darts from my pocket. With haste, I unwrap them and pull one out by the red feathered tip. My hands are shaking as I load it into the blow gun. Without asking Finch’s permission, I fire one into Dorian’s neck. He passes out cold within seconds. I load another one and aim for Kaleb, the only guy with a firearm. He hands the gun over and puts his hands up.
 
   “Welcome home.” Ben smiles as he tosses down a makeshift rope ladder. Genius. He has knotted short ropes, laced through flattened liter-size water bottles, to create steps between two longer ropes.
 
   He motions for Janie to go. “Ladies first.”
 
   As she climbs down the ladder, Ben springs from the roof, bounding atop several objects before he lands on the ground. It’s surprising how strong and athletic he is for his small frame.
 
   He runs over and embraces me. It feels good to hug him and I clench him tight—he’s the only family I have now. “I’m so glad you’re okay,” he says. He straightens his glasses. “I knew you’d make it back.”
 
   My eyes are already tearing from the cold, but now I feel a real tear, warm, falling down my cheek. I hug him again. “I wasn’t so sure until just now. I’m glad you’re okay, too.” I didn’t realize how scared I would be to lose him until that moment.
 
   Finch motions us to the cart. “Time to get out of here.”
 
   Ben senses I’m skeptical. “It’s okay. He’s with us now.” He looks over his shoulder behind us and smiles to Pug and Skipper. “Where’s Edgar and Masaru?” He scoots in next to Finch inside the cart.
 
   “They stayed back,” I say, squeezing in beside him.
 
   “Why would they do that?”
 
   I cringe at the vision of Shane falling to the ground. The blast of the gunshot echoes in my mind and I can smell the iron in the blood. “They didn’t have a choice.” Gently, I pat his hand resting on his leg. “We have a lot of catching up to do.”
 
   “It’s going to have to wait, guys. We need to make a move and fast. CJ and Tobias will be back in no time,” Finch warns.
 
   Pug sits on the backwards facing seat of the cart. He takes up nearly the entire bench.
 
   Skipper motions to the cart. “May I?”
 
   Pug shoves over as far as he can to make room. Skipper sits down slowly and the cart lowers to the ground. Janie shrugs her shoulders and climbs up onto his lap. Now, he can’t see around her ratted, pink hair. “Uh, um.” He blows several strands away from his lips.
 
   “Where else am I going to sit?” Her tailbone digs into his thigh.
 
   “Ahh.” He jerks almost throwing her off of his lap.
 
   Janie scoots over to spread her weight across both of the guys’ laps. “There, better?”
 
   “What about you?” I ask pointing to Kaleb. “Aren’t you coming?”
 
   “No.” He nods his head toward an unconscious Dorian. “Someone has to keep an eye on things here.”
 
   “But Kaleb, he’ll eventually kill you, too.”
 
   “I’m staying to make sure he doesn’t kill anyone else. It’s okay. I want all of you to go. Hurry before they return.”
 
   Finch tips an imaginary hat to Kaleb and pulls away.
 
   “What about the others inside?” I feel bad leaving anyone here.
 
   “There isn’t time and more people will only slow us down. Dorian will be hunting us.” Finch’s expression is dead serious and he picks up speed in the cart.
 
   “Us escaping is their only chance,” Ben says, taking my hand in his.
 
   Frigid gusts bite at my face and neck, and I can barely open my eyes. I face backwards to block the wind, watching the airport disappear into the distance. My lips are so chapped, they’ve cracked and split, and I can taste my own blood. How things change. I used to love that airport because it meant I would be skiing soon or enjoying the summer in the mountains. Now, it’s just a horrific memory.
 
   I divert my attention to save my sanity. “What about supplies? Do we have any food?”
 
   “Janie and I have been quite busy this week, Claudia. I knew we’d need to leave right away once you returned. I just had this feeling.”
 
   Something about Ben has changed in the short time I’ve been gone. He is more than confident, he is becoming a leader.
 
   Janie speaks up from the back. “We put all the stuff down at the gas station to hide it from Fran and the other bullies watching the compound.”
 
   “Other bullies?”
 
   “Oh Claudia, wait until you hear this!” Ben is bouncing in his seat. “Guess who showed up after you left?”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Aden Lennox…that’s who. Dorian’s brother,” Ben replies, his tone full of dread, yet laughing at the same time.
 
   “No.” I look to Finch for confirmation. I can see it’s true in his eyes. “How’s that possible? Just him?”
 
   “No, him and a couple hundred others.” Ben proceeds to give me the lowdown. “They were stranded on a cruise ship when it happened, and they eventually sailed up the Newer East Coast.”
 
   “Newer East Coast?”
 
   “Oh, sorry, it’s the western edge of what used to be Texas, Oklahoma and Missouri.”
 
   “What?” I must be losing my mind.
 
   “Miracle, isn’t it?” Finch shakes his head.
 
   “No, it’s the universe torturing me.” Dorian has found his brother? I think I’m going to be sick.
 
   “Yeah, apparently they searched for survivors but didn’t see any.” Ben’s manner shifts to dark. “Aden was the captain.”
 
   Go figure. “Where did they even come from?” I ask. I still can’t believe this.
 
   “Alaska,” Janie pipes in from the back. “And they were able to make it within ten miles of the shelter at the airport. Crazy stuff.”
 
   “And there were no survivors along the way?” Skipper sounds horrified.
 
   “That’s what they said. Ghost town after ghost town lined the coast, or what’s left of it.” Ben’s eyes grow wide. “What the massive earthquakes didn’t destroy, the floods did. They said they saw the Hollywood sign protruding from the ocean.”
 
   “Yep, California’s pretty much a goner,” Finch adds.
 
   Are we really the only people left alive?
 
   “They lost hundreds of people from the ship, too,” Ben continues. “Guess the tidal wave washed them overboard, or they were trapped and drowned.”
 
   Finch pulls the cart into the gas station. I immediately notice two other carts with their wagons still attached. Blue tarps are tied over the lumpy pile of supplies they hide away.
 
   “Now, for the big question,” Finch says. “Where to?”
 
   Ben pulls out the map and carefully unfolds it. “We want to go here,” he says pointing to a red circle drawn in ink. It’s the spot where we were supposed to meet Kane, Elsie and the others we had met at the Brown Palace after becoming stranded while searching for supplies.
 
   Finch turns white as a ghost, unable to hide his fear. “Finch? What is it?” I ask.
 
   “That’s where Dorian sent the raid.”
 
   “What raid?” I feel the blood rushing to my cheeks.
 
   Finch gives me that regretful look that never means good news.
 
   “Finch, what raid?” I ask again.
 
   He looks up from the map. “Dorian sent his brother and several troops west to look for lumber and supplies. It’s his rebuilding initiative.”
 
   I could care less what Dorian’s future plans are. They certainly don’t involve me. “So, we’re done with him.”
 
   “and workers. He’s looking for workers-plans to take them under his control.”
 
   “What like prisoners?” Janie asks.
 
   “I’d say more like slaves.”
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter 2
 
    
 
   I’ve always had a killer gut instinct and I never go against it. Never. But this time I have no choice. I can feel the dark cloud forming over my head, something is wrong. After traveling west, pretty much sticking to the old I-70, we are just east of a town called Empire and only a couple of miles from where Kane, Elsie and the others should be. My stomach is tied in knots and I’m soaked in a cold sweat.
 
   Then I see it—a flatbed truck pulling into view in the distance. It’s carrying a large load of timber.
 
   “Hide!” Finch orders, pointing frantically at the trees to the south. In just seconds, he disappears into the forest with Janie in tow.
 
   I am riding with Skipper who turns and takes off so fast, I nearly fall out. “Hey!”
 
   “Sorry.” He offers an apologetic smile.
 
   Ben follows behind with Pug as his passenger. 
 
   “Do you think they saw us?” I ask, gripping the edge of the seat to stay onboard. The off-road driving bounces us all over the cart.
 
   “Guess we’ll know soon enough.” Janie chomps down on a piece of bubble gum. She’d loaded an entire backpack full of the stuff at the convenient store.
 
   We watch, hidden in the trees as the truck creeps slowly closer to us. I wonder if it’s going to stop or pass on by.
 
   Boom, boom, boom. I can hear my heart pulsing inside my ears.
 
   The snow swirls hard in the blizzard, but I can tell now that the truck is closer that its windshield wipers are unable to remove enough for the driver to see much.
 
   My teeth chatter from the cold, and I hold my breath as if that will somehow keep me safe. The truck is about to approach us. Is it my imagination or is it slowing to a stop? I listen to the gears roar as they wind down.
 
   My nerves are shot and sweat rolls off my forehead, as I squat behind the trees, sinking as low as I can. Ben must see the worry on my face and mouths to me that we will be okay. I nod. Somehow this scrawny teenager has become my rock.
 
   The large engine roars and the driver continues to move east past us.
 
   Down the road, I see another flatbed approaching, loaded with more logs. The spot Kane marked is in the direction of where it is coming from.
 
   “Finch, we have to go that way.” I point toward the oncoming truck.
 
   “After this next one.” He motions behind his shoulder with his thumb. “We’ll move farther south into the trees. There should be another road down there.”
 
   We wait for the truck to pass and then we make a break for it. Maneuvering through the trees is difficult with the carts, but it’s not likely we’ll be seen. A couple of times I find myself wishing Edgar were here because we sure could use his ax. I hope he and Masaru are okay.
 
   I watch the snow spray off the top of the cart as Finch drives beneath the low hanging branches. We follow him through the forest and a sudden movement catches my eye. “Stop!”
 
   The tires grind into the snow as Finch pumps the brakes. “What is it?”
 
   “Up there.” I point to our left at the top of a small ridge. “I thought I saw someone.”
 
   I climb out of the cart and slowly make my way toward the incline of the ridge.
 
   “Claudia!” Ben is less than five feet behind me. “I’m coming with you.”
 
   “You two should stay here and let us check it out,” Finch whispers, motioning to Pug, Skipper and himself.
 
   It’s too late. I’m already on my way. There are enough branches and rocks to grab onto, so I can scale the incline and keep my footing. I manage to get halfway up without a hitch and I see him. He’s not alone. I pull myself up behind the trunk of a tree to get a better view.
 
   One of the men is pacing back and forth. “Dorian isn’t going to be happy about this! How could you let them get away?” he scolds.
 
   Dorian? Was this Aden? Someone had to get away? Finch was right-they are taking prisoners.
 
   I pull myself up further in hopes to hear him better and accidentally kick a rock loose. It crashes down below, making sure that I am noticed.
 
   “What was that?” one of them asks.
 
   “Over there.” The other guy points spot-on in my direction.
 
   The men run toward me and the only way I can go is down. I drop to a small ledge and part of it gives way as I land, causing me to lose my footing. Cold, muddy snow flies in my eyes, as I slide down the side of the cliff. I scrape my face on a protruding rock and it feels like blades of ice are clawing my skin off. Rolling down the slippery embankment out of control, I bang my head and land with a thud.
 
   My head hurts so much I can’t open my eyes, but I wave the rest of my group on. “Go!” I jump to my feet and run toward them even though my body feels broken. Looking around for Ben, I see he is heading my way.
 
   I wave him back to the cart. “Hurry, they saw me!” I jump in next to Skipper and he drives us into the forest.
 
   Pow! A rifle fires from somewhere behind us.
 
   I hear it hit the back of Ben’s cart. He smiles and keeps going, disappearing into the trees in front of us. We follow close behind, racing through the branches, knocking huge clumps of snow loose as we go.
 
   After several minutes, the gunshots have ceased and the blessed sound of silence lets us know we are safe.
 
   “So, who’s this Kane guy anyway?” Janie asks with a wide, insinuating grin. “You must want to find him pretty bad.”
 
   I feel my cheeks flush. “Kane? He rescued Elsie and me when we were searching for medical supplies.”
 
   “Sooooo, he’s your knight in shining armor.” She blows a bubble that covers her entire face before it pops. I see Pug snicker from out of the corner of my eye.
 
   I don’t even get a chance to respond before Skipper runs over a deep hole and almost flips the cart. We wobble onto two wheels, but he manages to regain control.
 
   Janie giggles and points to Skipper. “Looks like you could use your hero now!”
 
   Unfortunately, the bad guys know we’re here. Now, I will have to find my hero with someone else hunting for me.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The sun is about to say its goodnight and the air cuts into our bones with its icy chill. Exhausted and starving, we look for a place to stop for the night. We come across an overhang jutting out of a cliff and decide to make camp.
 
   Finch helps Pug and Skipper secure one of the tarps across the entrance to the overhang to block the cold wind. Meanwhile, Ben manages to build a fire within seconds using some flint he found along the way.
 
   While the boys are busy, Janie and I pull out a few cans of soup we took from the gas station to heat up over the fire for dinner.
 
   “Are there any crackers?” I ask. I love crackers in my soup—makes it seem more like a meal.
 
   Janie rummages down deep in the food supplies. “Here you go.” She tosses the saltines to me.
 
   The box is crushed and a little mushy from getting wet at some point along the way. I snarl at first but figure I’m going to crush them anyway. “Thanks!” Janie’s still smacking that gum. I’m surprised she’s hungry at all.
 
   I pull a stainless steel dog bowl out of the stash and hand it to her.
 
   “What do you want me to do with this?”
 
   “Thought you could use it to cook the soup.”
 
   “But it’s a dog bowl,” she says turning up her nose.
 
   “Well, it’s never been used by a dog. They didn’t have pots and pans at Texaco.” I like Janie, but she’s a little airheaded at times.
 
   “True that.” She takes the bowl from me. “What are we going to eat with?”
 
   I dig out a box of plastic spoons and toss them into the bowl and leave her to finish with the soup. I find several airplane blankets in the other cart and spread them on the ground inside the shelter.
 
   “We’ll have to put the fire out after we eat,” Pug says.
 
   “But we’ll freeze,” Janie argues, stirring the soup.
 
