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To My Family
For understanding that sometimes daddy has to lock himself in his office for hours at a time, and that sometimes daddy walks around in circles talking about things that haven’t happened or people that don’t exist.  Thank you for not having me committed. 



 
Ben
 
              The first thing he noticed was the smell of smoke.  It filled his nostrils and made its way down his throat, burning all the way.  The second thing he noticed was the pain.  It seemed to come from everywhere at once.  His back felt like it was on fire, his head pounded in rhythm with his heart, and it felt like there were a million needles in his right shoulder trying to dig their way up through his skin.  Ben didn’t think it could get any worse until he tried to move. A sharp stabbing pain shot through his lower back. Ben tried to scream but the smoke had dried out his throat and all that came out were a series of coughs that caused the pain in his back to intensify. 
              Ben laid there with his eyes closed until the pain died back down to a constant throbbing.  He opened his eyes. 
In the morning sky he could see the rotor of the helicopter hanging in the trees above him, behind it was the dark stain of smoke rising in the sky.  His mind moved slowly through the pain and he tried to remember what had happened.  He remembered being in a helicopter and waking up to alarms, seeing the missile coming towards them from the ground, then everything going black. 
              A scream pierced the air a few yards from him, helping to clear Ben’s mind.  Carefully he lifted his head and had to fight the urge to puke as his neck tightened up and shot pain down his shoulder blades.  When he finally managed to get his head up a few feet he saw half of the cabin of the helicopter sitting a few yards away with flames all over it.  There was a shape inside the helicopter twisting in agony as the fire crawled all over it.  
              That was the source of the screams.
              Ben tried to push himself up but the pain was too much, and the most he could do was to get to his knees.  By then, the screaming had stopped.  The pain numbing his mind to the horror of what had just happened, he sat there staring at the flames.  The snap of a twig turned his attention to the far side where there was more wreckage from the helicopter.  The shape of a person moved toward him. Unable to do anything else,
Ben sat there and waited.  Zima stepped out from the other side of the wreckage.  The man limped heavily and the entire right side of his face was covered in blood, but he was alive.
              “Mason,” Ben muttered.  Mason had been in the helicopter, he had been sitting right next to him.  Ben looked around as quickly as he could force his body to, but the man was nowhere to be seen.
              Zima fell down to his knees right next to him.  The man’s pupils were wide and his body swayed from side to side but he still gave Ben a wink with his good eye. “You good?”
              “Yeah.” Ben answered, not sure if he was telling the truth or not. “Mason.”
              Zima’s eyes focused briefly and he glanced about as well. “He wasn’t over there.”
              “There was someone in there.” Ben said, motioning to the burning wreckage of the helicopter.
              “No.” Zima whispered to himself.  He put his hand on the ground to steady himself then got to his feet.  He stumbled over towards the flames and tried to peer into the wreckage.
              A new odor had combined with the smell of smoke, that of burning meat. When this finally registered in Ben’s mind he fell over and emptied his stomach. His mind was beginning to clear but it still felt like his thoughts were trying to move through mud.  He laid there for what he thought were only a few seconds but when he got back to his knees Zima was no longer by the flaming wreckage.   Zima had moved to the far side of the clearing and was standing there motioning for Ben to come over.
              Ben placed his left hand on the ground to help brace himself and lifted his right leg up.  He sat there for a moment and then dug deep and pushed himself up.  He stood there wobbling until he felt steady enough to take a few steps.  Each one shot pain down his back, but after four or five steps the pain lessened slightly.  His right arm hung lifelessly at his side. The throbbing pain emanating from that shoulder being the only thing reminding him it was still there.  Ben gradually made his way over to Zima who was now bent over looking at something.
As Ben got close enough he recognized the shape of a man.  A few steps later the person’s face came into view.
              It was Mason.
              Dirt and grime covered most of Mason’s face but Ben would recognize him anywhere.  His shirt was red with blood and his right arm bent at an awkward angle, but Ben could make out the man’s chest rising and falling.  
              He was alive.
              Zima lifted Mason’s shirt and Ben caught sight of a gruesome gash that ran from his right shoulder diagonally to his left side just above his rib cage. The wound was still bleeding but it didn’t look deep.
              “I’ll check this out,” Zima said over his shoulder. “You check the rest of the clearing.  See if anyone else made it.”
              Ben walked the clearing and came upon one more person.  The young soldier didn’t have a single drop of blood on his face. When Ben first saw him a large bush was blocking most of his view, leading him to believe the man might be alive.  The bush wasn’t blocking anything.  All that remained of the soldier was his torso. The rest of him was nowhere to be seen.  It didn’t seem real.  How could it have been real?  Ben turned around and checked the last of the clearing but didn’t find anyone else.  When he returned Zima looked at his face and didn’t ask.  He already knew the answer.
              “He’s safe to transport.  We need to get to a safe place.” Zima said, wiping sweat from his face.  “Chances are whoever shot us down will be on their way.”  The man handed him a large gym bag. “Grab whatever supplies you can find; guns; ammo; and food.”
              Ben found three working assault rifles and threw them in the bag, along with a couple MRE’s that were scattered about.  By the time that Zima called to him again he had only been able to find two extra magazines.
              Zima had managed to fashion a stretcher from some of the extra clothes lying about and some large tree branches.  Within minutes he was dragging the stretcher with the unconscious man on top of it through the field and onto the empty suburban street.  Ben stopped at the edge of the clearing and looked back to the remains of the fallen helicopter.  The flames had died down but still gave off a red glow.  
              Zima stopped where he was. “What is it?” Zima asked.
              “All those people….everyone who was with us…” Ben started.
              “I know.” Zima said and once again began to drag Mason down the street.
              There was nothing else to be said so Ben turned and followed him. They made their way down the suburban street past multiple houses.  Zima led him deeper and deeper until suddenly he turned and went to a random house with a
garage door partially open. Zima closed the garage door behind Ben.  Finding the interior door open, Zima dragged Mason into the ransacked living room. 
              “Alright, you hurt?” Zima asked Ben as he looked over Mason again.
              “No,” Ben tried to lift his right arm again but the only response he got was a surge of pain. “Actually I can’t move my arm.”
              Zima looked up at him and his eyes focused. “Your right arm?” 
              Ben nodded. 
              Zima got up and placed his hand gently on Ben’s right shoulder. Even with the light touch Ben winced in pain.  “Your right shoulder is separated.  It’s an easy fix.”  Before Ben could say anything Zima had sat him down and was standing over him with Ben’s right arm in his grip.  “Alright I want you to hold your shoulder as still as possible, ok?”
              Ben started to say yes when Zima pulled his right arm suddenly, then everything went white with pain.  Ben heard himself scream out but just as quickly as the pain came, it went.  His right arm, which had been unresponsive and nothing more than a source of pain, began to tingle and feeling returned to it.  A dull pain still radiated from his right shoulder but outside of that it felt normal.  Before he could feel thankful he realized he had just screamed out loud.  Embarrassed he looked to Zima who returned his gaze without a lick of judgment.
              “Hurts like a bitch, I know.  Didn’t want to say anything since you were about to find out anyway.”
              “Thanks, I guess.” Ben said. 
              Mason stirred behind them and let out a groan. They both went to his side.
              “His right arm is broken, going to have to set that,” Zima said more to himself. “The gash on his chest doesn’t look bad, just need to clean it so it doesn’t get infected.”  He lifted Mason’s shirt and pointed to a large red bruise on the man’s right side. “Looks like he might have some broken ribs.  I’ll keep a close eye on that but he should be good.”
              “Then what?” Ben asked.
              A look of exhaustion covered Zima’s face. “For tonight we need to keep watch.  Whoever shot us down will probably come searching for possible survivors.  After that,” he paused and ran his hand over his face. “After that we need to get our bearings and find Command.”  Zima picked up one of the guns, checked the magazine and handed it to Ben. “Go upstairs to the window, if you see someone approaching let me know.  If you don’t have time, and they are obviously not American, then open fire and I’ll follow. Okay?”
              Ben took the gun from him gingerly and shook his head.
              “You got this.” Zima looked down at Mason. “I’m going to set his arm so it might get a little noisy down here.”
              He was right.  Ben was staring out the dusty window at the empty street when he heard Mason’s screams echoing through the abandoned house. It lasted less than a minute and then the house went quiet again.  It wasn’t long after that Zima came stomping up the steps and collapsed near him.
              “Anything?” Zima asked.
              “It’s quiet.”
              “Hopefully it stays that way.” Zima pushed himself up and peered out the window. “We have a clear view across the street from here. I have a few candles in my pack. When it gets dark I’m going to try something.”
              Night came quick, and when it did Zima ran across the street to a nearby house. Within minutes the glow of a single candle appeared in the house’s window and Zima came jogging out still with a slight limp.  When the man finally returned, slightly out of breath, he again collapsed next to Ben.
              Ben game him a questioning look.
              “Stay alert,” was all Zima said.
              As the night drug on his muscles tightened, his shoulder ached and he gradually began to feel like an old man.  Every bump and bruise he had suffered from the helicopter crash decided to start speaking up all at once.  Despite all this, at some point in time Ben fell asleep. He was awakened by a gentle tap on his shoulder.  He opened his eyes and Zima was above him peering out the window.
              “Stay cool, but we have company.”
              Ben pushed through the dull aches of pains and got to his knees and followed Zima’s gaze through the window.  At first he saw nothing, then he caught the movement fifty yards from the neighboring house.  Three figures, all crouched down, moved slowly from object to object, their focus point the house with the candle.
              Zima crawled over to the window on the other side of the room and pointed his rifle down at the approaching men.  “Wait for them.” He whispered to Ben.
              The men spread out around the house, one of them was less than twenty yards from Ben’s window finally giving Ben a good look at him.  The man was small and wore non-descript, ratty clothing. When the man glanced to the side Ben could see he was Asian.  Despite the ragged clothing, the gun the man was holding appeared shiny and new.  The man in the middle held up a single hand and the other two men stopped in their tracks.  On the back of the middle man was an object that was instantly recognizable to Ben thanks to his years playing army video games and watching war movies.  These were the men that had shot down their helicopter.  
              Zima tapped lightly on the floor to get his attention. “You take the one directly in front of you, I’ll handle the other two. On my mark.” And just like that the man turned around aimed down his sights.
              Ben scrambled to get his gun in position and almost forgot to click off the safety.  Just as the soldier in front of him appeared in his sights Zima’s gun went off and the soldier on the far side of the street went down.  Ben focused and squeezed his trigger.  The burst struck the soldier just as he turned towards the sound of the guns firing and the impact took him in the stomach.  The sound of Ben’s gun going off caused his ears to ring but he could still make out the sound of the man’s yell as he fell on his back.  Ben raised his gun in the direction of the second soldier but he was already down, the only evidence that he had been standing was a red mist that hung above him for a few moments.  The soldier that Ben had shot started to crawl away before another burst from Zima’s gun ended his struggle. 
              “They’re down.” Zima said calmly. “You good?”
              Ben dropped the barrel of his gun and tried to hide his shaking hands in the shadows. “Yeah…..I’m good.”
              “Keep watch, if you see anything whistle down.” Zima said as he limped down the stairs. 
              Ben took a few calming breaths.  He wanted this, well not this necessarily, but he wanted to matter and this was the route he had decided to take.  Their helicopter was supposed to have landed outside of New York at a base where they could get their bearings and he could start proper training, instead they were here.
              Zima popped into view staring down the sights of his assault rifle as he approached the downed men.  Zima got within a few steps of the man Ben had shot and stopped.  He aimed the barrel at the head of the downed man and fired a single shot, causing Ben to jump.  Zima turned his sights on the other two men for a few seconds then relaxed and looked back up at Ben and gave him a thumbs up.  Ben didn’t respond. He wasn’t sure how he was supposed to respond so he just sat there. This was the road he had chosen to take, and there wasn’t any going back now. 