   Ben places a few more small logs onto the fire. “They can find us by the smoke. The bed of coals will give us enough heat. “Hey,” he points to Janie, “can I have the lids to those cans when you’re done? Actually, just give me the whole cans.”
 
   “You sure like to collect a lot of junk.” Janie hands him the two empty cans.
 
   Skipper plops down on a large rock close to the fire. “I’ll keep first watch.”
 
   “I’ll take second,” Pug offers as he ducks inside the shelter. “I’m gonna try to sleep now, so wake me when it’s my turn.”
 
   Skipper nods. “Will do. Sweet dreams, pal.”
 
   Finch drags a log from a fallen tree over by the fire. It’s long enough for three of us to sit on.
 
   “I can take the third shift, and then we should head out before the morning light.” Finch sits down and kicks his feet out in front.
 
   We enjoy the warmth of the fire as we eat our dinner. It’s the best soup I’ve ever tasted thanks to the long journey in the snow.
 
   The rest of the night is uneventful. Pug snores so loud that we can hear him from outside the shelter. Janie giggles and imitates him, as she pushes remnants of the fire into the center with a long stick to stoke the blaze one last time.
 
   Ben tinkers with an umbrella with a determined look on his face. He presses the release button and the umbrella flies open, scaring me out of my daze. I watch, curious, as he closes it and opens it several times, inspecting the metal arms and hinges.
 
   “Sorry guys, it’s time.” Finch pours a little water on the fire.
 
   I zone in on the deep, red glow emitting from the coals that remain. It makes my eyes heavy and I drift off. I feel myself falling off the log and it jars me out of my sleep.
 
   “You must be exhausted, Claudia. Get some sleep,” Ben says. “I’ve got this.”
 
   “You should go, too,” Finch says. “I have a feeling tomorrow is going to be a long day.”
 
   He has no idea.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter 3
 
    
 
   I wake to the most wonderful smell. Is that coffee?
 
   It’s still dark when I crawl out of the shelter. I’ve barely opened my eyes and Ben hands me a steaming Styrofoam cup full of the gift of the gods.
 
   “Good morning, Claudia. Would you like some creamer?” Ben smiles at me as if it’s any old day.
 
   “Oh, you are my hero, Ben!” I flash my eyelashes at him. “Do we have any?” The hot cup feels soothing in my hands.
 
   “Do you want hazelnut, French vanilla or plain?” He holds out a hand full of small liquid creamers.
 
   I take two of the hazelnuts from him, hesitate and then grab one more. “Thanks!”
 
   “I know how you love your coffee.”
 
   I set my cup on a flat spot outside the shelter so I can open the creamers and pour them in. “More like I love coffee with my cream.”
 
   He chuckles as he pours a second cup for himself. “I like it black.”
 
   Finch appears from behind nearby trees. “Mornin’. How’d you sleep?”
 
   The truth is my back aches and my neck is killing me. That tumble down the cliff did quite a job on me. “As good as can be expected.” What I would give for another night at the Brown Palace in a big comfy bed with gigantic pillows—another night with Kane. I wonder if I will ever see him again.
 
   “We should wake everyone else. It’s about time to get going,” Finch says.
 
   I indulge in a few sips of my coffee and crawl into the shelter to rouse the others. “Janie,” I whisper, shaking her by the arm.
 
   Groggy, she opens her eyes. “Mom?”
 
   “No, Janie, it’s me, Claudia. We need to go.”
 
   She rolls over and goes back to sleep.
 
   “Janie,” I say again, only louder this time. “Skipper, Pug. Come on. It’s time to go.”
 
   Pug is already awake. He grabs one of his boots and slides his foot inside. “Where to today?”
 
   “Not sure exactly. We need to see if Kane and Elsie and the others are here.” I have no idea where to start. There must be a main camp somewhere if they’re holding slaves.
 
   Skipper rubs his eyes and sits up. “Is that coffee?”
 
   “Isn’t Ben wonderful! He has more outside.”
 
   “I’m there.” Skipper is wide awake. He grabs his overstuffed duffle bag and exits the shelter.
 
   “Janie, come on girl. Time to wake up.” I shake her again.
 
   “Okay, okay. I’m up.” She slowly lifts up onto her elbows.
 
   I wait for her to sit up all the way before joining the others outside. They’re huddled around Ben, looking at the map.
 
   “Claudia,” Ben waves me over. “We think we should start at Clear Creek. If they made a camp, they probably did it around a water source,” he says pointing to the map as I walk up.
 
   Seems as good a place as any to start, since we have no idea where they are, or if Kane and Elsie ever made it here in the first place. “Makes sense.”
 
   “We should keep to the eastern side of the creek. We can hide behind the tree line and should have a good view of them before they spot us.” Finch draws his finger over the route.
 
   “Looks like we can take this county road here and probably stay completely out of their view. They’ll be sticking to the main road with those huge trucks.” Skipper rubs his chin with his thumb and forefinger, still contemplating. “Mmmmm…yep.”
 
   Janie finally wanders out of the tent. “Good morning, family.”
 
   “Mornin’, sleepyhead,” Pug says, stepping away from the map.
 
   “Janie, are you all packed up?” Ben asks. “We’re about ready to head out.”
 
   “Yeah, I just want to brush my teeth.” She smiles wide to show us her pearly whites. I’ve never noticed how white they actually are. Funny, how I don’t notice anything normal anymore, or maybe it’s just the pink hair always distracting me. Her roots are growing out and her real hair is almost black.
 
   Ben checks his watch. “Okay, we leave at o-five-hundred. That’s fifteen minutes.”
 
   I look over to Finch, who’s hardly able to contain the laughter about to bust out of him. Skipper grins and Pug is somewhere behind the trees. I chuckle to myself. If I ever need an army, I will have Ben lead it.
 
   I grab a toothbrush from our supplies and brush my teeth. I can’t stand morning slime or coffee breath in my previous life, and it’s been at least a week since I was last able to brush. I scrub the minty paste around in my mouth for a good five minutes. It’s the only thing I can do to feel somewhat clean. I’d kill for a hot shower. Then, it occurs to me that I may never have one of those again. As I put my toothbrush away and load my stuff into one of the carts, I notice Pug coming out of the trees. Even in the dark, I can see that he’s pulling his zipper up. Why can’t he do that before he rejoins the rest of us?
 
   “The john’s open,” Pug says with a grin.
 
   Not a bad idea. I was so excited about my coffee and the map reading that I never gave into nature. I quickly make my way into the trees. When I return, everything is packed up and ready. This time, I decide to ride with Ben.
 
   “I’ll ride with you, Skippy,” Janie says, hopping in next to him.
 
   “Guess, it’s you and me in this love affair,” Pug says to Finch as he climbs into the cart.
 
   And with that we are off.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Still deep with snow, the road we take south of the highway is difficult to travel, so it takes us twice as long to get to Clear Creek. We come across a spot in the road blocked by a fallen tree and all the snow that came down with it.
 
   Finch pulls his cart to the side and steps out. “It’s going to take all of us to move it. Let’s try and put it over there,” he says, pointing to the left side of the road.
 
   The tree is heavy, even for six of us, but we finally manage to move it out of our way. Now, we just have to tackle the mound of snow left behind.
 
   “We’ll have to dig ourselves a path,” Finch says. He looks to Janie and me who are plopped down on the ground, panting and exhausted. He shakes his head with a ghost of a grin.
 
   It’s below-freezing and my bones are screaming. Morning is rising, but the sky is still dark and grey and snow is coming down. I miss Florida—oh yeah, that place that isn’t there anymore.
 
   Finch grabs a shovel out of the cart and I exhale a sigh of relief. I thought our hands were going to be our shovels. He grabs two more and hands them to Pug and Skipper.
 
   “Got another one? I can help,” Ben offers.
 
   “Yep, one more.” He looks to us again. “You ladies are in luck. Just take a breather.”
 
   Finch pulls the last shovel out and hands it to Ben. The four of them have our path cleared in no time. I jump in with Ben and we are on our way again.
 
   We turn off onto a sharp turn leading down Moose Holler Road and Skipper gets too close to the edge. The snowy ground beneath the back wheel of the cart’s trailer crumbles and pulls the weight down the embankment.
 
   Janie jumps out and tries to hold the cart with all her might. Pug and Finch race over to help and Ben and I are fast behind. We get there just in time to help Janie, grabbing the other side of the cart and keeping the entire thing from toppling over on Skipper and sliding down the cliff.
 
   We pull it safely onto the road and all of us collapse to the ground. The day has barely started and we’re already in the middle of disaster.
 
   No one says a word until Ben begins to snicker. He points to Skipper. “You should have seen your face.”
 
   “It was pretty funny,” Finch chimes in.
 
   Skipper blushes.
 
   “He never could drive worth a shit.” Pugs jabs him in the shoulder.
 
   Skipper shoves him back by his arm.
 
   We take another few minutes to rest. I’m parched and finish off an entire bottle of water. 
 
   “Ben, may I see the map?” Finch asks.
 
   Ben stands up and takes it out of his inside coat pocket. He joins Finch, who is standing by his cart.
 
   Spreading the map out on the front hood, Finch studies the map for a second and turns to look at us. “Guys, this is about as far as we can go with these carts. We’re going to have to make the rest of the way on foot.”
 
   Nothing about this sounds appealing but after a quick look around, I know he’s right.
 
   “Skipper, Pug and I will head to the creek to get a look. Why don’t you three stay here and watch the camp?” Finch says, grabbing a gun from his cart.
 
   “I’m going, too,” I quickly interject. They don’t know what Kane or Elsie look like.
 
   It doesn’t take Ben half a second before he’s standing right beside me. “I’m going with her.”
 
   “I’ll stay,” Janie says, popping a large bubble at the same time. “Skippy, will you stay with me?”
 
   A grin spreads to my eyes. What is happening here? Does Janie have a crush on Skipper…Skippy?
 
   Skipper looks to Finch and shrugs. “I can stay.”
 
   “Claudia, you have any more of those darts?” Finch raises his brow.
 
   I pull the folded bandana out of my coat pocket. I carefully unfold the fabric and show him that I still have two left.
 
   “You may need more than that,” he says. “Ever fired a gun?”
 
   “Once. It was just a twenty-two.”
 
   “Did you hit anything?”
 
   “I nicked a couple of cans.” The memory took me back to when things were normal…before the end of the world.
 
   Finch pulls a green duffle bag out from under the blue tarp of his trailer. Unzipping it, he takes out a nine millimeter and shoves a clip into it to demonstrate and then removes it from the gun. “Here.” He hands both to me. “Only use it if you have to,” he says. He reminds me of my father just then.
 
   It’s amazing how empowered I feel holding the heavy metal piece in my hand. How I wish Dorian were in front of me now. I contemplate whether I could make my finger pull the trigger—actually shoot him.
 
   “Oh, and if you do have to fire it…keep your arms strong and straight, otherwise it’s going to kick back and hit you in the head.”
 
   Finch eyes Ben.
 
   “Finch, might you have another one in there?” Ben asks before Finch says anything.
 
   “You think you can handle it?”
 
   “Yes, sir, I know I can.”
 
   “Very well then,” Finch says and pulls out a thirty-eight. “What about you?” He shifts his gaze to Pug.
 
   Pug pulls a knife out of his boot and throws it into the tree right behind Finch’s head. “I’m good.”
 
   “Looks like we’re set. Time to find your friends.”
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter 4
 
    
 
   I step deliberately inside the tracks of everyone ahead of me as we carve our way deeper into the forest. If there is a hole or a big rock for me to turn my ankle on, I will find it. It never fails. When I do take my eyes off the path to look up, I notice Ben taking a spool out from his pack. I’m curious what other treasures he has hidden away in there.
 
   He unrolls about six inches of thin wire, and then bends it back and forth with his fingers until he breaks it free from the spool. I don’t dare ask what he’s doing because he’s so intently focused.
 
   Next, he pulls out an ice pick and kneels down to the ground. He takes out the tops and bottoms he cut from the soup cans from his pack and lines them up.
 
   I stop and watch as he digs around for something else and for a quick moment, I have a vision of Mary Poppins and her carpet bag—larger on the inside than the outside. Here comes the screwdriver flashlight he took from the maintenance office in the airport. He opens something from the side of the handle and wa-la, now he has a hammer, too. Plunging the ice pick into the tin, he pokes two holes in each lid. All this time, Ben is completely oblivious to the fact that I am enthralled in his every move.
 
   He scoops up the lids as he stands up and continues on the path following Finch and Pug. He laces a piece of wire through one of the holes he made, stepping over several rocks in his path without taking his eyes off of his project and without a stumble.
 
   When he looks up at me, I realize I must be gawking at him like he’s an alien.
 
   “Whatcha going to use those for?” I ask.
 
   “Never know.”
 
   Continuing on through the steep forest, we don’t get far before we hear voices. They echo as if they are being carried over megaphones.
 
   We move closer but have to spread out to remain safely hidden. I spot a small group of workers dragging tree trunks over near a large pile of chopped wood. I survey the group but am not able to spot Elsie, Kane or any of the others from the Brown Palace.
 
   From behind a tree, I see a few more trucks heading toward the road, and over to the far left, a dozen men swing their axes to chop limbs from trees. The man closest to me has dried blood caked all over his palms. I’m amazed he can still use his hands.
 
   The man next to him drops his ax on the ground in front of his feet. He steps to the side and leans over, heaving what little he had in his stomach to the ground. Within seconds, a guard grabs him by the arm and pulls him toward the pile of uncut logs.
 
   A pine cone falls to the ground behind me and I jump. It rolls across the icy patch beneath the tree where the snow melted and then froze again. To make sure no one saw me with my sudden movement, I take a quick glance around. I have to rub my eyes to make sure what I’m seeing. Elsie?
 
   Elsie! I’m about to call her name when I see a thug in the distance coming toward her from behind. She sneaks cat-like toward another guard whose back is to her. Placing a mask over her own mouth, she removes the lid to a small glass vial. Reaching from behind, she holds the potion up in front of the man’s nose. He turns to grab her, but it’s too late. He falls to the ground.
 
   Elsie glances over each shoulder before carefully replacing the lid on the jar. I know she hasn’t seen the danger closing in on her when she looks to the sky and smiles before tucking the vial away in her hip bag.
 
   The thug is less than thirty feet behind her and gaining ground. Her best hope is to remain hidden, so not a good idea to yell to warn her. I follow in her direction and she disappears into the trees. My adrenaline is pumping and I can hear the footsteps of the guard.
 
   I take cover behind a cluster of trees and remove the gun from my holster. My hands are trembling. I inhale deeply through my nose, trying to calm my nerves. If I’m ever going to need a weapon, now would be the time. I load the clip into the gun and hold it firmly with both hands. I aim at the tree behind me. Ready, Claudia?
 
   The guard turns short of where Elsie was and disappears into the bushes. I dart into the trees, taking a quick peek over my shoulder. I am hoping to see the guys, that maybe by some chance they saw me take off and are here to have my back.
 
   What happens in the next two minutes will never fade from my mind. This horror will haunt my thoughts and my dreams thousands of times over my life.
 
   Elsie steps into a clearing and then I spot Kane as he exits from out of the trees to meet her. An otherwise happy reunion is thwarted as I feel helpless knowing the bad guy is hot on Elsie’s heals.
 
   He rushes out from the trees into the clearing and charges toward Kane. Before Kane even knows what’s happening, the guard hits him in the face with the butt of his gun. Kane stumbles backward.
 
   “Get down.” The gun is pressed firmly against Kane’s temple as the thug shoves him to his knees.
 
   “Shoot him!” I hear from beyond the trees. I can’t see who the voice belongs to.
 
   “Let’s take him back to camp. We’ve got him under control now.” The grin escaping his lips is full of evil.
 
   “I said shoot him!” The mystery man steps out of the trees.
 
   “But, Aden-”
 
   Like brother, like brother.
 
   “Nevermind.” Aden rushes toward Kane with his gun raised. “I’ll do it.”
 
   Then, I hear the gunshot echo through the mountains. My hands shake violently and I drop the gun.
 
   The following silence overwhelms my senses and everything is still. Aden lies on the ground. His dead eyes stare out from a puddle of blood.
 
   The guard stares cold at me before running off into the woods.
 
   My mind is hazy, telling me to run, but I can’t move. That’s the last thing I remember before everything goes black.
 
   “Claudia?”
 
   I open my eyes to Kane staring down at me. “Claudia, are you okay?”
 
   “Huh? I…I, Kane?” I turn my head and see Aden lying dead as a doornail. I’m still wobbly from losing consciousness so I stand up slowly. Aden’s eyes stare at me like one of those pictures that no matter which way you move, always follows you.
 
   Reality sinks in and I feel the hysteria coming on. “I’ve…” I struggle for air on the verge of hyperventilating. The tears pour down my cheeks. “I’m no better than he is!”
 
   I need to escape from this horrific moment. I run for the trees behind us, but Kane reaches for me and pulls me to his chest. “It’s okay.” He strokes my hair gently. “You’re going to be okay.” He holds me tighter and I feel his breath blowing my hair as he whispers.
 
   I step back and Elsie hobbles up to me. I feel her arm on my lower back. “There you are. I knew you’d find your way back to us.” She whispers in my ear, “You did what you had to do.”
 
   The leaves rustle and my back tenses up. Please no more enemy thugs. I’m going to suffer from adrenaline poisoning if I have any more traumatic excitement right now.
 
   Ben and Pug appear suddenly from the opposite side, followed by Finch. I exhale and feel like I’m going to collapse.
 
   “They’ll be here soon,” Ben says after a quick glance at the body. He shows no concern.
 
   “We followed the shot, so will they,” Finch warns.
 
   I’m hearing everyone, but their voices sound muffled like I’m beneath the surface of the water. I can’t bring myself to look away from Aden’s dead body.
 
   Ben takes my hand. “Claudia, it’s going to be okay. Come on.”
 
   “One of them saw me,” I mutter.
 
   Finch picks up the gun from the wet snow and hands it to me. “Which way did he go?”
 
   I hand the gun to Elsie so fast you would think it burned my hands. “I…I don’t-”
 
   Elsie replaces the gun firmly into my hand. “That way.” She points south.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I remain numb as we make our way back to Skipper, Janie and the supply camp. “Pack up!” Finch commands as he and Pug are about to exit the tree line.
 
   I run hard into the back of Finch when he stops suddenly before me.
 
   My neck pops so loud I can hear it. “Ou…”
 
   “Going somewhere?” I hear a deep voice just before the man steps out from behind a thick patch of brush. He has Finch at gunpoint.
 
   Janie and Skipper are to my right. Their hands are tied behind their back and another guard is chomping down on our beef jerky.
 
   Kane and Ben run up from behind. “We have to…” Ben stops when he sees our new guests.
 
   The guard with the jerky throws the bag down on the ground and connects his pistol with Skipper’s temple.
 
   I feel my temperature rise and even though I’m still shaken for killing Aden, I raise my gun, pointing it at the man’s head who has Finch hostage.
 
   He turns his pistol on Ben. “You willing to make that bet?”
 
   I stare him down, but my hand is shaking and my eyes are tearing up, showing my fear. I also know there is no way I’m pulling this trigger again.
 
   I hear something in the trees over to the left and then Elsie comes out slowly. I realize her trunk is missing but notice a small, wooden box secured by a strap of leather to her hip. She’s fiddling with it and has not looked up to see the trouble we’re in.
 
   “I’m going to have to start doing yoga,” she says turning around. “Oh!” She’s startled and jumps. “I didn’t see you there.”
 
   Ben’s gunman waves her toward us. “Get over here with them.”
 
   Elsie glares at him as she passes by. “No need to get nasty.”
 
   He turns the gun on me. “Drop it.”
 
   I hold my stance.
 
   His gun clicks as he loads the chamber.
 
   I see Shane fall to the ground in my mind…then Aden’s dead eyes. I’m not ready for this again. The gun appears in slow motion as it tumbles out of my hand.
 
   “It’s okay,” Ben whispers.
 
   The guard nudges me up the road.
 
   “Where are you taking us?” Ben catches up and wedges between the guard and me.
 
   “Doesn’t really matter does it?” The jerky-eating guard has replaced the jerky with an enormous pouch of tobacco. He’s packed his gums so full that he can’t even close his lips together, and the saliva drips down his chin.
 
   Ben points to the guard’s cheek. “That stuff’s not good for you.”
 
   Janie snickers and smiles at Ben.
 
   Kane takes my hand and squeezes it tight. Why can’t I be back in my regular life, embarking on a new wonderful romance? No, instead I march to my death…and now I deserve it.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   We cross the main road and continue walking north along Bard Creek Road. My feet still ache from the hike to and from the cattle grounds and I’m wondering if I’m going to have to amputate a toe when the gunman in charge stops. “This is far enough.”
 
   I look down over the edge into a deep ravine.
 
   “But Crepp, he said to take them farther up.” The jerky-eating, tobacco-spitting guard sounds nervous, concerned they are not following orders.
 
   “I said this is far enough.” Crepp forces Finch to kneel down on the edge of the cliff. “Put your hands behind your head.” He points his gun toward Pug. “You, get down next to him.”
 
   Elsie digs into her pocket and then puts something in her mouth. I notice her pigeon Bernie peeking out of her coat.
 
   “We can’t just shoot ‘em all.” The guard is extremely anxious. “He wouldn’t want us to kill all these people.”
 
   Crepp turns to his accomplice. “He gave the order. Anyone trying to rebel is to be shot on sight.” He points to Elsie and Kane. “These two tried to escape. I consider that rebellion.”
 
   Crepp motions for Elsie to kneel down. She spits on his shoe before following his command.
 
   The nervous guard runs his hand through his hair. “You two,” he says to Kane and I. “O-over here.” He points to the ground next to where he’s standing by the edge of the cliff.
 
   This is really it. They’re actually going to kill us this time.
 
   Slowly, I take a step forward and begin to kneel down.
 
   WHOOMPH! THUNK! A hatchet comes flying through the air from somewhere in the trees.
 
   Completely stunned, I stare at Crepp’s hand on the ground, still holding the gun. Crepp isn’t attached. Did this really just happen?
 
   He screams and falls to his knees, clutching his stump with his other hand. Blood squirts high from an artery.
 
   Kane rushes for the gun and peels it out of Crepp’s severed hand. Finch readies his gun.
 
   The nervous gunman aims at Kane, then at Finch. Then, Masaru has a dagger to this throat.
 
   “Masaru!” Elsie sounds as joyful as if she’s just welcomed her family home for Christmas. “Wasn’t sure I’d ever see you again.”
 
   As I help Elsie up from the ground, Edgar steps out of the shadows of the trees.
 
   “Edgar!” Tears form in Elsie’s eyes.
 
   “Should we let this guy die, or should we stop the bleeding?” Ben asks. I don’t get the impression he cares either way.
 
   Janie shuffles over toward Crepp. She stares him down, leaning in eye to eye, pondering his fate. Her lips pucker out and she strokes the bottom one with her finger. “Why should we save him? He was going to kill all of us.”
 
   “No, please. I can help you!” Crepp pleads for his life. “I’m sorry. Please! You need me!” He scans my face…and then Ben’s. “He made me do it. I don’t want to die.”
 
   Masaru holds the nervous guard hostage, firmly by the sharp blade of the dagger. A thin line of blood has laced the guard’s neck.
 
   I rush over to Crepp and rip the hem from the bottom of his shirt. I tie it around the top of his forearm as tight as I can to make a tourniquet. “That might keep you alive.”
 
   “Thank you,” Crepp says and he starts to get up slowly. I grab his good arm to help him up. He’s a little wobbly but suddenly catches me off guard, lunging toward me out of nowhere. I leap into the air to get away. Finch is half a second from firing on Crepp, but he isn’t after me. He hops around, slapping at his feet with his one good hand. “Ou…ou…ou, ahh, ahhh!” He stomps his foot on the ground. Smoke rises from the toe of his shoe.
 
   I look to Elsie and she smiles wide. Then I remember she spat on his shoe.
 
   She removes a small purple bottle from the wooden box and carefully removes the cap. “You deserved that.” She squeezes a dropper full of liquid onto the smoking shoe. With a tiny green puff, the smoke is gone, but the shoe has a huge hole burned into it.
 
   “Who are you?” Janie asks, grabbing hold of Kane’s bicep.
 
   “This is Kane.” I grab his other arm.
 
   “Which way now?” Kane says with a small smile, retrieving his arm from Janie’s grip.
 
   Finch surveys our surroundings. “South.”
 
   “We’re heading in their direction?” Pug asks. “You think that’s a good idea?”
 
   “They won’t expect us to go that way. We can stay close to the highway and head south through Georgetown. We should be able to find a place to rest and restock supplies there.”
 
   “We can’t go to Georgetown,” Kane says, his tone full of warning.
 
   “That’s where their main camp is,” Elsie says.
 
   “Where are the others from the hotel? Did any of them come with you?” In all the insanity, I forget we were missing some people.
 
   Kane's eyes turn down. “Sam, Molly and Jimbo are still in Georgetown.”
 
   “We don’t know where the others went,” Elsie says.
 
   “We can’t get to them now—not without a plan,” Masaru warns. “We should go to Silver Plume.” Masaru points to the map. “Right here, just a few miles west of Georgetown. Jay and Brody are there.”
 
   “It’s not a bad place to stay,” Edgar adds. “We earn our keep and no one bothers us.”
 
   “You’re with Jay and Brody?” Skipper asks, approaching one of the carts, still parked where he left it.
 
   “Is it safe there? Don’t their friends know about it?” Finch points to Crepp and the nervous guy.
 
   “Yes, but the town is small and already low on supplies. They’ve been able to hold their own so far against the lumber district.”
 
   “Lumber district?” Ben and I ask at the same time.
 
   “Sorry, that’s what they call Georgetown now,” Kane explains.
 
   Edgar walks behind Skipper’s cart. “They could use our help though. They’re wearing down.” He wipes the remaining blood from his hatchet.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter 5
 
    
 
   We navigate south through the mountain forest, taking a longer route in order to get the carts through. To our west, Clear Creek Lake’s crystal water reflects the sun, and the day is a much warmer than it has been.
 
   We approach Georgetown and spread out to observe. Below, I can see the entrance ramp from the highway is blocked by armed guards.
 
   Watching through the protection of the forest from the eastern mountains, I scan the town for any weak spots where we might sneak in and grab at least a gallon of gasoline. The carts are running on fumes. Strange, I don’t see a soul.
 
   Any other time, the sparse-placed houses in the snow might remind me of something out a Norman Rockwell painting, but now it’s eerie. It has become a ghost town. The scattered older mountain houses are painted in storybook color—blue with red window frames or green with yellow doors. No smoke rises from the chimneys.
 
   An old cobblestone church stands prestigious beside the creek. It looks like it leaped off the page of a fairytale with its tower steeple.
 
   Pug points to a small building with a red roof.
 
   Conoco.
 
   “I can get gas there. I don’t see anyone,” he says.
 
   “No! It’s too dangerous. You know those men are there somewhere,” I say and I can feel it in my gut. They are definitely somewhere.
 
   “I agree. It’s empty or they’re hiding. They wouldn’t leave something so valuable unattended,” Ben says.
 
   “We have to push to Silver Plume. It’s not even five miles,” Masaru urges again.
 
   “We can always come back for the carts if we’re that close.” Skipper drives forward. “Onward.”
 
   Ben steps into the driver seat of another cart. “Are you coming, Claudia?”
 
   “You all keep going.”
 
   “Are you okay?” Kane places his hand on my shoulder.
 
   “Nature.” I shrug my shoulders. “I’m fine, you go with Ben. I’ll catch up.” I don’t wait for a response before walking toward the trees.
 