 
 
Alec
 
              The city that had once appeared to be nothing more than ruins now stood as an example of what could be.  The abandoned cars had been moved out of the roadways and off of the streets, the boarded up houses had been restored switching them from an eyesore to a place people could be proud of, and the center of town had been transformed into a place where people could meet, trade goods and simply enjoy life.  If Alec had no memory of how things were after the power went out he would have thought this was just a normal town, but Alec did remember.  He remembered everything.
              “So it sounds like things have calmed down over in your neck of the woods.”  Whitford said staring off in the distance.
              When the world was plunged into darkness this man had stayed in Centralia and did everything he could to keep it together.  Alec had no doubt that without his leadership and guidance things would look very differently, and not in a good way.
              “Yeah, people are getting along.” he answered.  For a moment he could see Clive kneeled down in front of him, hands tied behind his back, eyes pleading for mercy, then the way his head had snapped back when Alec had pulled the trigger.
              “That’s good to hear,” Whitford said saving Alec from his memories. “I feel I should apologize though.”
              “Apologize?”
              “Well, I knew Clive was a bad egg. I never thought he was capable of doing what he did, but I knew he didn’t get along with others.  If I had kicked him out, or at the very least not allowed him to go with you, then that never would have happened.”
              That being the murder of Jack, the last tie Alec had to a time when his family was still whole.  That being the fact that Alec had chosen to shoot the man in the head over attempting to banish him again.
              “Things happen,” Alec said trying to convince himself. “There is no point in second guessing ourselves.”
              Whitford waved at someone in the distance who called out his name.  For a second the grim look on his face disappeared and was replaced by a smile, only to return back to its prior state seconds later.  “How did everyone take it?”
              The council had voted and the vote had been to kill Clive. Alec had been the deciding vote. The first time he voted to banish the man and because of that Jack was buried in the ground.  He didn’t make the same mistake twice. 
              Whitford let out a sigh and shook his head. “Doesn’t matter what you do, to some people it will never be the right choice.  It’s the burden of being looked at as a leader.”
              “A leader?” He wasn’t a leader.  People just looked to him because the land they were living on happened to be his late father’s.
              “Don’t kid yourself Alec.” Whitford looked at him sideways and smiled. “You went out by yourself to try and find your sister. You saved a town’s worth of people from bad people and brought them to live with you, and when the tough choice needed to be made, you made it.”
              This time Alec smiled, but not one of happiness, it was a smile made when something is so ridiculous it can’t be registered.  “That sounds great Whitford.  To those people out there,” he gestured towards the people milling about, “and to some people back home that might seem to be what happened, but it wasn’t. My sister was taken from me and I never found her. I actually gave up on finding her.  The people I saved?  That happened because I couldn’t stop bad people from burning most of the town to the ground.  And the hard choice you’re talking about?  That was only made after a good friend was killed.”
              Whitford shook his head.  “You know how many people were in this town when everything went black?”
              Alec shook his head no.
              “A couple thousand.  Some people left, most stayed. Things were good until the grocery stores ran out of food, then people started turning on each other.  As you can imagine, a town this size doesn’t have a need for a large police force, and to be honest, a few weeks after the power went out there weren’t many of us acting like we were Police Officers.  Most of us just started looking out for ourselves.”  Whitford seemed to age right in front of him. “A lot of people were robbed of what little they had or ended up disappearing.”
              “No one was trained for something like that to happen.”
              Whitford nodded. “I finally stepped up, along with a few others and managed to maintain some semblance of peace.  Thing is, instead of organizing and trying to provide for ourselves all I had us do was wait for help.  Sit back on our asses and wait for Uncle Sam to swoop in and fix everything.  You may remember how things were when we first met.”
              Alec did.
              “By the end of that first winter this town had lost hundreds.”
              That couldn’t have been possible.  Alec thought back to when he had first visited with his father. He couldn’t remember seeing that many people, though there wasn’t exactly a good reason for everyone to be hanging about.  He met Whitford’s eyes and that removed any doubt he might have had.
              “I learned after that you can’t save everybody.  Not every choice you make is going to be the right one, but you have to try.  If I had stepped up sooner, if I had been willing to take charge and hadn’t been so afraid to fail, then some of those people would still be alive.”
              It wasn’t that easy but Alec didn’t feel like arguing.  “I’m not giving up.”
              “Damn straight you’re not.”
              A skinny man with bleach blond hair came running up and shook Whitford’s hand.  “I don’t mean to interrupt.  I just wanted to come thank you.  Thank you for letting us come here.”
              Whitford frowned at the man but returned the handshake.  “Don’t go thanking me.  It’s not like we could stop you from squatting here, too much of this town is deserted.”
              The skinny man looked to Alec and smiled sheepishly.  “Again, sorry to interrupt, I just hadn’t had a chance to thank you.”
              Before anything else could be said the man had scurried off.
              Alec looked to Whitford.  “Some new blood?”
              “Gotten around a dozen in the last week.  Apparently Columbia is turning into a war zone.”
              Columbia was the nearest large city to them.  While not large compared to St. Louis or Kansas City it still had a population of over a hundred thousand prior to the world turning dark.
              “What do you mean war zone?” Alec asked. 
              “Apparently there are a bunch of groups fighting over control of the city.  Don’t know what the hell there is to fight over, outside of land and empty buildings, but that’s what I’ve been told.  A lot of people that had managed to survive there are leaving and we’re seeing a few of them.”
              “Well that’s…great.” 
              “I’ve been thinking about trying to set up some trading with the places around us that are still populated.”
              Alec hadn’t been aware there were other places nearby.  “Like where?”
              “There is a small town about twenty miles south between us and Columbia that still has a sizable farming community.  To the west of us there is a town, Sturgeon, and I’ve been told people still live there.”  Whitford scratched his head for a moment.  “I think that’s it.  You went to the town in the East didn’t you?”
              That was the first place Alec had went when he was searching for Ally.  “Yeah, there isn’t anything there.”
              “Prior to last winter I sent a few people over there and that’s what they said. I just wasn’t sure how long it had been abandoned.  So you willing to help me set up some trading partners?”
              It was smart, Alec couldn’t deny that, he just didn’t know how he felt reaching out to the outside world.  His community and this town had managed to provide enough food for their people but there were still things they needed. It wouldn’t hurt to try.  He told Whitford as much.
              The man patted him on the back and stared back out into the distance.  “I guess you haven’t given up yet, have you?”
              “Not yet,” Alec glanced up at the sky. “Not yet. 
Ben
 
              “This should come in handy,” Zima said, looking over some thick gray gloves he managed to find in one of the closets.
              While the snow on the ground had disappeared leaving behind a muddy mess, the cold air still hung around making the day only bearable when in direct sunlight or when completely covered up. They had spent the better part of the day scouting and searching through the abandoned neighborhood. There was little sign of life in their area and even less in the way of useful supplies.
              “Ready to head back and check on Mason?” Zima asked as he slipped the gloves on.
              “Might as well,” Ben said, throwing aside a pair of pants that had been torn beyond repair. 
              They made their way down the deserted street making sure to be cautious and quiet. Ben did his best to stay alert while also watching Zima’s movements.  The older man had spent most of his life as a soldier and it showed in the way he moved.  Every movement was deliberate. His gun was aimed and at the ready while the barrel followed his gaze.  Even when Ben’s body wasn’t in complete pain he felt like he was constantly tripping over himself or pointing his gun somewhere it shouldn’t.  Zima was a trained predator while Ben felt like a housecat thrown outside for the first time.
              Zima went to the garage and knocked on it once loudly and then twice softly in quick succession.  He paused for a moment then lifted it up so they could both make it inside.  The first thing Ben felt was the warmth that came from the walls blocking out the cold wind, then his eyes adjusted and he saw Mason sitting up on a mattress on the far side of the garage. 
              The man gave him a warm but fatigued smile. “Anything good?”
              “What do you think?” Zima said setting his gun against the wall.
              Mason’s right arm was in a sling and his shirt bulged due to the large bandage that was underneath it from to the nasty cut the man had sustained in the crash.  Every time the man moved he would wince in pain, but he was alive.
              “Any idea where we’re at?” Mason asked.
              “Western part of Jersey City,” Zima said.
              Mason thought for a second. “I should be good to go by tomorrow, so-“
              “Shut it,” Zima said shooting him a look. “I saw your left ankle, you’re not going anywhere for a while.”
              Ben looked at Mason’s ankle before he was able to cover it up with a nearby blanket and realized it was twice its normal size.
              “We can’t sit around here. Supply-wise we have maybe two-three days’ worth of food and who knows if the guys you took out have some friends that will come looking for them.”
              “Yeah, I thought about that.” Zima nodded his head. “I searched them then covered up any evidence they were ever here. They had some food that should give you all about a week’s worth of food.”
              “You all?” Ben asked.
              “Yes, you all. I’m going to go ahead and find our operating base.  We either have something here or just across the Hudson in Manhattan.  I’ll grab some supplies, get some help if possible, and come back to get you two.”
              Mason’s face tightened but he didn’t say anything.
              “I can go with you.” Ben offered.
              “You could, but if it takes me longer than a week you all are going to need someone to go searching for food.  Someone who can move faster than one limp an hour,” Zima said looking to Mason.
              Mason took in a deep breath and nodded his head. “When are you heading out?”
              “Tomorrow morning.”
              The sound of a faraway explosion filled the air and seconds later their house shook.  Zima and Ben ran upstairs and looked out the window towards the sound of the explosion but all they could see was smoke slowly rising in the sky.
              “Looks like there is some fighting in Manhattan,” Zima said softly. He looked up at the sky. “There is still probably three or four hours of daylight left.”
              They walked back downstairs.
              “Anything?” Mason asked. 
              “Looks like it came from Manhattan.” Zima picked up his backpack. “I’m heading out now.  I should be able to make a couple of miles before nightfall.”
              Mason’s face remained stoic but Ben had known him long enough to see he wasn’t happy. “Is a few miles today really going to make much of a difference?”
              “Only one way to find out.” Zima walked up to Mason and grabbed the man’s shoulder. “You watch your shit here, alright? I’ll be back.”
              Mason merely nodded.
              Zima came up to Ben and clasped his arm with his hand. “Listen to Mason and stay alert. Don’t let him do anything stupid.”
              “Be careful.” Ben said.
              “I always am.” Zima looked back to Mason and nodded. “See you all soon.”  With that said he opened up the garage door and closed it behind him.
              Ben’s back began to ache so he leaned against the wall.  Mason laid his head back on the wall next to his mattress.  They were low on food, were bruised and battered, and were a long way from anything friendly.
              “We’ll be alright,” Mason said, reading Ben’s face.
              Ben tried to smile.  He hoped Mason was right.