   “We can wait.” Ben sounds adamant.
 
   “Can’t a girl get some privacy?” I need a minute alone.
 
   Ben and Kane stare at me. Neither of them speaks a word.
 
   “I’ll be fine,” I say disappearing behind the trees. I feel bad for snapping at Ben, but to say the silent minute alone was needed would be a huge understatement. I can’t comprehend what has happened in the past twelve hours. I know in my heart that Aden would have killed Kane. Still, I can’t digest the fact that I have taken someone’s last breath.
 
   I start back toward the trail and along the way I spot a pair of bear cubs. One of them is slightly bigger and rolls its sibling cub over on its back. Then, the smaller cub jumps up with its claws on the other one’s shoulders and they tumble over each other again. They’re so cute that they manage to steal my tormented mind for a second.
 
   For a quick second. Time to get out of here!
 
   I haven’t returned to the trail of tire tracks for more than a few yards when I hear it.
 
   Ca-click! I know that sound well now-a gun being readied.
 
   “Hold it right there.” I turn my head to look behind me, but I’m stopped by a shove of something pointed in my back. How many more times am I going to find myself at gunpoint-today?
 
   I turn my head again and hardly get a glimpse of the bad guy when I see her standing directly in the path behind him. Momma bear has come for her cubs. They watch from a safe distance behind.
 
   I slowly move forward, away from the man who still has his gun in my back.
 
   “I said hold it right the-” He is interrupted by a snort from the bear.
 
   His next move will be his last. Wanting to see what made the noise, he turns too quickly and startles the bear. She charges toward us.
 
   I’m already five paces ahead when the bear lunges for my gunman. He fires a shot but misses her completely. His gun tumbles to the side.
 
   My brain wants to grab it because we can always use more weapons, but my instinct will not let me get that close to the blood-splattering mauling that is taking place.
 
   The shooter screams for his life with no chance to be saved. I hear him gurgle, still trying to call out for help, then silence.
 
   I take a few more steps backward, slowly. The bear is safely occupied, so I take off as fast as I can move my legs.
 
   It seems like forever, running, listening for heavy paws behind me, yet it’s probably less than ten minutes before I catch up to Kane and Ben. They trail behind the rest of the group, driving along in silence.
 
   “Hey.” I’m out of breath and only a raspy whisper comes out. “Hey!” I try again to get their attention.
 
   I bend over, bracing my weight upon my knees.
 
   Ben stops the cart and immediately comes over to my rescue. “Are you okay?” he asks, placing his arm around my back.
 
   I am still speechless. So far today, I’ve killed a man and watched one as he was ripped to shreds by a bear. Oh, and there was that severed hand lying on the ground, too.
 
   “Claudia?” Kane’s voice brings me back.
 
   “I’m okay. I just need to breathe for a second. There was a shooter-”
 
   I can’t get all of my words out before Janie turns around in her seat. “Is he still following you?”
 
   “No. He’s dead.”
 
   “Did you?” Ben imitates a gun with his fingers.
 
   “No! It was a bear.”
 
   I look around at the empty houses. “Where are all the people?”
 
   “They vacated the southern edge of town and took possession of the all the food and supplies.” Elsie points toward the ghost town. She wears a medallion-sized emerald ring on her finger. It shimmers from the sun. She must have pulled that treasure from her old trunk because I’ve never noticed it before.
 
   “Yeah, from what we could tell, they forced everyone into the center of town and only the high-ups in Aden’s army were given their own living residences.”
 
   “You mean Dorian’s army.” I’m not sure I’ve ever felt anger as intense as I feel right now.
 
   We drive along the tracks of the tourist train that run between Georgetown and Silver Plume. It provides a great trail for the carts and no one appears to be watching it—no need since the train isn’t running.
 
   We get to the end of the Georgetown Loop and as we approach the town, I see Jay patrolling along the southern boundary. He waves to me and then motions to someone else to his right. I follow his attention and spot Jay pacing back and forth, holding his rifle so it rests on his shoulder.
 
   They greet us with smiles and head in our direction. Jay motions to another large and stout man farther down, also patrolling.
 
   We drive the carts over to where the three men stand, parking them to the side. We pile out to be polite and introduce ourselves.
 
   “Welcome to Silver Plume.” Jay exchanges man-hugs with Skipper and then Pug.
 
   Brody hugs Pug, then Skipper and then Jay. “Glad to see you’re still in one piece,” Brody says. “Doesn’t look so good for that guy.” He points to Crepp, who has plopped down on a large tree stump. Masaru stands close by, holding onto the rope that has the nervous guy’s hands tied behind his back.
 
   “He tried to kill us,” Ben states matter of fact and sticks his hand out. “Hello. I’m Ben. Ben Willoby.”
 
   Brody shakes his hand. “Nice to meet you, Ben. I’m Brody. This is Jay.”
 
   Jay steps forward, offering his hand to Ben. As they shake, the tall, burly man steps up from behind Brody.
 
   “Well, who’ve you got here?” he says with a chuckle.
 
   “These are our friends,” Brody says. “Claudia, Kane, Ben, Pug-”
 
   Elsie interrupts, “Elsie and this is Edgar.” She looks like a dwarf compared to the burly man. “And who might you be?” She squeezes his bicep.
 
   He looks down at her with a friendly grin. “The name’s Tiny.”
 
   Janie giggles. “Not so tiny, Tiny. I’m Janie and this is Skippy.” She waves from behind the rest of us.
 
   Finch steps forward. “Tiny, thanks for the kind welcome. I’m Finch.”
 
   Tiny points to Crepp. “What happened to him?” His expression is laced with skepticism.
 
   “He shouldn’t play with sharp objects,” Ben replies, looking over the top rim of his glasses.
 
   Tiny raises a brow and then pats Ben shoulder with a chuckle. “Get your carts and follow us. Looks like you could use something to eat.”
 
   “I could eat a horse,” Pug says and Skipper smacks him on the arm.
 
   “Anything you could spare would be great. I know your supplies are running low.” Skipper is more courteous.
 
   “We’ll make it through winter. Wouldn’t be right to let our guests starve today.”
 
   A squeaky noise draws my attention to a metal street sign “Woodward St” that hangs vertically by one nail. A strong gust of wind causes it to swing.
 
   We follow Tiny north toward Main Street. A chill has formed in the air with the sun starting to set.
 
   “There’s a row of houses up there…on Silver Street. Once you get beyond the church with the carved wooden door, you will see a two-story wooden building on your left. Pass that and turn left. That’s the road. Then you’ll see a white house with purple shutters. There’s a pretty blue one next to it.” He points us east. “You and your friends can take those. Should be plenty of room. Oh, the electricity is out, but I assume you already know that.”
 
   “Yes, sir. Thank you,” Ben says.
 
   “Four walls and a roof? I must be in heaven,” Janie says popping a bubble and sneaking off toward the blue house.
 
   “Go on and get yourselves settled. Come back to the Silver Plume House, it’s the one next to the old caboose we passed on our way here. We have our meals there.”
 
   Masaru hands the rope attached to nervous, jerky-stealing, tobacco guy to Finch. “I’m the chef.” He grins with the same expression he had the first time I saw him in the Cantina at DIA. He waves as he follows Tiny up the street.
 
   Ben approaches the two-story white house with the purple shutters. “Claudia, how’s this one?”
 
   “That one is perfect, Ben.” I send a quick smile to Kane and walk toward the small porch of the house. It’s charming with its white picket fence.
 
   “He can come, too.” Ben nods his head toward Kane as he walks inside. The rusty hinge squeaks as the screen door slams shut.
 
   Skipper heads over to the blue house. Pug shakes his head and follows.
 
   “I’m going to help Finch with these two,” Kane says. He takes the rope from Finch so he can help Crepp to the house, since he is weak from the loss of blood.
 
   “We’ll take them to that cabin over there.” Finch motions toward a two-story wooden house with green window frames across the way.
 
   “Elsie, come with us.” I wait for her on the porch.
 
   She hobbles over and her small wooden box clinks against some other charms I hadn’t noticed before. She has a crystal ball looking thing the size of a quarter, a compass that is slightly bigger, a few crystals. At least with all of it strapped to her, she won’t have any of it taken away. Not while she’s alive anyway. Bernie pokes her head out of Elsie’s coat.
 
   “Come on out. You’re safe now,” she says and strokes the pigeon’s head.
 
   The mountain house is cozy. The living area has one wall that has been carved into a bookshelf and it’s still lined with dusty books. The smell of the old paper reminds me of the library I used to go to when I was a kid.
 
   Ben wanders over to a tiny fireplace in the corner. He brushes the cobwebs out with a stick. “I’ll see if I can find some wood,” he says, walking toward the screen door.
 
   I search the kitchen, opening cabinets to see if there is anything here that could be useful. Looks like most of everything has been cleared out except for one cast iron skillet and a couple of forks and spoons.
 
   I see a bed through the doorway of one of the rooms. A bed! This will be only the second time I’ve slept in a bed since this whole disaster started. If I weren't starving, I’d throw off all of my clothes and crawl in now. I’d be asleep in a matter of seconds.
 
   I enter the room. It’s not only a bed; it’s a large, comfy bed you can sink into. Fluffy pillows with lavender satin pillowcases and a thick down comforter have been left behind.
 
   “I’ll take this one,” Elsie calls out from another room. “It has two beds so Ben can share it with me.”
 
   I hear the squeaky screen door opening, followed by a slam. I poke my head out the door and see Ben returning with an armload of firewood.
 
   I return to my scrounging, perusing the drawers of a small dresser. In the top smaller drawer, I find some ancient black and white photographs and a bunch of foreign coins. There’s also some old jewelry that has tarnished from the years. The next drawer is empty. The third drawer has a few pairs of socks.
 
   I hear the screen door open again.
 
   Slam. And it closes. It must be Kane this time. I can hear my father saying not to slam the door. I miss him and my mother and the pain suddenly squeezes my heart.
 
   I turn to look as Kane enters the bedroom.
 
   “Hi,” he says, more as if he’s asking me a question. He moves close and places his hands on my waist, touching his forehead to mine.
 
   “Are you okay, Claudia?” He runs his fingers through my hair. “What you’ve been through today could put anyone over the edge.”
 
   I lie through my teeth. “I’ll be fine.” I stare deep into his eyes. They are captivating—green with blue and gold specks sprinkled throughout.
 
   “So much has happened. It will be good to stop running and have a place to settle.”
 
   I hear a knock at the door. I peek around Kane’s shoulder and see Brody standing outside.
 
   Ben opens the door and Brody enters carrying a gallon of water.
 
   Kane holds me closer, drawing my attention back. He gently brushes my neck with his lips. Strangely, though I’ve dreamt of this since the night at the Brown Palace, I feel empty.
 
   My attention diverts to Brody and Ben. Maybe I’m just distracted.
 
   “You can use this to clean up a bit,” Brody says. “We have our baths down at the main center. We can fill you in on all of that later.”
 
   Community baths and meals? Beggars can’t complain.
 
   Kane presses his lips more deliberately into my neck and kisses me slowly until he reaches my lips.
 
   I pull away and feel awkward for doing so, but I can’t breathe. “Sounds like we better clean up and get ready for dinner.”
 
   Kane flashes me a warm grin. It kills me how charming he is. “Okay.” He chuckles. “Okay.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I walk out onto the porch and Jay and Brody are outside horse playing with Skipper and Pug. Janie stands on the opposite side, sipping from a bottle of strawberry soda.
 
   I lean down, resting my head in my hands with my elbows on the rail. There’s only a hint of a glow of the evening sun left.
 
   Ben steps out onto the porch. He hops up to sit on the top of the railing.
 
   “Claudia?”
 
   “Yeah, Ben?”
 
   He picks at a loose piece of paint. “It’s been nice having you here to go through all of this with.”
 
   There it goes—the tear. I swear I cry when the wind blows with the slightest hint of emotion.
 
   “You, too.” My voice cracks.
 
   “We’re family now, you and I.” He looks up from his paint peeling.
 
   I smile at him. He is my family. “I feel the same way, Ben. You’re the only one I really trust. I mean we’ve been together since day one.”
 
   “Since before day one,” he reminds me.
 
   “I don’t think I’ve ever said thank you. I might have given up otherwise, or sat in a corner, rotting as Dorian took advantage of the situation and everyone in it. But you gave me a passion to survive—the two of us. It has kept me going on my darkest days.” I can feel my throat tighten and a tear rolls off my cheek before I can wipe it away.
 
   “Thank you, too, Claudia. You know I will always be here for you.”
 
   Elsie is latched onto Kane’s arm when they join us on the porch. She has a goofy look on her face.
 
   “How adorable would they be?” Elsie asks with a twinkling glance to me.
 
   “I can smell the food from here,” I say, whiffing the air. How adorable would what be? Puppies? I hope she is talking about puppies and not lining me up to breed.
 
   Finch pokes his head out the door of the wooden house. “Crepp is weak, he needs to lie down. I’m going to stay…make sure nothing happens to him or us…keep an eye on Norton.
 
   “Who’s Norton?” Ben jumps down from the porch railing.
 
   “Oh, the other guy that’s with Crepp.”
 
   “Can’t you just tie him to a tree or something?” Pug snorts at his own joke. “The other guy isn’t going anywhere.”
 
   “You really want me to take that chance?”
 
   Lately, if bad things can find a way to happen, they do. “I’ll bring you all some food when we come back,” I offer quickly. I don’t want us to meet our new neighbors while leading our “stray dog” in by the neck, and we can’t really tie him to a tree.
 
   “Thanks, Claudia.” Finch smiles and disappears inside.
 
   As we approach the intersection of Main and Woodward, I hear voices coming from around the other side. We round the corner and there are at least fifty people congregating around the red caboose and sprawled out in small groups between there and the bridge.
 
   I’m overwhelmed at first by their welcomes, but it sure beats Dorian’s greetings by gunpoint.
 