 
Ally
 
              Silence hung like a fog in the air.
Ally walked slowly through the house with the only light being the moonlight shining through the window.  She didn’t know how she had gotten here and she couldn’t remember anything before.  She walked from room to room but the sound of her footsteps never met her ears.  Something was wrong.  Ally turned to go back and saw a woman standing at the front door.  The woman was so familiar but she couldn’t place where she had seen her.  A smile appeared on the woman’s pale face then it twisted into a hellish scream as her neck split and blood poured from it.
              Ally screamed and sat up in bed.  She felt hands trying to hold her down and she kicked out trying to struggle free.  Ally tore away from unknown hands and got to her feet when the world tilted violently and she fell onto the hard ground.  The world continued to teeter back and forth.
As Ally crawled away from where the hands originated she saw Tiger.  The dog stood there looking down at her with an obvious look of concern on its face. 
              “Tiger?” she asked.
              The dog barked, ran over to her and then threatened to drown her in its saliva as he licked all over her face.  Ally didn’t try to push him away, she had watched Tiger get stabbed, she had watched him limp away into the empty woods and was certain he was going to die all alone, but here he was.  Tiger nuzzled his head in and Ally got sight of the large bandage on his side.
Everything came flooding back to her.  She remembered trying to escape from the man that kidnapped her, Ethan.
She had hit her head but managed to shoot him with an arrow, killing him.  She could remember walking outside into the bright sun and then everything started to go dark.  Just before she had passed out she remembered seeing Tiger coming towards her and then felt hands picking her up.
              “Honey, we aren’t going to hurt you.” A female voice came from behind her. 
              Ally turned and saw a man and a woman standing on the other side of the room.  The woman was middle-aged, around her mother’s age.  She had a gray faded wife-beater that was partially covered by a frayed jean jacket.  Her blonde hair had once been tied in a ponytail but large clumps of it had come loose and were scattered about her dirty face.  Ally looked at the woman’s eyes and saw they were kind and full of concern.
              “You don’t have to be scared.  We found you and brought you in here.” She said as she bent down on her knees to get eye level with Ally.
              The other man with her reminded Ally of a banker, with his dark black hair and thick framed glasses.  While his face reminded her of a banker the rest of him betrayed that.  Ally had never seen a banker wearing a worn flannel shirt and jeans with holes torn all over them.  He seemed slightly older than the lady. While the lady bent down to Ally’s level the man took a step back, as if he was unsure what to do.  Yet just like the woman the man’s eyes were kind and full of concern. 
              The woman looked back to the man and he shrugged his shoulders.  As she turned back around Ally caught her rolling her eyes.  “My name is Dena and this is…my husband, Adam.”
              “My name is Coby.” Said a small voice on the other side of the room.
              Ally turned and saw a young boy, just slightly taller than her, at the open doorway watching.  When she looked to him he gave her a big smile and waved. 
              The open doorway seemed familiar and a feeling of panic rose up in Ally.  They were back in the house, the same house she had been held captive in.  She looked around frantically and realized they were in one of the bedrooms and not the living room where her cage had been.
              “Honey, please calm down, I don’t want you to hurt yourself.  We found you and brought you in here to take care of the cut on your head.”  Dena said.
              Ally reached up and felt a bandage covering the side of her head.  It still hurt to touch and the constant throbbing of pain was still ever-present.  Tiger nuzzled into the side of her neck even harder.  She placed her hand on his head and felt his soft fur.  “You found Tiger.”
              For a second the woman looked confused then she smiled. “His name is Tiger?”
              “But he’s a dog.” The young boy said.
              The woman raised her hand in his direction to quiet him. “Yes, we found him when he was hurt and helped him get better. Just like we were trying to do for you.  I promise we won’t hurt you.”
              Ally heard a door open downstairs and footsteps coming their way.  Panic started to rise but faded when she noticed both Dena and Adam seemed to be expecting someone else.  Sure enough a few moments later another man entered the room.  This man was younger, probably around the age of Dena, and while Adam seemed out of place in anything but a bank this man seemed right at home.  The man had a black t-shirt on with splotches of dust on it. The t-shirt was snug to his body showing off his fit physique.  His black hair was stylishly unruly. He reminded Ally of the models in the ads in the newspapers.  He walked into the room and looked at her, his eyes cold.
              “Are there others?” It took Ally a second to realize the question was directed to her. “The man downstairs and the man in the shed, are there any others?”
              Ally started to shake her head but thought better of it. “No, just them.”
              “What about your people? Where are they?” he asked hastily. 
              “Spence, man, she just woke up,” Adam said from the corner.
              Spence turned his cold gaze on Adam for a second. “I need to know if we need to expect more company.”
              “Just me,” Ally said interrupting them.
              Dena tilted her head just slightly. “What do you mean, just you?  Your parents?”
              “Just me,” Ally said again.
              There was an uncomfortable silence. 
              “What happened to the men?” Spence asked walking past her and standing next to Dena.
              Ally sat up more and closed her eyes briefly to allow the shifting world to stabilize. “They fought. The man downstairs was killed by the one in the shed, his name was Ethan.”
              Spence nodded his head. “And who killed the man in the shed.”
              Ally lifted her head and looked directly at the man. “I did.”
              Dena and Adam shared a shocked look while Spence regarded her coolly. 
              “You?” he asked.
              “With my bow and arrow. He was trying to hurt me.”
              Dena took a few steps toward her and stopped.  She reached her arms out to Ally and then pulled them back to her sides. “Oh honey. Can I, can I help you back in bed?”
              Ally shook her head no. “I’m fine here. I can get up on my own.”  Outside of Spence they seemed nice, but so had Ethan.
              Spence spoke directly to Dena. “We need to head out of here.”
              “What do you mean?  It’s going to be dark soon and we need a place to sleep,” Adam said.
              Spence ignored him. “People obviously know about this place and I don’t want to get trapped here.”
              Dena looked to him and then to Ally. “Spence, she needs to heal, she needs…time.”
              Spence gave Ally an annoyed look and walked back to the door. “I’ll scout the area and find something to eat.  If you hear something yell for me.” He walked out the door without waiting for confirmation.
              Adam pushed his glasses further back on his nose and shook his head.  The kid, Colby, ran up to Dena and hugged her waist.  He stared down at Ally like she was a long lost friend recently found.
              “What’s your name, honey?” Dena asked.
              “Ally.  My real name is Alya but I like Ally.”
              The woman smiled. “Ally, that’s a beautiful name.  And how old are you Ally?”
              Ally didn’t know. For some reason a feeling of embarrassment washed over her. How could she not remember how old she was?
              Dena must have picked up on it because a look of pity flashed across her face and disappeared. “How old were you before the power went out?”
              “Six.”
              “There have been three winters since then,” Dena said thinking out loud. “So you should be around nine, maybe ten years old?”
              Ally didn’t know what to say. She remembered loving her birthdays.  For her six birthday her mother had been sick but she had still made her a big cake with pink frosting, and she had gotten a new soccer ball.  She remembered she wasn’t supposed to kick the ball in the house, but her mother had let her since it was her birthday, and Ben got mad saying it wasn’t fair.  She had accidently kicked the ball too hard and it hit Joseph in the head making him cry so her mother made her stop.  Joseph apologized to her later for getting her in trouble.  She pushed those painful memories down. They didn’t matter anymore.
              A single tear ran down Dena’s face as if Ally’s sadness had somehow radiated off and touched her.  Dena wiped it away quickly. “This is my-our son Coby. He just turned nine about a month ago.”
              Coby waved at her again frantically. Ally just stared, still trying to claw her way back into the present. 
              “I know you have no reason to trust us, honey. And I know that you’ve probably been on your own for a long while and that has probably worked out well for you, but please just give us a chance to get you back on your feet.”
              Ally looked to Dena and recognized a look that her own mother used to give her.  She would sometimes get that look whenever she was on her own doing something and would just happen to catch her mother watching her.  It had always made her feel warm.  Ally looked away and focused her attention back on Tiger.  Ethan always had pretended to be nice, but she had to admit she was tired and could use some help.
              “Ok,” she said softly.
              Dena nodded her head and took a few steps back.
              Ally gave Tiger a squeeze and laid her head on his.  She didn’t need their help to survive, she had made it on her own just fine.  Ethan and his friend had caught her because she wasn’t careful, but she wouldn’t let that happen again.  She just needed to get some food and rest until both she and Tiger were healthy and then they would go back to taking care of themselves. 



 
Alec
 
              
Alec was still trying to convince himself the Council was a necessary evil.  He understood the reason and fully admitted he didn’t want to be the one in charge of everything that was going on in their little settlement, but the constant discussions over seemingly arbitrary issues continued to drag him down. They all sat around the old rickety table staring at each other while the smell of cooking meat from outside wafted into the warm room. 
“We are going to have to expand the amount of corn we’re producing,” Malcolm said looking slowly around the room. “That’ll give us more reserves for winter and also provide as feed for the livestock.”
Freddie nodded his head on the far side of the room.  At one point in time the man seemed to share Alec’s view that the Council meetings were a thing to endure but had recently began to jump in and become more active.  While Alec missed having someone to suffer with he did have a small feeling of pride that Freddie felt like such a large part of the community. 
“We have all that land just south of us that isn’t doing anything,” Margie said. “I don’t know how fertile it is but it’s a start.”
She looked to Alec who just stared back. He didn’t know anything about farming and wasn’t about to agree or disagree with her.  She seemed to sense this and gave him a smile which he returned with shrugged shoulders.  With the loss of Jack they had elected Margie to take his place on the council.  She, along with her father Malcolm, had helped the people of their community survive when they were on their own and under constant threat from raiders. She brought a lot to the Council including the ability to put her father in line when he got in a mood.
“Nope, not going to work,” Malcolm spat. “That land looks like it has been sitting there for ages not doing a damn thing.  It’d take multiple growing seasons before it would produce what we’re looking for.  That land just a few minutes west of us looks like it was used for farming. You know anything about that Alec?”
He didn’t.  Jack would have.
“Not really sure,” he answered. “Jack said most of the land over there was used either for livestock or for hay.”
Malcolm thought for a second and shook his head. “If it can grow hay, it can grow corn.”
“What about manpower?” Trevor asked.
Trevor had saved Alec’s life.  The man and his daughter, Jamie, found him when he had been beaten to a pulp and helped nurse him back to life.  The man was a nurse prior to the power going out which meant he served as a very valuable resource for their community and for the nearby town.  More than anything else Trevor was the closest thing to a best friend that Alec had had since well before the world changed.  But just as the world seemed to change overnight so did the thing they shared.  Trevor had been against killing Clive, both times.  Since the Council voted to sentence him to death, and since Alec carried it out, Trevor had become distant.
“I’m sure I can get a few more people from town to come over and help out.  They have plenty but don’t have much in the way of fertile land.  Course we would have to work out something with Whitford about sharing what we grew.”  Freddie said. 
“That shouldn’t be a problem.” Alec answered.
“Helping hands is all well and good but we still need livestock to pull the plows and do the heavy work.” Malcolm said. 
Trevor smiled for the first time in a while.  “Jamie and Margie seem to have that under control.”
Margie smiled even brighter.  “We have another horse that’s trained to pull the plow.  Just let us know when you need her.”
This seemed to satisfy Malcolm who simply nodded and sat back in his chair.  Alec waited for a few seconds and when no one said anything else he spoke up.
“Whitford wants to send out a group to try and set up trading routes with the nearby towns.  They’ve had a few travelers come through who said that Hallsville just south of here and Sturgeon just west still have a noticeable population.”
“If that’s the case they know how to fend for themselves and could have something to offer,” Freddie finished.
“I think it’s worth trying,” Malcolm agreed.
Margie agreed as well, while Trevor nodded his head but didn’t look his way.
“Whitford is getting a few people together and I’d like to do the same,” Alec said.
“As always I’m with you,” Freddie said pounding the table once with his fist.
“I can go as well,” Trevor offered.
“All due respect Trevor, I think you need to stay here,” Malcolm said. “You have some valuable skills that we all depend on, plus you’re a member of our defense force.  Probably makes sense to keep most of that here just in case.”
Trevor looked to Alec for a second. His eyes didn’t portray what he was thinking but before Alec could say anything Trevor looked away.  “Ok.”
“I’ll go,” Margie offered and no one disagreed.
With that said they broke up the Council and began to shuffle out of the room.  Alec started to approach Trevor but the man was one of the first to leave.  For a moment he just stood there until Freddie gave him a soft pat on the back.
“You did what you had to do.”
Alec looked to him and shook his head.  “He doesn’t seem to think so.”
“Trevor’s a good man.  He still believes the world is black and white but it’s not.  There was a time where people like Clive would have been thrown in jail or admitted to a psychiatric facility, and we were never the wiser for it.  Now we have to face those issues and deal with it.”
Clive wasn’t right in the head.  Alec remembered how the man seemed to be almost confused at times when he was threatening them. Did that mean Clive deserved to die?  If they had let him go again there was nothing that made Alec think the man wouldn’t have come back again.  “I still think it was the only choice we had.”
“That’s because it was.  You’re not the only one that knows it, hell everyone knows it, but not everyone can accept it.  Trevor acts like he’s mad at you, but he ain’t. He’s mad at the way the world is now, even if he doesn’t realize it.  As long as he can view you as the bad guy or the guy that went too far, he doesn’t have to come to grips with the fact there wasn’t any other decision.”
Trevor wasn’t the only one that questioned what he had done.  Most of the people understood, some thanked him for doing it, but there were others that wouldn’t look at him.  They whispered behind his back and scattered whenever he approached.  “I didn’t want this.”
“No shit.” Freddie laughed.  “Not a damn one of us did.  The fact that you question yourself means you’re still a good person.  When it becomes easy to make a choice like that, then your ass needs to get checked out.”
“By who?” Alec asked smiling.
“Sure as hell not me.  I understand why we decided what we did, so as far as you know I’m just as fucked up as you.”
Alec laughed as they exited the building.  He left the building feeling just a little better than he did when he went in. 