   A small red-headed boy of about five chases a girl in long, twirling pigtails across the bridge toward us. She is easily a foot taller than him and her arms and legs are too long for the bright pink snowsuit she is wearing.
 
   “You’re not going to kiss me, Joey Tinker!” she taunts.
 
   “Yes, I am.” He’s giggling so hard, he can barely run. “I will if I catch you!” He reaches out for her and catches hold of the back of her shirt. She squeals and manages to get away. They run toward us and…right by us. We might as well be invisible. I’m happy they aren’t worried about the world we’ve been forced into.
 
   The aroma of whatever is cooking smells amazing and my mouth waters.
 
   “Smells good,” Kane says, with a quick squeeze of my hand.
 
   Out of the corner of my eye, I catch a glimpse of Tiny approaching.
 
   “Hope you’re hungry! Tonight’s a celebration,” he bellows as he walks up.
 
   Kane drops my hand to greet him with a friendly handshake.
 
   “What are we celebrating?” Elsie pats Tiny’s elbow.
 
   “It’s the time of year when we have our Game Festival. Every year, we…”
 
   The sparkle fades from his eyes and he looks to the ground. “Well, not this year.” His voice is so low, I can hardly hear him. “With everything that’s happened…” He shakes his head and then regains his composure. “This year we’ll just be having the stew.” The sparkle suddenly returns to his eyes and the pitch in his voice rises. “It’s gooood though. Wait till you try it.”
 
   Skipper gives Tiny a friendly pat on the back of his shoulder. “Thanks again for your hospitality, Tiny. We’re happy to repay the favor and help out around here any way we can.”
 
   “Well, somethin’ ain’t for nothin’, but we can talk about that later.” He rubs his bulging stomach.
 
   My hunger can’t wait any longer and Ben must be on the same page because we nearly smack into each other getting to the food.
 
   He laughs. “Please, you first.” He graciously motions for me to go before him.
 
   “Thank you, Ben.”
 
   Elsie follows us and Kane stays behind talking to the other men.
 
   A cheery woman, who could pass for a gypsy with her colorful garb and flowy skirt, and her long, black hair twisted into braids and dreads, stands behind a makeshift serving line. She tends to several small fire pits with cast iron pots cooking atop metal grates.
 
   “Hello, there. Frank!” She turns around and calls to a man behind her who is bent over a larger fire pit with his back to us. “Frank! New guests!” She turns to face us. “Hi. I’m Ruthie. Welcome.”
 
   “Hello, Ruthie. Thank you for having us. My name is Ben.” He is proper as usual.
 
   “This is Bernie,” Elsie says holding her coat open just enough to let Ruthie steal a peek at the pigeon. “I’m Elsie.” Elsie scans the length of the woman who doesn’t stand much taller than she does. “Nice to meet you.”
 
   “Nice to meet you, my dear. What can I get for you?” Ruthie stirs the largest pot with her ladle.
 
   Ben nudges me. I’ve been staring at the food before me in a daze and haven’t introduced myself yet. I snap out of my daydream. “Oh, uh, hi. I’m Claudia. Claudia Sheeplord.” Ugh, was that all official or what? “I mean just Claudia.” I smile at her.
 
   “Well, hello, Just Claudia, dear. What can I get for you?” She winks at me.
 
   Janie, Skipper and Pug stroll up behind us.
 
   “I’m getting that mixed game stuff. Guys!” she calls for our attention. “The stew has rabbit, squirrel, deer, some duck or something they said. Sounds awful but everyone swears by it. They look forward to it all year long!”
 
   It’s like fish tacos. They sound disgusting, yet people love them. Why not? “I’ll have a bowl of the stew, please.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   We have all finished multiple bowls of the stew and are sprawled out around a bonfire. I can’t believe I ate it, but the stew lived up to its reputation. If food wasn’t a scare commodity, I’m sure I never would have tried it and now I’m gorged so full, I can’t move.
 
   A man I haven’t been formally introduced to yet finishes explaining the Game Festival tradition to the rest of us. “So, we take the leftovers each year and freeze them until the next year and that’s what we start with. The hunters and gatherers add the month’s catch and there you have it.”
 
   Tiny and Ruthie walk over from the caboose. “Did they get enough to eat, Ruthie?” he asks.
 
   “Oh, yes, Tiny. I served them up good. Poor things hadn’t had real food for days.”
 
   “Yes, thank you very much, sir,” Ben says standing up to greet Tiny and Ruthie.
 
   “You’re very welcome.” He walks with Ben to one of a dozen large stumps and logs spread around the outside of the fire for people to sit on. “Think your friends would mind if I take a minute to give you all a little background on our camp here?”
 
   “Absolutely, sir. That would be great.”
 
   Tiny sits down and stretches his legs out before him. His black hiking boots have been hard weathered. “If I can get your attention for just a second.”
 
   Everyone stops their chatting, group by group.
 
   “Thank you.” The last group grows quiet.
 
   “I think knowing where we’ve been and where we are now will help you understand why we do some of the things we do here.” He pats the log next to him and Ruthie sits down beside him.
 
   “When the news of the end of the world broke, some of our good friends and neighbors headed east and others went west.”
 
   “They completely lost their mind is what they did. They would have been perfectly safe here,” Ruthie cuts in.
 
   “They’ve never returned,” Tiny says sadly. “Ruthie lost her sister.”
 
   Elsie gets up and walks over to sit by Ruthie. She pats her knee. “I’m sorry, dear. I lost my sister a few years back.”
 
   “What about the people in Georgetown? Do they bother you?” I ask.
 
   A few others mosey over to sit on logs on the opposite side.
 
   “Oh, the lumber district? Good people lived in Georgetown before it happened. The militants running it now don’t deserve to call it that anymore. Georgetown symbolized home and family—it’s the farthest thing from that.”
 
   Ruthie leans in. “They killed him,” she says shaking her finger and squinting an eye. “They tried to say it was an accident…just shot Mayor Parks dead in cold blood.” Ruthie sits back on her log.
 
   Tiny explains further with a sad shake of his head. “Bill Parks was one of the nicest and most giving men you would ever meet. Take in a stranger off the street, he would. He was out hunting and went missing for a few days. We sent out a search party in the areas we knew he liked to hunt and didn’t find a trace of him.”
 
   Ruthie cuts in, “Two days later, one of those soldiers brings us his body on the back of a flatbed truck and says he was accidentally shot in a hunting accident.”
 
   “The only problem with that is…” Tiny’s voice begins to quiver so he pauses. His eyes are aqua from the slightest hint of tears when he looks up. “The only problem with that is that he had a single bullet in his chest—a bullet from a pistol, not a hunting rifle.”
 
   “They killed him,” Ruthie is angry and much louder this time. The other people on the opposite side stare at her for a moment and return to their own conversations.
 
   Tiny gets up and tosses a few more logs onto the fire. “As the Mayor, Bill refused to let them come in and take our supplies. He sent them away with a rifle to their nose, the first time they came after us. That’s when we set up the perimeter watch. It was shortly after that he went missing.”
 
   “Have they done anything since?” Ben asks, looking up from his tin can project. He has strung at least 10 more lids together into a large rectangle with a hole in the center. Ruthie must have given him some extras from the community kitchen.
 
   “They’ve tried, but so far we’ve managed to hold our ground,” Tiny says proudly.
 
   “Yeah, when we first got here,” Brody begins, “Jay and I were on watch…and Tiny here, with about a dozen others. We were right about where you guys found us the other day.” He points to Kane and me.
 
   Tiny stokes the coals. He chuckles. “They sure thought they were going to get us good and we showed them.” He bellows with laughter.
 
   “What happened?” I ask, I can tell this is a good one by the fact that Tiny is now bent over laughing so hard, he can’t get his words out.
 
   “Well, that was before we started making traps, so like I said, we had about fifteen guns in place that night.”
 
   “What kind of traps?” Ben asks. I see the sparkle in his eyes.
 
   Brody continues, “Oh, some rope snappers and old bear traps…they do okay. Well, they thought they could sneak in on us, but they found those fifteen guns pointed at their heads. We made them strip down to nothing, took their weapons and sent them on their way.” His grin widens and we all get a good laugh.
 
   Tiny has regained his composure “The best part is that not only did we send them away, we took them for their own. Remember that night?” He looks to Jay and Brody while stoking the coals in the fire.
 
   “Figured after that embarrassment, they wouldn’t bother us for the night, so the lot of us hit the southwestern edge of Georgetown and ransacked them for all the supplies we could get.”
 
   Janie breaks her dead gaze into the fire. “You think we’ll be attacked again?”
 
   “I reckon they are planning something soon. I spotted one of their rangers on our side of the tracks the other day,” Tiny replies. “He was only there for a second and went back his direction once he saw I had spotted him. By the way, you new folks will be the farthest away in those houses tonight so keep an eye out.”
 
   Pug stands up from the log. “I’ll do first watch, so figure I better get a few minutes of shut eye now. I’ll see you back at the house.”
 
   “Wait, can you take this stew to Finch and other two?” I ask. I’m enjoying the fire and relaxing for what feels like the first time ever.
 
   “Sure thing.”
 
   I stand up and grab the pot of stew I had set aside. “I feel bad I didn’t take it right away, but it still feels hot.”
 
   “They’ll love it like everyone else,” he says and starts down the road.
 
   “Thanks, Pug. I owe you one.” I wave goodbye and turn to Tiny. “Brody mentioned that there are weekly baths? Warm baths?” I look to Janie. “What I wouldn’t do for a bath.”
 
   “Yes, on Wednesdays.” He turns and points toward the west. Over there, yonder is a little yellow house. We heat water from the creek throughout the day for the wooden tubs inside. You can come and check when the line isn’t so long. I recommend early in the morning or late at night.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “You can always use the creek down the way.” Edgar teases me with a quick tousle of my ponytail as he walks up behind me.
 
   “Most people use the gallon water to scrub and wash down each day. There’s plenty of fresh water running down from that mountain top. What else…oh, all of the meals are served here and prepared community style. We have gathered all the food and it stays under lock and key. Which brings me to an uncomfortable request but I have to ask.”
 
   I wait for it—the sudden thud that’s around the corner.
 
   “I need you to turn over the food supplies. It’s only fair. You’ll get to eat like everyone else and we’ll make sure you eat like everyone else.”
 
   I suddenly have visions of Dorian and Fran.
 
   “What about our other supplies?” Ben asks quickly.
 
   “You can keep anything else. We ask that you do inventory it with us though in case there is an emergency and someone needs it, or if someone wants to offer a trade.
 
   Sensing my uncomfortable flinch, Tiny looks at me with his twinkling eyes. “It’s the only way to make sure we don’t run out. Some people can’t help themselves.”
 
   Kane squeezes my hand and stands up from the log. “Want to take a stroll to the creek?”
 
   He pulls me up and we walk toward the caboose where a small group is gathered. The creek is just on the other side. Several of them send friendly smiles as we pass by.
 
   “Hello,” I say. “Beautiful moon out tonight.” The moon is shining and the water sparkles as it streams by, and I don’t know what else to say to them.
 
   I see Kane smile, but he remains quiet.
 
   We mosey slowly over to the bridge, passing another stroller now and then. “Hello.”
 
   “Hello,” one woman replies with a quick nod and continues on her way.
 
   Kane stops in the center of the bridge and we lean against the railing, watching the glistening water. The water splashing against the rocks and gurgling against the bank are the only sounds breaking the silence.
 
   I turn my head when I hear the little girl with the pigtails giggle. I learned at the campfire that her name is Sarah. “Sarah, come on, it’s time for bed.” A woman in her mid-thirties chases after her. Still giggling, Sarah runs from her.
 
   “So, the stew was good.”
 
   Kane turns to stare at me, his expression full of charm. “Yes it was.” His eyes pierce my soul. He isn’t going for this surface chat.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   “Yeah, I’m fine.” Then it hits me like a Mack truck. “No, no actually I’m not. We can’t let Dorian get away with this again. We have to stop him.”
 
   Kane nods his head in agreement. “What do you suggest we do? Looks like they’ve managed to keep a strong hold here.”
 
   “They need to leave. Leave George…I mean the lumber district. They need to get out—they’re too close.”
 
   “Agreed.”
 
   “They pushed them out of here, so why can’t they push them out of there?”
 
   “They have more men there…more weapons.”
 
   Just then, Ben, Elsie and Edgar approach.
 
   “I don’t like those lumberjacks being this close,” Elsie says.
 
   “Me either,” Edgar agrees.
 
   “We were just talking about that,” I say. “Kane says they have more men and more weapons.”
 
   Ben is tying two pieces of rope between his fingers. He pulls both ends to test the strength of the knot he’s tied. “Then let’s take their men and weapons.”
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter 6
 
    
 
   For a week, those of us that live on the outskirts, as in pretty much our original group, have been making initial plans to run Dorian’s militants out of the lumber district and rescue Molly, Jimbo, and Sam.
 
   “It’s time to make a move,” Ben says one night after dinner. “You heard Tiny. They’re already planning something.”
 
   “I agree.” I stand from my chair and begin pacing the small living room in our cottage. “Let’s get our friends out first.”
 
   “I’ve got just the thing for those guards.” Elsie rubs her hands together.
 
   “I can set a small trap line…you know, right at the edge of the district where we’ll plan to get out. That way, if we get into a chase, we will know where the traps lie, but it will be too late for them by the time they figure it out.”
 
   “You said, ‘take their weapons and their men.’ That’s a great idea, Ben. I almost hope we do get into a chase.” Thinking about it makes my adrenaline rush.
 
   Just then, we hear a light tap at the door. It’s Finch.
 
   Ben jumps up to let him in. “Good timing. Where’s Crepp and Norton?”
 
   “Skipper’s got his eye on them. What did I miss?” Finch asks.
 
   “It’s time to approach Tiny,” Kane adds. He’s dead serious.
 
   “Okay, I’m in.” He takes a seat in an old rocking chair. The legs whine when he sits down.
 
   Elsie is almost giddy. I think I might have even heard her cackle.
 