 
Ally
 
              She had never seen a horse before.
              Not in real life anyways.  She had seen pictures and watched movies but none of those things had done justice to the real thing.  Outside of the house the three horses walked about grazing on the green grass.  The smallest one was brown in color, the other black, but the one that caught Ally’s eye was two different colors.  Its front was a dark brown color which gave way to white throughout the middle only to allow the brown to return towards its hind end. 
              “Pretty cool, huh?” Coby said running up next to her.
              Ally took a few steps away from him and nodded her head. She didn’t want to be mean but his constant excitement was a bit much for her right now.
              He caught her looking at the multi-colored one. “That one is Toby. 
My mom rides him.”
              “Why is he different colors?”
              “Because he’s a paint horse, duh,” Coby said laughing. 
              Ally ignored him and just stared at the horse. It was one of the most amazing things she had ever seen. 
              The morning was turning into afternoon and the warm touches in the cool breeze were beginning to take over.  Ally could already begin to feel her sweat glands warming up getting ready to put in work.  Adam was still in the house, while Dena was out in the yard with the horses.  Ally wasn’t sure where Spence, the man with cold eyes, was.
              “So, did you, like, live here all by yourself?” Coby asked as he rubbed his nose.
              “Not in the house,” she pointed to the side. “Over there.”
              Coby crinkled up his nose. “In the shed? Why did you live in there?”
              Ally walked past him towards the shed, she felt Dena’s eyes on her; the woman always seemed to be watching her.  Ally steeled herself for what she was about to see in the shed. However, when she entered she saw nothing.  Ethan’s body was no longer resting inside, someone had moved him.  A feeling of relief washed over her and she went to her old hidden room, no longer hidden since Ethan had torn several of the boards down when he was trying to get to her.  Ally squeezed inside and picked up her bow and arrows.
              “Whoa! Are those yours?” Coby asked. “Can I try?”
              “No,” Ally said squeezing back out into the shed and walking past him. She stopped at the edge of the shed and looked back towards her room. The boards were tore off, some of the concrete was stained with Ethan’s blood, and it no longer gave her that feeling of safety.  Those men had taken it away from her.  A pang of sadness hit her as she realized she would have to find a new home.  Ally swallowed the feeling and walked outside. 
              The boy followed her out, hoping all the way. “Mom! Mom, look! Can I have one too?”
              Dena wiped her hands on her jeans and smiled uncomfortably. “Not right now, hon.” She watched Ally approach and eyed the bow wearily. “So…that is what you used, when you were on your own?  You know we can protect you, you don’t need that.”
              Ally glanced at the bow and then back at the woman. “It’s not just for protection.  I use it to hunt.”
              “Hunt?” Pity filled the woman’s eyes. “Dear god, you really were out here all by yourself, weren’t you?”  Ally didn’t answer so Dena wiped her hands on her jeans once again and straightened up.  “Coby go see if your father needs any help in the house.”
              The young boy rolled his eyes and walked to the house with his shoulders slouched.
              When he went inside Dena took in a big breath.  “I don’t know what happened to your family, and I understand if you don’t want to-“
              “My mom died before the power went out.  My youngest brother was shot by bad men that kidnapped me, and my father and the rest of my brothers died rescuing me,” Ally said bluntly.
              It was like she had struck Dena in the face.  The woman stumbled back a few steps with a look of shock on her face.  Her bottom lip quivered and Ally could see her eyes tearing up.  Ally felt anger.  That had happened a long time ago to her, not to this lady.  Ally had cried about it, Dena had no right to feel sorry for her.
              “I—I don’t know-“ Dena started.
              “It was a long time ago,” Ally said cutting her off. “The people who saved me gave me this bow and taught me to take care of myself.  I need it, but I don’t need your help.”
              Dena opened her mouth to say something when Spence walked out of the woods behind her.  She heard him and turned and the man approached.  His face was glistening with sweat. As he approached Ally noticed a large knife hooked to the side of his belt.  The man stopped a distance from them and looked to Dena.  She turned back to Ally for a second and looked like she was going to say something but instead just turned and walked over to Spence.  Spence ignored Ally and focused on Dena as she neared him. They stood close together talking quietly. Ally noticed Spence glance her way a few times.  The door to the house opened and Adam and Coby came walking out. Dena took a step back from Spence.
              Adam approached them but stopped near Ally. “You feeling better?” he asked warmly.  Ally nodded. Adam noticed the bow and one of his eyebrows raised slightly. “That’s pretty cool.” 
              “I want one,
Dad,” Coby said quickly.
              “We ready to head out?” Spence said loudly.
              Dena looked from Spence to Adam and then to Ally. “I think she could use another day of rest,” she said to Spence.
              The man’s jaw clenched and he again looked at Ally like she was a fly that wouldn’t stop buzzing around his face. “The longer we’re here the greater the chance we are going to run into someone.  And it’s not getting us any closer to California.”
              They were headed to California.  
              Adam walked past her to join the conversation but Coby stayed behind, his eyes glued to her bow. “Can I try it?”
              “No,” Ally said quickly. “Why are you all going to California?”
              Coby frowned and began to pout.  “I’m not going to break it. I just wanted to see it.”
              “Ally, honey, will you come over here for a second?” Dena asked.  Ally walked over to the group.  Adam and Dena watched her while Spence focused on something in the distance.  “I know you can take care of yourself, but I wanted to know if you wanted to come with us?”
              Ally started to say no then she thought about her shed.  It was no longer her hidden spot, it was no longer her safe haven.  There were a couple of other abandoned houses on the outskirts that she could go to but none were as secluded and hidden as this place.  She had taken care of herself all alone for a long time and was reminded of the feeling of loneliness she often had at night.  Coby was annoying, Adam seemed nice if a little strange, she hadn’t made up her mind about Dena yet, and she didn’t like Spence. But she wouldn’t be alone.
              “Maybe for just a little while,” she answered.
              Dena’s face lit up but she noticed Spence shake his head and walk away.  Adam shared a look with Dena who cut it off abruptly and squeezed Ally’s shoulder.  “We can take care of each other now.”
              Ally simply nodded but deep down she felt a stirring of excitement.  She wasn’t alone anymore.