   I smile at her and my eyes drift to Kane, then Ben, and finally to Finch. They happen to be sitting down around me and I’m the only one standing in the center of the circle. Their energy drives me and I’m ready to fight. “And then we’re going after the whole district.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Kane, Finch, Ben and I pull Tiny aside the next night after dinner. We explain our plan to free Molly, Sam, and Jimbo and he is resistant. “We can’t afford to lose any more men. It’s one thing to hold them off our land, but-”
 
   I can’t help myself and I interrupt him. “Let me tell you about Dorian Lennox.” I feel the blood rush to my face.
 
   “Now, you’ve got her fired up.” Finch laughs and motions for me to continue.
 
   I fill Tiny in on Dorian and what had happened at the airport shelter. I tell him about the underground city and the nuclear plant, which I’m still not sure he believes. But what finally gets him is when I remind him about how he killed Shane, confirming further his thoughts that Bill Parks was not killed by a hunting accident.
 
   “Misfired rifle, my—it was a bullet for God sake!” Tiny becomes angrier by the second. “You guys are right. It’s just a matter of time before they strike again. Let’s do it.”
 
   Ben knocks his chin with the tied knot in his hand. He’s pondering. “I’ll need a week to set the trap lines.”
 
   “Good. That will give us time to do surveillance. See if we can spot your friends and how many people we’ll need to get to them out of there.” Tiny’s nostrils flare.
 
   “I’ll do it.” I volunteer to be the first spy.
 
   Kane is on point. No one’s letting Claudia out alone. “I’ll go with her,” he says. I chuckle to myself.
 
   “Okay, then one week from tonight.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The next night, Kane leads Ben, Finch and me through the woods to a spot on the eastern edge of Georgetown, not too far from where he’d last seen Sam, Molly and Jimbo being housed. This time we hike the entire way to avoid any chance of being seen or heard. We make it to a dirt road and Kane motions for us to huddle around.
 
   He puts his fingers on his lips to silence us. I can tell by the way he turns his ear to the sky that he is listening for the enemy. Nothing but the sounds of the night—branches creaking in the breeze, and then something small like a rabbit scampers somewhere behind us.
 
   “Okay, looks like we are alone. Ben, do you have the map?”
 
   Ben removes the map from his inside pocket and pulls out the screwdriver flashlight from his pack. The once bright lime color has faded into a muddy shade of green. He spreads the map out against the trunk of a dead tree. All of its branches have fallen off. Holding the map against the bark with one hand, he turns on the flashlight with his other and illuminates the area where we are standing.
 
   “Looks like we could enter here on Skyline Drive and stay well hidden,” I suggest.
 
   Ben shines the light close to the map, so the circle is small and highlights the street. “Good idea, Claudia. We’ll come in this way and go out this way.” He nods his head as he speaks.
 
   “Where is the holdup we think your friends are in?” Finch moves closer so that he can see.
 
   Kane points out the location. “Right in here, around 17th Street.”
 
   Ben taps the map with the light and removes his hand, leaving Kane holding it with the tip of his finger.
 
   Ben steps behind the first row of trees. Carving in and out of the tree line, he inspects the ground, shining his flashlight here and there, between this tree and that tree. He pulls on a branch just above his head, testing its support and it snaps. Piercing his lips, he tosses the branch aside and moves on.
 
   “We can cut in west through these trees,” Ben says from somewhere in the darkness.
 
   “Yep, that’s perfect,” Kane agrees. “We can stay hidden as we cut over to Sunburst. Hopefully, Sam, Molly and Jimbo will be there.”
 
   Finch rubs his chin. “How do we know that?”
 
   “We don’t, but it’s the place where they were being housed before. They didn’t seem to move people much once they put them in their cage. Ben? Mind tossing me the flashlight?”
 
   Ben tosses it long to Kane.
 
   The light is flying toward me so I reach out to catch it and Kane grabs it at the same time, wrapping his hand around mine. I roll my eyes up to look at him, smile and let go.
 
   Lowering his eyes to the map, Kane can’t stop the grin that forces its way out. He chuckles and then shines the light on the map. “There’s going to be an A-frame house up just northwest of where we are now…actually, there’s going to be a lot of A-frame houses, but this one is on Sunburst, right here.” He moves the light close, pointing out the location.
 
   “So, that’s where we’ll want to come out of the trees,” Finch says. “Looks like it backs right up to them if I’m looking at things right.”
 
   “It does,” Kane replies and adds, “which makes it perfect.”
 
   “Think we’ll be able to see any of them in the house tonight?” It would be horrible to go through all of this and they aren’t even there when we go to break them out.
 
   “It’s possible. There are a few large windows, or they could be outside on the deck. They allow people go out there because it’s closed in.”
 
   Allow. I shake my head. Dorian Lennox—devil.
 
   “Do we want to stay on this and move farther north before we cut over?” Finch runs his finger along the Skyline Drive route.
 
   “If I remember, there’s a house right there. I think it’s too close—could be dangerous.”
 
   “We should enter here where Ben did,” I suggest. “We’ll be hidden away early before anyone has a chance to see us and we have plenty of room to make an adjustment if we spot any of their guys.”
 
   Kane and Finch look at each other.
 
   “I agree,” Ben says, still hidden away in the trees.
 
   Kane moves a branch out of my way and motions with a quick nod of his head. “Ok, then we’ll have to hike northwest of here since we aren’t able to cut directly across due to the house. I agree with you and Ben, as well. We don’t want to risk it.”
 
   Finch and I follow Kane into the tall row of pines.
 
   We cross the wooded area to the tree line behind the house without any issues. I hear an owl hoot in the distance, breaking the silence of the otherwise quiet night. The air is cold and dry and the inside of my nose is raw and burns. I jump when I hear twigs snap in the trees behind us. My nerves calm when I see the raccoon scurry by.
 
   We move cautiously to the edge of the ridge.
 
   “It’s that one.” Kane draws my attention to a house down below the embankment to the right of us.
 
   Just then, Sam steps out onto the deck and Molly comes out right after.
 
   “There they are!” I whisper loudly. They are so close, if we weren’t on a spy mission, I could yell and wave my arms and get their attention.
 
   “Target located. Fantastic!” Finch says.
 
   Sam and Molly walk over to a far corner of the deck, staring almost in our direction. They appear deeply engaged in conversation when Jimbo steps out onto the deck and joins them.
 
   “They’re all there,” Kane says. “Oh and there’s a guard at the back door on the lower level. Looks like there’s still just the one. Let’s move out of here. We don’t want to be here any longer than we have to.”
 
   He grabs my hand and gives it a little squeeze. “We aren’t going to need as much manpower to get them out. You don’t have to come now.”
 
   He’s going to have to get over this ‘save the princess’ idea of his. “Forget it, Kane. I will be on this mission.”
 
   “She’s good enough to be there, Kane, trust me,” Ben says with a flash of a grin in my direction.
 
   “Yes, she is, Ben. Yes, she is.”
 
   I give Kane an ‘uh-huh see’ smile, and follow Ben into the trees.
 
   Finch slaps Kane on the back. “Can’t blame a guy for trying.”
 
   We track along the top of the ridge and I stop behind everyone when I notice a house with a white picket fence. It seems so out of place in this prison district.
 
   Ben backtracks a few steps and stops to inspect what I’m looking at. “We could re-enter the town here. Use that house as our marker.”
 
   It’s abandoned and the streets are dark. “Yes, that seems like a good plan.”
 
   Kane doesn’t go far before turning back to us. “What are you guys thinking?”
 
   Ben pulls out the map again as Kane and Finch move in closer to see. “Looks like we are at 14th if we re-enter here,” Ben says pointing out our location.
 
   “You think we should go back into the town?” Finch is a great devil’s advocate. I appreciate having his second thoughts.
 
   “This older area of town is deserted. Look, there isn’t a soul.” Kane jumps on board with our plan.
 
   “We will be much faster on pavement. They should be on foot if they’ve chased us this far.” Ben takes a look behind him over each shoulder. He turns on the flashlight.
 
   Finch runs his finger down one of the narrow roads on the map toward the southern edge of the town. “If we can just get down to 3rd, we can drop back into the trees here and we should be in the clear.”
 
   “Okay, so that gets us out of there, but how are we going to get Sam, Molly and Jimbo out of that house?”
 
   My smile stretches so wide, it almost hurts. “Elsie, of course.”
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter 7
 
    
 
   The rest of the week goes by in a blink and I am getting used to the routine. It actually feels good to have one again.
 
   Janie and I meet up on my front porch each morning. We walk up Main Street, grab a mini cup of coffee, our food rations, and then join Ruthie and a dozen other ladies down at Main and Woodward at the same house where the weekly baths are held. Mondays are an exception because the entire town joins with the farmers to prepare the land for spring planting. Now that gasoline is running low, they need extra hands.
 
   Tuesday and Thursday, we handle the laundry for the entire town. People are only allowed to bring laundry those two days and they can only bring six items each. We use old washboards and cold water from the creek. Though we have plenty of soap for now, we still ration because one day we won’t. It’s hard to believe because every house in town had its own box, and the local market was full too—more than plenty for the two hundred residents who lived here and many of them are gone now. Ruthie’s sister wasn’t the only one that lost her mind and headed into disaster.
 
   Wednesday is bath day. They tell Janie and me that we can go first, or we can wait until the end of the day after everyone else has been through. We choose to wait, so we don’t have to rush.
 
   We help with the constant heating of the water for the baths, boiling pot after pot of water from the creek. After only a couple of hours, my arms ache from carrying the pots from the house to the creek to fill them with water and then back to the fire pits. From there, we take them inside and pour them into one of the four wooden tubs, and then it’s back to the creek. Each person is allowed ten minutes, except for the bath maids, who are allowed twenty.
 
   When it’s finally my turn, I sink down into the tub and put my head under the water. It brings instant relief to my aches and pains. I can’t remember a bath ever feeling this good—it’s almost euphoric.
 
   I lather up a small amount of the bathing oil and it smells wonderful with gardenia essence. I rub my fingers through my toes and down the bottom of my feet, pressing hard into my arches to massage them. The muscles in my calves are sore—everything’s sore. Pressing my thumb into a pressure point on the inside of my bicep relieves the pain. The hot water feels amazing. I didn’t wait the usual five minutes to let it cool.
 
   Glancing over at Janie, I see her eyes are closed, but her smile is big. It’s the quietest I think she’s been since I met her.
 
   I think to say something, but decide to appreciate the silence and sink back into my tub. The water floods over my face when I dunk below the surface.
 
   As much as I’d love to crawl into my bed right away, we do have to wash out the tubs when we are through. I don’t really mind, it actually makes me feel better about the community bath thing.
 
   When I get home, I’m surprised to see the cottage empty. Or at least I think it’s empty. It’s pitch dark.
 
   I start toward the door to go back outside and look for the others when I see a flickering light coming from down the hall.
 
   Kane comes out of the bedroom with a lit candle and a bottle of wine.
 
   “Welcome home, Claudia.” He leans in and kisses my cheek and then carries the bottle of wine to the kitchen. When he sets the candle on the table, I notice it is set for dinner for two. There are some kind of puffs for appetizers, a small roasted chicken or duck maybe, corn on the cob, which I haven’t had forever, a mini chocolate cake and two crystal wine glasses.
 
   “But how did you do all this. What about the rations?” Is this our first real date? Butterflies flutter inside my stomach and I’m nervous but excited.
 
   He finds a wine opener in the drawer and opens the bottle. “May I pour you a glass of this fine Cabernet?”
 
   “Yes, please. That will be amazing after the hot bath I just had.”
 
   “I hope you were able to enjoy it.” He hands me my wine and pours himself a glass. “Cheers.” He holds his glass up to toast.
 
   “Cheers. Thank you for such a lovely surprise. I still don’t know where you got all of this food.”
 
   “I asked Tiny if I could give you a special night since everything’s been so crazy and you’re working so hard.”
 
   “We’re all working hard, Kane. I’m not doing anything different than anyone else.” I sip the wine which is smooth as silk. I’m no wine connoisseur, but I do know that this one is fine.
 
   “They aren’t all taking the risks that you are.”
 
   I set my glass down a little harder than I mean to. The crystal chimes as it vibrates. “Is this to try to talk me out of the rescue?”
 
   “No, no.” He laughs. “Although…would it have worked?”
 
   “No.” I shake my head at him and retrieve my wine from the table. “This food looks wonderful!”
 
   Kane pulls a chair out for me. “Madame?”
 
   “Thank you, sir.” I sit down in the chair and he takes his seat next to me.
 
   I suddenly notice something strange. “Do I get a fork and knife, too?” I raise one brow at him.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Kane, this is silly, you don’t need to feed me.”
 
   “Just humor me and let me treat you like a princess tonight.”
 
   I turn and look back over my shoulder. “Where’s Ben and Elsie?”
 
   “Ben went with Edgar, Jay and Finch to work on cutting the path for the rescue. Elsie is watching Norton and Crepp with Masaru, and Skipper is waiting for Janie to get back so they can have their own date.”
 
   “I knew it! She wouldn’t admit it, but I knew it!”
 
   Kane picks up a puff from the silver etched china dish. He went all out. “Are you going to let me pamper you?”
 
   I suddenly decide I would love to be a princess with Kane for the night. “Yes, you can pamper me, dear slave.”
 
   He brings the puff slowly to my lips. It’s still warm. I try to take a bite and he pulls it away so I miss.
 
   “No slave, feed me now.”
 
   He puts the puff on my lips again and this time I manage to get a small bite before he takes it away. The cream cheese and herbs melt in my mouth. I close my eyes to indulge in the flavor and the next thing I know, Kane has moved in for a kiss. A slow kiss covered in cream cheese. He stuffed the rest of the puff in his mouth.
 
   I can feel cheese on the outside of my lips, so I wipe it off with my finger and lick it before taking a sip of my wine. “Fabulous.”
 
   “My kiss?”
 
   “The puff.” I turn my head away, playfully snuffing him.
 
   “How about the corn?”
 
   “You can’t feed me the corn.” I’m adamant.
 
   “Come on.”
 
   “No, you can’t feed me that. The butter will drip all over me and the corn will get stuck in my teeth.”
 
   “It’s going to do that anyway.” I’m just going to hold it for you. Here, take a bite.”
 
   He holds the corn cob up to my mouth.
 
   I stare him down for a second and then take a bite of the grilled corn. He lets me get it this time and it’s amazing. Grilled has always been my favorite way to eat it.
 
   “I think I’m in heaven.”
 
   Kane takes a bite of the corn and then eats another puff. “I’ll say. It’s been awhile since I’ve had a nice dinner like this and even longer since it was with someone…”
 
   “Someone?”
 
   “Someone special, Claudia. I don’t know if it’s because I met you in chaos and life has been crazy ever since, but I hope you know how special you are to me.”
 
   “I feel the same about you, Kane.”
 
   “Do you? I thought you did after the Brown Palace but since we found each other again, I’m not so sure.”
 
   “Kane, I’m sor-”
 
   “Claudia, you have nothing to be sorry for. I know what you’ve been through. Do you think you still have any feelings left over from that night in Denver?”
 
   “Yes! Yes, I do. Of course, I do.” I do and for the first time since we’ve been back together, I feel how excited I am about them. I lean toward him and take his face in my hands and kiss him. “Yes, Kane, I do.”
 
   We kiss softly, sweet and wonderful. I wish we could escape like this forever or at least for more than a night.
 
   Kane sits back and sticks a bite size piece of meat with his fork. “Duck?”
 
   I can’t help but crack a small grin. “Okay.” I open my mouth wide and let him feed me. The duck is cooked perfectly, glazed with some sort of sweet sauce.
 
   We eat the rest of the corn, puffs and most of the chicken and finish the bottle of wine.
 
   “Dessert?” He holds up a bite of the chocolate cake.
 
   “You wouldn’t dare keep that away from me,” I warn and at this moment, I would lock him up and lose the key to get a bite of that cake.
 
   He taunts me several times with a small piece on the tip of the fork and then grabs it with his fingers and presses it into my lips. I can feel the chocolate all over my mouth.
 
   “Oh really?” I grab the rest of the mini cake and shove it into his face before I take off into the main room to get away.
 
   He chases me and tackles me and I scream and giggle as he presses his face into mine. We have chocolate all over. It’s absolutely everywhere. We both laugh hard and then it grows awkwardly silent.
 
   I loop deep into his green eyes and we’re both still, not moving a muscle. Slowly, I move in and kiss the chocolate from his lips. Then I spring from the floor and run to the bathroom to clean up.
 
   After we clean up the mess and ourselves, I put on my shorty pajamas that Kane gave me the first night I met him and climb in beneath the sheets. He crawls in next to me and I put my arms around him.
 
   “Nah-ah-ah, we aren’t done yet, princess.” He helps me rollover on my stomach. “It’s time for your massage.”
 
   Okay, it’s official. I am in heaven now. I lie down comfortably on my tummy and put my arms down to my sides.
 
   Kane tugs on the back of my shirt. “May I lift this up…just to your shoulder blades?”
 
   “Uh-huh,” I mumble into the pillow.
 
   Kane grabs a purple bottle from the nightstand that can only be Elsie’s. Is everyone in on our date?
 
   When he removes the cap from the bottle, I can smell the lavender and vanilla escape into the air. He pours a few drops into his palm and rubs his hands together.
 
   His touch is warm and feels amazing sliding over my back and up over my shoulders. He presses his thumbs into them, kneading gently but letting me know I desperately need this massage. He runs his thumbs up the muscles along both sides of my spine, and I can feel the cooped up bad energy moving out. Dorian.
 
   He massages me this way until my back is loose and then his touch becomes light and caressing. He pulls strands of my hair gently through his fingers. I’m dozing off, about to fall into a deep sleep. I feel his lips brush lightly on my shoulder in a kiss good night.
 
   I turn over and stare into his eyes that are jade even under the dim candle light. “Thank you, Kane. Thank you so much for doing this for me. It’s nice to feel special—and normal—even if it’s just for one night.”
 
   “There’ll be others, princess, don’t you worry. Many others.”
 
   He takes my arm and turns me so that he can nestle up behind me. I’m the happiest I’ve been since the world ended and I fall asleep in his arms.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   It’s dark and I’m running through the woods alone. The footsteps are louder, closing in fast behind me.
 
   Crunch! Crunch! Crunch! The leaves crush beneath their feet.
 
   “Claudia! You won’t get away this time!”
 
   It’s Dorian!
 
   My side hurts from running so hard, so long. I need to stop and rest, but I know he’ll kill me.
 
   “No, Dorian, let me have her!” I look back and Aden has nearly caught up to me. Half of his face hangs down in a mess of flesh and he boasts a wicked laugh.
 
   I can’t stop running. The trees are a blur.
 
   “I’m going to hang her up and cut her down piece by piece,” Aden says.
 
   Tears burn my eyes.
 
   “We’ll both tear her up,” Dorian says.
 
   I can feel his breath on my neck. Suddenly, the scene has changed, and I am tied up to a tree. A fire burns too close to me and my toes and feet feel like they are melting.
 
   Aden leans in and his blood drips on my leg. “Are you ready to die, Claudia Sheeplord?” He raises his knife to my throat.
 
   I jolt out of my sleep and must have screamed because Ben and Elsie are already in the room and Kane is sitting up in the bed next to me.
 
   “Claudia, shhhh, it’s okay. Baby, you were dreaming.” Kane wipes the sweat from my brow with a terry cloth hand towel.
 
   The tears stream down my cheeks. “It was so real. They were there. They were going to kill-”
 
   “It was just a dream. It’s not real.” Ben approaches the bed. “I’ll never let anything happen to you, Claudia Sheeplord. I promise.”
 
   “I did that to him and now he’s never going to let me forget it,” I cry.
 
   Elsie steps up to the end of the bed. “You listen here.” She shakes her finger at me. “It was either that man or this one, Claudia. Wouldn’t you do it again?”
 
   I stare at Kane and take the towel from him to wipe my tears.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Then stop blaming yourself. They don’t care about hurting people. Don’t you care for one second about hurting them.”
 
   And that was that.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Thursday, I spend with the girls, again doing the laundry for the town. Ben takes most of the guys with him to finish up the path and work on the traps so we will be ready for the rescue. I don’t see any of them the entire day. I’m so exhausted when I get done with the laundry, I don’t even stop to eat at the community kitchen. I wake up in my clothes the next morning to Kane softly snoring. He must have taken my shoes off for me because they are sitting neatly by the door.
 
   Friday is ‘up in the air day’ where we do whatever needs doing. On this particular Friday, Ruthie asks us to help her skin the game the hunters brought back Thursday evening. They must have had the luck of Artemis and Orion because they caught enough food to last us for several weeks.
 
   Janie and I have never cleaned the skin from a rabbit before but Ruthie teaches us quickly. The first one I try, I swear I see Aden’s mangled face from my dream, but I have to keep skinning. I have to get over this.
 
   By the end of the day, I finish three rabbits, two squirrels and some fish brought in by the other crew.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter 8
 
    
 
   It’s Saturday and it’s a free day and the day before our rescue mission. I have coffee on the front porch with Kane and Janie and then take off to look for Ben. He was up so early, I didn’t even hear him leave.
 
   I find him in Tiny’s machine shop. He has one of the carts raised up on blocks and is on the ground underneath. I can hear clanging metal. He’s tinkering.
 
   “What are you doing?” I ask.
 
   He pokes his head out from underneath the cart. “Good morning.”
 
   “Good morning.”
 
   “You really want to know…what I’m doing? It’s kind of technical,” he says, crawling out from under the cart. He pushes his glasses up where they are supposed to be. They slid down the bridge of his nose from sweat.
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “Okay. Well, first I changed the gear ratios which should increase top speed, then I made a new air filter out of some old stuff in that pile over there that will allow more air to pass through, and then I created a limited-slip differential with the gear arrangement.” He smiles.
 
   I know what a deer staring into headlights must feel like. “Can you speak English? And how do you know how to do all that?”
 
   “There’s still a lot you don’t know about me, Claudia. But, Tiny showed me a few things, too.”
 
   “That’s really cool, Ben that you have learned how to do all of these things.”
 
   Excitement lights up his eyes. “Want to go see the trap lines? They’re all done.”
 
   For some reason, I feel the need to look behind us. “Is it safe? You know for us to be there?”
 
   “We’ve been working on them for a week and they haven’t seen us yet. Come on.” He lowers the cart down off of the blocks. “We’ll take this a little ways, but we’ll have to walk most of the way.” Ben is already in the cart ready to go.
 
   I laugh and climb in on the seat next to him. “Okay, but don’t spill my coffee.”
 
   He tilts his head and looks at me as if I am ridiculous.
 
   I take a few sips so it won’t spill and smile. “Okay, I’m ready now.”
 
   Ben puts his foot on the gas pedal and we buck slightly before we take off. The cart is so much faster than it was before.
 
   “Yahoo! It worked!” he says. For once, he sounds remotely like a kid with his excitement.
 
   “Don’t kill us Ben. We still have to save our friends.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   We park the cart a good distance away near the Georgetown loop and hike toward the trap point. We head northeast and within a few minutes, Ben becomes almost giddy.
 
   His laugh is contagious. “What is so funny?” I whisper.
 
   He points to our right and I can see a road winding through in the distance.
 
   Ben points up to the top of the trees.
 
   I don’t see anything. “What?” I whisper again. I’m terrified someone is watching us.
 
   “Look closer. Up there.” He points.
 
   Then I see it. There some sort of contraption up in the trees. It’s secured by netting and ropes and it’s packed full of rocks and small boulders. 
 
   “What are you going to do with that?”
 
   “I will lay the first trap here. Once the good guys have cleared, I’ll put it in motion. The rocks will fall out and block Guanella Pass here. If they try to follow us in trucks, they won’t get through.”
 
   “But that’s dangerous. What if you get caught?”
 
   “They won’t catch me. They don’t care about me, I’m the little guy.”
 
   I know he’s probably right, but I’m still scared for him. I look at him now and he’s so different than that freckle-faced kid I met on the plane.
 
   “Come on, this way,” he says, leading me up a steep hill.
 
   I know we are getting close so I tip toe because I have no idea where the traps are or what they are for that matter.
 
   Ben notices and puts me at ease. “You’re okay. We still have another fifty yards or so. I’ll tell you where they are.”
 
   We creep along the eastern edge of Georgetown, hidden in the trees. My heart takes an extra beat every time I hear a branch snap or any other noise.
 
   “We’re almost there.”
 
   We approach 9th Street and Ben puts his arm out in front of my chest to stop me. He looks around and back behind us.
 
   “This is where we’ll come back into Georgetown from the woods after we have rescued Sam, Molly and Jimbo. We will grab the carts near Skyline up ahead and anyone that makes it past that trap will likely be chasing us on foot, so hopefully we will have lost them already, but…just in case.”
 
   He grabs my hand and pulls me cautiously toward a path cut out of the trees. Ben snickers and squats down. Carefully, he lifts up a few leaves and I see what looks to be rope.
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “It’s human nature they will cut through the easiest place, so we’ll give it to them. See that small tree next to you?” He points to a single tree remaining in the path.
 
   “They won’t notice it but that’s our marker. We’ll drive around the east side of that tree and avoid the loop mine. But it’s narrow, so they will likely go to the other side. One step in the loop mine and they will be hanging by their ankles.”
 
   “Nice.” I give him a big smile. “How does it work?”
 
   “See over there?” He points but I can’t see what it is. “Look closely.”
 
   Now I see the fishing line stretched about waist high across the clearing. There are at least three lines that I can see now, but in the dark, they will be invisible.
 
   “When the bad guys run through here, they’ll break the fishing lines holding those tires up.” He points to the trees across the clearing from us.
 
   I must be blind. I hadn’t seen those either.
 
   “When the line snaps, the tires will fall and anyone inside the loop mine will be yanked up into those trees.”
 
   “Wow, Ben, I’m impressed. Did you come up with this trap?”
 
   “Thank you, Claudia. My idea but Tiny and Skipper helped me build it and Kane got all of the tires for us.”
 
   As we move closer to Skyline Drive, Ben leads us farther into the trees, so we won’t be seen.
 
   “I won’t be able to show you these because we don’t want to get that close, but I can show you the boundaries and explain them.”
 
   “Okay, shoot.”
 
   “When we come down from Skyline Drive, the road opens up into a circle. We will actually jut east just before the circle and our carts will be waiting for us there. We have to push farther east before we return south to avoid the traps.”
 
   “What kind of traps are they? More loop mines?”
 
   “No, these will likely cost them a limb.”
 
   “Whoa. So how do these work?”
 
   “Did you ever study the old Vietnam War? They used punji sticks.”
 
   “No, I’m afraid I missed that one. What are punji sticks? Do we have those here?”
 
   Ben laughs. “No, we had to build them. They’re actually not too hard to make and their bite can be lethal.”
 
   “What are they?”
 
   “Well, the best way to explain is that they are small trenches cut into the ground that have sticks or spikes pointing upward. We used all sorts of sharp objects. When someone steps over one, they will fall into the trench and they won’t be able to get out without a lot of help. Someone will have to disassemble the trap before the person can get out.”
 
   “Where are the trenches?”
 
   “The trap line stretches across just south of that circle at Skyline and runs about thirty yards wide.”
 
   “Ahh, so that’s why we have to go farther east before we can head south to get back.”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “Are you nervous about tonight?” I ask. He is always so calm and collected.
 
   “Yes.”
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter 9
 
    
 
   “So, everyone knows their position?” Kane says. The sun is about to drop behind the ridge. What a beautiful sky but its streaks are violent and vivid, setting an eerie ambiance.
 