 
Alec
 
              Alec threw the bag of apples into the back of the pickup and wiped the sweat that had begun to run down his forehead.  At his side Whitford loaded another bag full of various vegetables and other supplies that might be worth trading.  Whitford caught Alec staring at him and gave him a wink.
              “No worries, Alec.  Worse thing that could happen is they tell us to hit the road.”
              “You know as well as I do that is not the worst thing that could happen,” Alec answered. 
              They decided to only take two vehicles to Sturgeon.  Partly because they didn’t want the people there to think they were trying to invade their town, also because their supply of gas was nearly non-existent.  Margie and Freddie climbed in the back of the pickup next to the supplies while a couple of Whitford’s men went into the other pickup.
              “Well I guess we’re not getting any older,” Whitford said softly.
              Just as they headed to the truck someone yelled for Whitford.  People were always calling out for the man so Alec didn’t pay it much mind until he looked at the source, or more specifically what was next to the source.  Alec didn’t recognize the man that called for Whitford.  He was older, maybe in his mid-to-late forties with dirty overalls on and a head of graying black hair.  Next to that man was the most beautiful thing Alec could ever remember seeing. 
              Her hair was a pure black, reaching down to touch the top of her shoulders, the curls bouncing gently as she walked next to the other man.  She looked young, possibly around his age, maybe a year or two older.  As she came closer her features became clearer and the tightness in Alec’s chest seemed to double.  The man said something to her as they approached and she smiled causing Alec’s mouth to become dry.  Her smile lit up her entire face and to Alec it seemed as if he was trying to stare directly into the sun.  They both stopped next to them. The man began to discuss something with Whitford but Alec’s brain wouldn’t work long enough for him to understand what they were talking about.  She still hadn’t noticed him yet.  With one hand she gently moved an errant piece of hair from the front of her face and placed it behind her ear, revealing the greenest eyes that Alec had ever seen.
              “Alec?”  
              He heard the voice but still stood transfixed.  It wasn’t until she glanced at him and he looked away that he noticed that both Whitford and the man were looking to him.
              “Um….sorry what?”  His voice sounded so small in that moment.
              Whitford gave him a confused look.  “Did you hear anything Mark just said?”
              “Uh, no,” Alec said refusing to look at the woman for fear he would lose his voice. “Sorry, I was thinking about something else.”
              “I was saying,” the man started again. “That we came through the big city just south of you.”
              “Columbia,” Whitford clarified.
              “And that place was in chaos. People shooting at each other from buildings, bodies just lying in the streets….just a hell hole.”
              “Yeah, that’s what I’ve been told,”  Alec answered as quickly as he could.
              The man, Mark, gave him a strange look but returned his attention to Whitford. “But like I said I’m willing to give you all another body if you need it.”
              “No need,” Whitford said. “We’re only bringing a few, don’t want to spook these people.”
              Alec glanced at the girl again and she was looking directly at him.  For a moment their eyes met and his brain turned numb.  She smiled sheepishly at him and looked back to Whitford.  It took Alec a moment to realize his face was covered in a goofy grin but he wiped it away as quickly as he could.  It wasn’t quick enough as Mark noticed and looked from Alec to the young girl.  Whether purposefully or not he put his arm around her and pulled her tight.
              “Sorry Alec, I don’t think you’ve met them yet. This is Mark and his daughter Bethany,” Whitford said.
              “Nice to meet you,” Alec said softly making a point to only look at Mark.
              The man returned his gaze warily.
              “Alec lives in the community just outside of here,” Whitford continued. “I don’t think we would have survived last winter if it wasn’t for him and the place he helped build out there.”
              Mark’s gaze softened slightly and he nodded at Alec.
              Alec realized too late that he probably should have said something but instead he just stood there.  He frantically tried to think of something to say but the only thing that popped in his mind were those green eyes.
              “Uh, anyways,” Whitford said slowly, “We’re going to head out, hopefully we’ll be back in an hour or so.”
              Alec was walking away before Whitford had finished his statement.  What the hell had just happened?  He had suddenly gone deaf and dumb because of what?  A pretty face?  No, the most beautiful face he had ever seen.  He knew his face was red because as he walked past the back of the truck Margie called out to him.
              “You alright, Alec?  You getting too hot?”
              He ignored her and got into the passenger side of the truck.  After a few moments Whitford opened up the door and sat down in the driver’s seat.  They sat there for a few moments and finally Alec looked over at Whitford.  The man had the biggest shit-eating grin on his face.
              “Shut up,” Alec said.
              “I didn’t say anything,” Whitford said playfully.
              “I said shut it.”
              With another laugh Whitford started the truck and they pulled out towards the highway.  They continued down the crumbling road that nature had nearly taken over.  The road was broken into chunks in several places and what had once been the shoulder of the highway had now been taken back over by the nearby fields.
              “I can introduce you if you’d like,” Whitford interrupted.  Alec shot him a look and the man let out a bellowing laugh and threw his hands in the air. “Alright, now I’m done.”
              The town of Sturgeon was only about twenty minutes away in the old world when the roads were in better condition.  With the roads’ current state it took them a little over thirty minutes. They passed by worn out billboards, abandoned rusted out cars, and a single home just off the road, the roof having caved in long ago. They arrived at the turn off to Sturgeon, a single road shooting from the main highway with fields on each side.
              “Heads up,” Whitford yelled to the back of the pickup. “Keep an eye open and your guns down. We don’t want them to think we’re here to cause trouble.”
              They made their way through the curvy road until they came upon a roadblock.  Several cars blocked the highway and several large tractors sat behind them making a nearly impassable barricade.  Two large brick buildings sat on opposite sides of the blockade and Alec was the first to notice a man in each window with a rifle pointing in their direction.
              “Looks like they know we’re here,” Alec said gesturing towards the men.
              “Fantastic,” Whitford said under his breath. 
              They both got of the truck with their hands raised in the air.
              “We’re not here to start trouble,” Alec yelled as loud as he could. “We’re from Centralia.  We were hoping to talk about possibly trading.”
              The men in the window didn’t move a muscle or say a thing.  Alec glanced back at Margie and the others in the trucks and they sat there unmoving.
              “We don’t have any interest in trading.” The rough voice came from behind the tractors.  After a few moments a man stepped into view. The man was large, easily over six feet tall, with broad shoulders and a face full of hair.  Alec noticed that behind the beard the man looked young but his eyes were cold.  “You can turn your ass around, we don’t need anything here.”
              Alec wasn’t surprised by this reaction.  If someone had pulled up their driveway he would have probably said the same.
              When Alec didn’t say anything Whitford stepped forward. “Fair enough.  Just to let you know we have plenty of food to trade and even some livestock to spare.  If you ever have any interest in trading you know where to find us.”
              “Who told you?” The man asked.
              “Told us what?” Alec asked.
              “Who told you about the supply drop?”
              Whitford looked at Alec with a strained look on his face.  Centralia had been promised supplies by Mason before he had left, but they had not come. Apparently this town had managed to get one.
              “We didn’t know,” Whitford attempted to say calmly.
              The man studied both of them.  “Hmm. Well there is only enough for us.”
              “If you have extra medicine we’re willing to trade for those,” Alec said trying to allow Whitford a few moments to collect himself. “Like we said we have food to spare but don’t have much in the way of medicine.”
              “Like I said earlier,” the man said clearly agitated. “There is only enough for us.”
              There wasn’t anything else to say. Alec turned around and began walking back to the truck when he noticed that Whitford hadn’t moved.  Whitford stared at the beard man and the man stared back.
              “We going to have a problem here?” The man asked.
              Alec walked back to Whitford quickly. “No problem.” And he turned Whitford around and they walked to the trucks.  “Keep it together,” he whispered to Whitford.
              They loaded back up in the truck and headed back home.
              Whitford just stared ahead at the road calmly but his knuckles were red as he squeezed the steering wheel tightly.  “He said we would be getting a supply drop.”
              “I know,” was all Alec could say.
              “He either lied to us, or they got our supplies.”
              “We’re good.  We are providing for our people. We don’t need those supplies.”
              Whitford shot Alec a look of irritation. “Don’t give me that shit, Alec.  We have food and we have some livestock but that supply drop probably has a shit load of medicine and other supplies we need.  More than that small town needs.”
              “We’ll trade with others.  We’ll figure something out.”
              Whitford let out a long breath. “Yeah. We’ll figure something out.”
              Alec studied the man’s face but couldn’t tell what he was thinking.  They drove home in silence. 



 
Ben
 
              Two weeks had passed.
              Their meager food supplies had been exhausted long ago and their only source of food came from the snares Ben had set up around the neighborhood.  Setting snares had always been someone else’s job so his were poorly set up at best, but so far he had caught a couple of raccoons. Better than nothing.  While their stomachs ached for food their bodies had begun to heal. Ben’s shoulder no longer bothered him and the aching in his back had finally subsided.  Mason’s arm was still in a sling and would be for quite a while, but the swelling in his ankle had gone down and he was able to walk about normally. 
              Mason sat in the living room on the couch slowly and methodically cleaning his gun. It was what he did whenever he was bored. And he had been bored a lot. Ben sat at the window looking out at the empty world in front of him.  On a clear day if he went to the far side of the neighborhood he could make out the skyscrapers in the distance.  The sound of explosions and far off gunshots filled the air more often than not.  The world felt empty, but those were reminders that it was far from it. 
              “What’s on your mind?” Mason asked setting his gun to the side. 
              “Nothing,” Ben said a little too quickly. Mason’s knowing look didn’t waiver. “Just bored I guess.”
              “Boredom is the greatest enemy of a soldier. It forces you to remember all the things that you would prefer to forget, and forces you to look ahead at what awaits you. I prefer action.”
              “How many people were in the helicopter with us?” Ben asked. Part of him didn’t want to know but it felt wrong just trying to forget.
              “Too many.” Mason started to pick up his gun then stopped himself. “We’ve decided to be here. Every soldier who has decided to pick up a gun for this country has accepted that their lives could be sacrificed for the greater good. Is it easy? No. Is it fair?” Mason sat back on the couch. “Hell if I know.”
              “Sorry.”
              Mason’s face went soft. “You don’t have anything to be sorry about. You honor the people that didn’t make it by doing your job. Sitting around and feeling sad for them would be a disservice. It puts you and everyone around you in danger.” Harsh words said caringly.
              “I guess I should be used to it by now.”
              “Same thing as killing. You never get used to it. Every person you lose should cause you pain. It’s not about being indifferent to death, it’s learning how to accept it and move on.”
              Ben’s mind touched on the people he had lost but he quickly pulled away. There was no point on focusing on that right now. “You’re right.”
              “I’m always right,” Mason said smiling. “It’s my curse.”
              “How much longer should we wait on Zima?”
              The smile disappeared. “We give him a couple more days. Hopefully the snares will snatch a decent amount of food and then we can head out.  My ankle is still a little sore but it shouldn’t slow me down much.”              
              Ben wasn’t sure what scared him more, the thought of a life of constant boredom, or the fact they were going to be heading towards the source of the explosions and gunfire. 
              A loud knock hit the back door, followed my two more in quick succession.  A bright smile appeared on Mason’s face and he turned to Ben. “Took him long enough.”
              Mason walked over and unlocked the door and there stood Zima. The cut on the side of the man’s face was still evident and a weary smile covered his face. “What the hell are you all doing sitting around? It’s time to go to war.” 



 
Alec
 
              Alec knew there was going to be trouble as soon as he saw Whitford riding up the road on horseback.  The man normally had a kind face, but when Whitford was upset it was written all over his face.  The man was stiff in the saddle and determination shone brightly on his face. Because of this it took Alec a second to realize the man had not come alone.  Traveling slightly behind Whitford’s horse were two other horses. It took Alec a second to remember the face of the older man but as soon as he did he knew instantly who the third person was.  His stomach dropped and his palms instantly became sweaty.
              Whitford stopped his horse a few feet from Alec and the young girl and her father did the same.  The hard look on Whitford’s face cracked slightly when he noticed how uncomfortable Alec was.
              “Sorry to drop in on you all unannounced, just wanted to see if you all have a moment to gather the council.  I have something I want to talk to them about.”
              Alec had forgotten Freddie who had been at his side the entire time.  The man said he would notify the others and ran off leaving Alec standing there alone staring up awkwardly at them.
              Silence. 
              “I’ll put up the horses and meet you and the council,” Whitford said still hiding a smirk.
              Alec nodded and started to turn away when Mark stopped him.
              “You don’t mind if we hang out here, do you?”
              Alec stared at him blankly for a second as his mind tried to focus on what he was asking.  “Yeah, of course.  If there is anything either of you need just let someone know.”  He glanced at Bethany for a brief second then turned away again.
              On the way to the house he cursed himself.  The world had been plunged into darkness, his family had been scattered to the wind, and he was fumbling his words in front of a pretty girl.  Oh how far he had come.  
He walked inside and the look on Whitford’s face snapped him back to reality.  Something was obviously weighing on the man.  Everyone arrived and took the seats around the table. Whitford was offered a spot but chose to stand.
“This won’t take long.” He told them.  Once everyone was settled in Whitford began. “I’m sure everyone here is already aware of the supply drop that Sturgeon received and their decision to keep it all to themselves?”  Everyone nodded as Alec had already gotten them up-to-speed. “I’m here to talk about that.”  Whitford stopped and the silence was deafening.
“Uh,” Margie interrupted the silence. “Ok, what about it exactly?  We can’t make them trade with us.”
“We’re already looking to start making some specialized items,” Trevor said. “Hallsville has a lot of sheep and we’ve already talked about possibly trading for a few of them.  That would open the door for some of our more handy community members to start making some clothing we can trade.  Gretchen even found some old bee keeping supplies she hopes to use to start a few hives.  That will give us a supply of honey as well as the ability to start making out own candles. We’ll have to start slow but I’m sure we can convince Sturgeon to give us a chance.”
Whitford’s jaw clenched and he shook his head.  “They don’t get to decide what they do with those supplies.  They weren’t air dropped for that town specifically.  Those supply drops are meant to help out everyone.
We fucking know this because a member of the military used to be in this town,” he said, referring to Mason.  “And now just because it landed in their area they think they have the right to keep it all to themselves?”
“What options do you think we have?”  Malcolm asked simply.  The old man’s eyes stared at Whitford knowingly.  “If they don’t want to trade with us, and you’re not willing to let us slowly earn their trust, what are you proposing?”
“I’m not proposing anything.  A couple of my people scouted them out and there are maybe forty or fifty people there tops.  Mason said those airdrops were typically meant for hundreds if not more.”
“You had people spying on them?”  Alec asked. 
“Not spying,” Whitford said catching himself. “Scouting.  They didn’t exactly come off as friendly so I wanted to make sure they weren’t a threat.”
“And are they?” Malcolm asked.
“No.  They seem to have maybe a dozen people that patrol and serve as security.  Basic rifles, nothing fancy.”
Alec didn’t like how this felt.  Whitford talked about spying on them so casually.  “You didn’t answer Malcolm, what options do you think we have?”
Whitford was quiet and surveyed the table, likely looking for supporters but didn’t seem to find any, which just made him angrier.  “How many people did you all lose last winter?”
The question caught Alec off guard.  He thought back to last winter and sitting at the bedside of Jamie
and being helpless as she passed away.  They had plenty of sick but she had been the only one that had died.  Whitford already knew this.
“Centralia had ten people who died due to sickness last winter. Ten people who, honestly, would still be alive if we had basic medical supplies.”  Whitford’s eyes were watery and his face grew red.  “One of those was a nine year old.  He didn’t have to fucking die.”  He turned to Alec.  “The first winter after the power went out you and your father came to my town asking for medicine for your sick sister, what would you have done if we had not given you some?”
Alec could still remember how sick his sister had been.  All she had done was sleep and they had not been able to keep food in her.  They had finally come into town and traded a gun for some medicine, but they had never discussed what they would have done if Whitford and the others had medicine they would not have traded.  “Truthfully, we didn’t discuss it.”
“Exactly, there should not have been any reason a human being wouldn’t give another person medicine to survive, but that is exactly what they are trying to do.”
“Whitford,” Trevor said evenly.  “If someone gets sick we can go to them again and explain the situation.”
Whitford threw his hands in the air and turned away from them for a second.
When he turned back around Alec could see the man was losing the battle to keep calm.  “They have no intention of trading with us, sick people or otherwise.”
“Then what?” Malcolm asked.  Whitford just stared at him.  “You don’t want to wait.
You admit they have no intention of trading.
Why are we here?”
Whitford looked at each of them and Alec finally came to grips with what the man was about to propose.  “No,” Alec said as forcefully as he could.  Before he knew it he was on his feet.  “We are not going to attack that town and steal their supplies.”  Whitford didn’t even flinch.  Part of Alec had been hoping he had gotten it wrong and Whitford would call him crazy and deny that was his intention but the man just stood there.  “How in the hell can you even suggest something like that?  Your town was attacked by people like that, the people who came here with me lost their home because of people like that, and you sure as hell know what happened to my family.”
Whitford dropped his head but didn’t seem to lose his resolve.  “I have to protect my people.”
“By killing others?”
“If those people are willing to hurt us, and don’t doubt for a second that keeping all the medicine to themselves isn’t going to hurt us.”
Alec sat down in the chair and covered his face with his hands.  He considered Whitford a friend not just because of everything they had been through together, but because he thought they were one and the same.  But Alec never would have considered this.  
“I agree with Alec, this isn’t something we are going to consider,” Trevor said.
“I have to do what is best for my people,” Whitford said.
Anger once again surged through Alec and he found himself on his feet again.  “If you attack those people you are no different than all the scum out there killing and raping.”
Whitford looked beyond Alec.  “I don’t need your permission.”
“And if you attack them what then?”  Freddie asked.  Freddie had once been a part of a group that attacked and stole from others.  He had actually been part of the group that kidnapped Alec’s sister and ended up killing Alec’s father, but he had left prior to that happening and had been instrumental in helping Alec free his sister.  After Freddie left that group Whitford had taken him in and Alec could see it pained him to speak out against his friend.  “Are you going to kill them all?”
Whitford took a step back either not expecting the question or not expecting Freddie to disagree with him.  “Of course not, I’m not a monster regardless of what you all want to think.”
“Then what happens with those people strike back?”  Whitford said nothing. “They are going to hit back and then what?  Innocent people will be killed.  It’s possible that innocent people here will be caught in the crossfire.”
For the first time the anger showing in Whitford’s face seemed to diminish instead of increase.  He ran his hand through his hair and shook his head.  “I can’t go through another winter like the last one.  I can’t sit back and watch my people die.”
“There are other ways to get medicine.”  Trevor said.  “We can grow our own mold and there is a way to use that to make penicillin.  I’ve never done it before but I know how to in theory.  That alone will help out with infections.”
Whitford said down in one of the chairs and stared intently on the floor.  He seemed lost.
“I’ve seen how slippery of a slope this is, Whitford,” Freddie said solemnly.  “I’ve watched good people justify some horrible things.  Trust me when I say once you go down that road there is no coming back.”
Alec sat back down in his seat and his anger dissipated.  Whitford sat in his seat away from everyone else and looked defeated.  He had gone from righteous to helpless in a matter of seconds.  “We’ve both lost a lot since the world changed,”  Alec said.  Whitford looked up at him, tears in his eyes. “We’ve both had to make a lot of hard choices.”  Alec felt Trevor’s eyes on him. “We can’t lose our values.  We can’t lose our humanity.”
Whitford agreed he wouldn’t do anything brash.  The council ended but Malcolm and Margie stayed around to talk to Whitford. Before Alec could leave Trevor pulled him to the side.
“I’m sorry,” Trevor said.
“What are you sorry for?” Alec asked.
“You know what for.  I’m sorry for making what was already a difficult decision even harder.  I’m sorry for avoiding you since then. I know it couldn’t have been easy.”
A weight seemed to lift from Alec’s shoulders and he felt himself relax.  “Thanks,” was all he could muster.
    “I never thanked you for saving my daughter.  If you hadn’t been there,” Trevor paused and collected himself. “I don’t know what Clive would have done with Jamie.  But you stopped him and instead of thanking you I gave you the cold shoulder.  I still…I still don’t think we should have killed Clive, but I understand why you did what you did.”
It was something. “Don’t worry about it.  We’re all in this together.”
Trevor smiled, they shared a handshake and then Alec walked out into the bright day.  His eyes were still adjusting to the bright sun, and he was still trying to deal mentally with the conversations with Whitford and Trevor when Bethany appeared next to him.
“Hi,” she said. 
His words caught in his throat but he managed to choke them out.  “Hey.”  He noticed a look of concern covering her delicate face. “Everything ok?”
“I just heard yelling. Is everything alright in there?” Bethany’s eyes shot behind him to the council doors. 
“Yeah, he’s just trying to deal with….everything.”
Bethany smiled and Alec felt like he was floating.  He looked around and didn’t see her father anywhere.
“He’s checking out your horses,” she answered his unasked question. “He’s always liked horses.”
 “Oh.”  Alec’s mind once again went blank.  He could argue with a man twice his age about whether or not they were going to attack and kill an innocent town, but he couldn’t string together a series of words to have a civil discussion with a girl. 
“Well,” she said trying to fill the silence. “Thanks.”  And then she walked away.
Alec watched her go and the rest of the world didn’t seem to exist, only coming back once she disappeared around the other side of the house.  He took in a single deep breath.  “What a freaking day.”