   My anxiety has my stomach in knots as we run through the details of the breakout one more time. Part of me is excited and happy because I know we’re going to get our friends back. The other part of me is scared to death.
 
   Ben lightly grabs my hand to get my attention. “I’ve got something for you.”
 
   Everyone else has broken into their own side conversations, so it appears we are done. “A surprise for me?” I love Ben’s surprises. He’s a good listener and I end up with coffee, chocolate or other wonderful things!
 
   He leads me into the bedroom he’s been sharing with Elsie. He drops down to his knees and reaches for something under the bed.
 
   “Ben, what is it?”
 
   I hear metal scraping and clanging as he pulls his treasure for me out from under the bed.
 
   He holds it up. “Isn’t it great!” There must be fifty tin can lids strung together in a large rectangle.
 
   “What is it?” I can’t help but laugh.
 
   “Armor.”
 
   “Armor? But-”
 
   He holds the metal gear above my head. “Stick your head through here.” He points to an open area in the center of the rectangle. It falls over my front and back perfectly. “Armor!” I say with a smile.
 
   “I want you to be safe, Claudia.”
 
   “Thank you, Ben. Do you have one, too?”
 
   Ben’s eyes answer before he does. “I didn’t have time to-”
 
   I strip the armor off and hand it back to him. “No way. Not happening. You wear it. You are the one coming in last to set the traps, if anyone needs it, you do.”
 
   He pushes the armor back to me. “I disagree, Claudia. I’m sure they know to be on the lookout for a girl of your description. You killed Dorian’s brother.”
 
   “I don’t care, Ben. I want you to wear that. I would never forgive-”
 
   Ben stops me before I can speak any dreadful what ifs. “I’ll be fine.”
 
   “Are you going to wear the armor then?” I raise my eyebrow demanding the right answer.
 
   “You’re not being-”
 
   “Ben, respect your elders,” I say, playing but not really.
 
   He is reluctant when he takes the armor from me and he scowls at me for a good moment.
 
   “Thank you.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The moon is full, a cherry on top of the dramatic sunset we had earlier. It will provide enough light for our journey through the woods to the district.
 
   Wreeeeeeek!!! The screen door warns me as I exit our cottage. Janie is waiting for me outside.
 
   Are those tears?
 
   “Be careful. I kind of like ya.” Janie comes at me her arms open and gives me a big squeeze.
 
   “We’ll be safe. In and out.”
 
   “No crazy ‘I’m taking over the district’ stuff yet, okay?” She stares hard into my eyes. She doesn’t trust what she knows I am capable of, especially if I see Dorian.
 
   “Promise. That’s next Sunday,” I tease.
 
   “Not funny, Claudia. Not funny.”
 
   I see three shadows approaching in the distance. A couple more steps and I see that it’s Tiny, Ruthie and Masaru.
 
   “Ready to go?” Tiny shakes Ben’s hand first and then walks over to Kane for a quick greeting.
 
   Masaru comes up to me and takes my hands in his. “Claudia, I have spoken to the Earth about you. You will triumph.”
 
   A good kind of chill flows through my body. Whatever he did just made our chances of success that much greater. That I know for sure. “Thank you, Masaru.” I squeeze his hands.
 
   He stares at me and then his teeth pop through his lips when a grin spreads across his face. “Okay, Masaru needs a hug, too.”
 
   We embrace each other tight. He steps back from me.
 
   “I have something for you.”
 
   First Ben. Now Masaru? Am I being sacrificed?
 
   He pulls out a dagger.
 
   Ruthie and Elsie have become sisters. They embrace each other and Ruthie places a purple rabbit’s foot in Elsie’s hand. She used blackberries to dye it. We made one for everyone who is going on the mission.
 
   I made two, one for Ben and one for Kane. “Ben,” I call him over.
 
   Ben’s rabbit’s foot is red for the passion he always carries in his heart. “This is for you. Will you keep it with you tonight?” I put it in his hand and press his fingers around it.
 
   “Thank you, Claudia. I will. Don’t worry about me. Between the armor and the lucky foot, I’m protected.”
 
   I pull him in and hug him tight. “In and out.”
 
   He pulls back and looks confidently in my eyes. “We’re going to get your friends out of there.”
 
   Kane walks up with Brody and Jay.
 
   I move in close to Kane and put my arms around his back.
 
   He kisses the top of my head and holds me in his arms.
 
   I kiss him softly and then hold up his black rabbit’s foot. “This one is for you. I hope it brings you stealth.”
 
   Jay, Brody and Skipper walk up with Norton in tow.
 
   “You boys ready?” Tiny asks. He’s become our father figure.
 
   “Nah.” Skipper shakes his head. “Crepp’s gone and taken a turn for the worse. I’m going to stay here and look after him.”
 
   “I’ll stay with you.” Janie rubs the top of his shoulder. I still can’t figure the two of them out.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   We stop at the first horseshoe curve of Guanella Pass so that Ben and Tiny can inspect the trap. I do a quick survey of our surroundings as they disappear into the trees.
 
   Woot! Woot! The owl’s call echoes through the otherwise quiet night. It scares me to death and pain shoots through my chest.
 
   Pug laughs and the juice from his chew dribbles down his chin.
 
   Ben exits from out of the trees. “It’s secure.” He looks to me.
 
   I’m quiet.
 
   He looks to Pug, who has hidden his smile.
 
   Ben is smart. “What’s going on?”
 
   “Nothin’, Boss.” Pug winks at me.
 
   We continue on to 9th Street without a hitch. Jay and Pug stay there to watch guard. This is where we will hopefully be able to cut back into the southern edge of Georgetown so we can take advantage of the speed Ben built into the carts.
 
   When we get to the southern edge of Skyline Drive, we park the carts and Tiny stays there to keep watch.
 
   The rest of us slip through the trees and cross over toward the back of the hostage house. We spread apart as we sneak in to reduce our chances of being caught. I come on the right side of the house. I’m disappointed that our eagles are not out on the deck. It’s going to be risky going inside the house.
 
   Kane is behind me, still in the trees. He motions to me, asking if I see anyone. I shake my head and frown.
 
   We watch as a gunman steps outside and resumes his post outside the door. I let Kane know.
 
   I glance over and Ben is watching through a pair of binoculars. He holds up one finger. He looks through them again and holds up two fingers. Two guards inside.
 
   Everyone is in position. It’s time for Elsie to kick things off. She pops out of the trees, grabbing the guard’s attention on purpose. He steps out in her direction.
 
   Then, in a puff of fluorescent green smoke, Elsie disappears.
 
   “Who’s there? Show yourself,” the guard demands.
 
   I hear the sound of jingling metal, and Elsie jumps out of the trees on the opposite side from the guard.
 
   “What?” He darts toward her and this time she disappears behind a smoky, black cloud.
 
   Out of the corner of my eye, I see motion on the deck. It’s Jimbo! I glance toward the gunman and see his back as he chases Elsie deeper into the trees. Good—right where we want him.
 
   I get Jimbo’s attention. Perfect. I approach him and stand in the shadows. I toss up Ben’s rope and plastic bottle ladder and he secures it to the railing and climbs down.
 
   “Jimbo!” I hug him quickly. “We’re here to break you guys out. Where’s Molly and Sam?”
 
   “They’re inside the house. Molly is reading a book and I think Sam is playing cards.”
 
   “How many guards inside? Ben saw two.”
 
   Crack! I hear wood snapping and then a man screams in pain.
 
   “Punji traps in play!” Ben whispers loudly and gives me thumbs up.
 
   “I’ve gotta go in!” I say and head for the door.
 
   Jimbo grabs my arm. “No! I can walk right in and they won’t suspect anything.”
 
   Before I can stop him, he’s scaled the ladder and is up on the deck.
 
   Kane runs up from behind. “I heard a scream. You okay?”
 
   “Yeah, Elsie’s guard must have found one of Ben’s traps. Jimbo ran back inside to get Molly and Sam out on the deck.”
 
   “Good. You can run back and meet up with Tiny. Let him know we’ll be there in a second.” He leans in to kiss me on the cheek.
 
   “Uh, I’m not leaving until they are safe with us,” I say backing away from him.
 
   “Do you have to-”
 
   Lucky for me, Molly, Sam and Jimbo rush out onto the deck. The guys help Molly climb over the railing and she is the first one down the ladder. I motion for her to come to me. Sam scales down fast behind her and runs by Kane.
 
   Jimbo is climbing over the railing when the guard runs out onto the deck. I have to distract him.
 
   “Hey!” I yell and the guard stops and looks in my direction.
 
   Jimbo is halfway down the ladder and the guard has his gun aimed at him.
 
   Jimbo stares down the barrel of the rifle. “Go! Don’t worry about me!” Jimbo shouts.
 
   Ben’s rock that hits the guard in the head isn’t that big, but it knocks him out cold—may have even killed him. All I know is that we aren’t waiting around to find out.
 
   “Run!” Kane yells.
 
   We sprint through the trees and I know I’m running for my life. We stay on the outside of the safety boundary that Ben pointed out earlier that day. I suddenly spot the guard that wasn’t so lucky. He’s waist deep inside Ben’s punji sticks and has speared himself in the back from trying to climb out.
 
   “Help me!” he screams.
 
   It’s surreal, the way everything blurs past me as I run and all I can hear is the deep thump of my heart. Tiny sees us coming. “Come on! Get in!”
 
   Molly and Sam get into the cart with him.
 
   Kane gets into the driver seat of one of the other carts and Elsie jumps onto the back seat. “Claudia!”
 
   I hesitate, searching for any sign of Ben and Jimbo.
 
   “Claudia! He knows the plan. Come on!”
 
   Finally, I see them charging through the trees toward us. Kane’s already in motion when I jump into the front seat and we take off into the forest. I feel like I should hang on for my life as Kane speeds through the obstacles. A few small branches smack me in the face and it stings in the cold air.
 
   We make it to the path and will be home free once we hit 9th Street. That’s when I hear the motorcycles not too far behind us.
 
   “Kane!” I look back and can see a headlight less than thirty yards away. They are gaining on Ben and Jimbo who are bringing up the tail.
 
   “Ben!” I point to the motorcycle.
 
   He yells something, but I can’t hear him.
 
   They are getting closer. “Kane, they’re going to catch them.” We’re going so fast to try to get away we don’t even stop to grab Jay and Brody.
 
   “Ben will take them through the trap. He’ll be okay, I promise.”
 
   The motorcycles are gaining on all of us. Then Ben wraps around the outside of the tree markers and sure as the sun rises, the bad guys drive right into the fishing line.
 
   The first guy flies through the air and his bike crashes into a tree. Another biker is too close behind and can’t stop before he is yanked off his motorcycle and hanging from his ankle. I laugh—just like Ben said.
 
   Then, in slow motion, I see a third guy on a motorcycle. He’s stopped and has raised his bow! He’s aiming at Ben and Jimbo.
 
   I see the arrow shredding the air. It hits Ben in the back and knocks him out of the cart.
 
   “Ben! Kane, stop! Ben’s hurt!”
 
   I’m one foot out of the cart when I see Ben shake his head, get off the ground and jump into the cart. He takes off toward us. “Go!”
 
   The bad guy jumps back onto his bike and is in pursuit once again. Three more guys come blazing through the woods on their motorcycles. This isn’t looking good.
 
   “Kane, hurry! There are three of them now!”
 
   I look back just in time to see Jay knock one of the guys off their motorcycle with a two by four. That had to hurt.
 
   The one guy is almost on Ben and Jimbo. Ben’s expression is fierce and he’s doing his best to keep away but he’s losing ground.
 
   Brody jumps onto the second biker and knocks him to the ground. They are rolling around on the ground throwing punches.
 
   I can’t worry about them. I see the guy chasing Ben has skidded to a stop and he is readying his bow again. He’s going to take another shot.
 
   “Kane, stop now!” He has barely hit the brake when I jump out of the cart and grab Masaru’s dagger from my boot. I’ve got one shot.
 
   I throw the dagger as hard as I can and the biker drops to the ground.
 
   “Nice shot!” Ben yells and flies by us. I climb back in with Kane and Jay and Brody are running up behind us. They jump into the back of the cart.
 
   By the time we get to Guanella Pass, we realize we have made it to safety and no one else is following us.
 
   We get to the boulder trap and slow to a stop. I get out and run over to Ben.
 
   “You are bleeding!” There’s a good amount of blood that has seeped through on the back of his coat. “Let me take a look real quick.”
 
   He cringes, as he lifts up the back of his coat. His tin can armor has been punctured, but it saved his life. The arrow did go in, but it would have gone all the way through and hit his heart if the tin lid hadn’t stopped it.
 
   “The armor, Ben! The armor!” I hug him, careful not to touch his wound.
 
   “I’m going to be okay. Let’s go home.”
 
   “Should we release the trap before we go?” I ask.
 
   He looks up to the trees and smiles. “No, we’ll need it when we take the district.”
 
    
 
   


  
 

From the Authors
 
   Thank you for your purchase of Dark Beginnings! If you enjoyed this Episode, we urge you to read the first three, if you haven't already. You can find those here:
 
    
 
   The Dark Days Series:
 
   End of the World – Episode 1
 
   Dorian Lennox – Episode 2
 
   The Others – Episode 3
 
    
 
   I would love to hear what you think, so please leave a review on this books page at the retailer where you downloaded the episode, or send me an email at ginger@authorscave.com.
 
    
 
   Also, please check out my books in the Aurora Conspiracy Trilogy and Prequel Series:
 
   Crash Landing – Prequel Series 1
 
   Conflict Rising – Prequel Series 2
 
   Calm Before the Storm – Prequel Series 3
 
   Chaos Unleashed – Prequel Series 4
 
   Quest of the Hybrid – Book 1
 
    
 
    
 
   Follow me at:
 
   Facebook - TheDarkDaysSeries
 
   Dark Days at Google+
 
   www.auroraconspiracy.com
 
   Quest of the Hybrid at Google+
 
   www.authorscave.com
 
   @AuroraConspiraC
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