 
Ally
 
              She did her best not to smile, but it was a battle she could not win.
              Ally towered above the ground on top of the brown horse as it sauntered across the empty fields.  She hung onto Adam who was sitting on the horse in front of her and used him to hide the smile.  She had always wanted to ride a horse.   Spence was on the black horse and rode far ahead of everyone else, while Dena rode the paint with Cody sitting behind her.  Tiger trotted alongside them. 
              “You doing okay back there?” Adam asked.
              While Spence and Dena seemed to be enjoying themselves Adam was as stiff as a board. “Are you?” Ally asked.
              “Uh, yeah,” Adam let out a nervous laugh. “I still haven’t gotten used to riding a horse yet….if you couldn’t tell.”
              Ally smiled again. Adam’s fear made her feel brave.  “What did you do before?”
              “I was the manager of a bank, one of the bigger banks in all of Connecticut.” His voice lit up talking about it. “I started from the bottom and worked my way to the top.”
              She thought about how he always seemed unsure of himself and couldn’t imagine anyone listening to him when he told them what to do.  “What about Dena?”
              Adam looked to his wife who was riding ahead and talking to Coby behind her. “We actually met at the bank.  She was a teller there until we decided to have a family, then she stayed home with them.”
              Them.
              Ally didn’t like talking about what had happened with her family, she wasn’t going to make Adam do the same.  “Where is Connecticut?  Is it by Missouri?”
              “Missouri?  Is that where you used to live?”
              “Yes.”
              “Well, it’s not really that close.  Do you know where New York is?”
              Ally didn’t but she had watched enough TV to know about it. “Yeah.”
              “It’s closer to New York.”
              Dena slowed her horse down and came even to Adam’s horse.  She gave Ally a smile. “How’s it going?”
              “We’re doing alright,” Adam answered for her.
              “If you ever want to switch you just let me know,” Dena said.
              “Hey, I don’t want to switch yet,
Mommy,” Coby whined before she shushed him up.
              Adam looked up to the sun which was making its way slowly towards the horizon.  “How much longer are we going to ride?” he said in a whispered voice.
              Dena winced for a brief moment then tossed her gaze towards Spence who was too far ahead to have heard. “Until we find a place to stop for the night.”
              “I’m just saying it’s going to be dark soon.” 
              “I know,” Dena answered testily. 
              Adam glanced towards Spence. “We don’t need him-“ Adam couldn’t finish because Dena spurred her horse on and it trotted ahead of his.  The man dropped his head and didn’t say anything. 
              They rode for another hour until the sun began to kiss the horizon then stopped and began to set up camp.  Adam, Spence and Dena all had large backpacks filled with stuff and each horse had large saddle bags full of supplies.  Dena pulled out two small tents and began to set them up while Adam and Coby gathered wood for a fire.  Spence had wondered off as soon as everyone else began their duties. 
              Ally watched Dena putting up the tents and realized she was the only one not doing anything. “If you want I can go hunting for squirrels.”
              “You’re okay, hon.  Spence does all the hunting for us, I’m sure he’ll find something. Even if he doesn’t, we still have plenty of food in our bags.”
              Night fell and they sat around a small camp fire with the stars shining brightly above.  Ally looked up at them and for the first time in a long while didn’t feel completely alone.  Spence had come back shortly before nightfall empty-handed and somehow in an even worse mood than when he left.  Dena and Spence sat to the side looking over an old map while Adam sat alone staring into the fire.  Coby, as he always seemed to be, was stuck to her side. 
              “Pretty cool, huh?” he asked.
              “What?”
              “This fire.”
              “I’ve seen a fire before.”
              Coby frowned for just a second. “Well duh, but I bet you don’t know how to make one.  Spence showed my mom and he’s going to show me how.  If I wanted to I could I could live out here all by myself like you did.”
              Ally just stared at the boy realizing how little they had in common.  To him everything was still a game. He hadn’t lost anyone or watched someone get killed or even went to bed hungry. They had protected him.  She took in a breath pushing away the irritation and anger she felt.  It wasn’t right being mad at someone because they had managed to avoid the bad things in the world.  “It’s really not that fun you know.”
              Coby paused and looked at her like she had just swallowed a bug. “What?”
              “It’s actually kind of boring.  Hiding from people all day, searching for stuff you can use and then hunting for food.”
              “That sounds awesome,” Coby said.
              Ally smiled. “Trust me it’s not that awesome.”  
              Coby returned the smile then began throwing rocks into the fire.
              “Coby,” Ally whispered so the others couldn’t hear. “Why are you going to California?”
              Coby instantly looked to his mother who was still going over the maps with Spence.  “Looking for someone.”
              “Who?”
              This time Coby looked to his dad but the man had fallen asleep sitting up.  “My sister,” he finally said.
              Them.
              “Your sister? What…what happened with your sister? Why is she in California if you all are from Connecticut?”
              A shadow passed over Coby’s face. “We’re just going to find her.  I’m not supposed to talk about it.”  He stood up quickly and stomped over next to his mother.  Dena looked up briefly than buried herself back into the map.
              Ally ran her hand through Tiger’s fur and the dog snuggled up closer to her.  They hadn’t been able to shield him completely from the world.  Ally didn’t like Spence, and she was fairly certain he didn’t like her either, but the man was helping this family out.  Dena seemed nice but her smile had a fragileness to it like a stiff wind could break it, revealing her true state of mind.  And Adam, she wasn’t sure about Adam.  The man always seemed nice but sad.  He didn’t seem to fit in, not just out in the wilderness but also, strangely, in this group, in his family.  She laid down using Tiger as her pillow and in moments was fast asleep. 
              The sound of raised voices woke her from her slumber.  Ally opened her eyes and noticed the fire was nothing more than a red glow surrounded by burnt wood which had plunged the area into darkness.  On the other side of the fire was Adam and Coby curled up in a sleeping bag they had fallen asleep outside, but they weren’t the source of the voices. Ally raised her head slightly and looked around but didn’t see Dena or Spence.
              “We are not talking about this,” came Dena’s voice from the tent behind Ally.
              The girl slowly turned around, doing her best not to make any noise or wake Tiger, whom she was still using as a pillow.
              “The longer it takes to get to California the greater chance we are going to show up and there won’t be anything there,” Spence said. “You have a good heart, you always have. I understand wanting to save and take care of the girl but the more people we have the harder it is going to be.”
              Ally tightened up when she realized they were talking about her. There was a small opening in the tent and she tried to see inside but the dying fire didn’t give off enough light.
              “End of discussion, Spence. I’m not going to abandon someone else’s daughter in order to save my own. I couldn’t live with myself and I don’t know how you can live with yourself suggesting that.”
              “Oh sure, make me out to be the bad guy in this situation. You know there is truth in what I’m saying, you just don’t want to recognize it.”
              “This conversation’s over,” Dena said and the tent flap stirred but then stopped suddenly.
              “Wait,” Spence said. “How is everything? How…..are you?”
              “Good,” Dena answered and then the tent opened and she emerged.
              Ally closed her eyes and pretended to be asleep.  She heard Dena walk past her towards Adam and Coby.  Ally risked slightly opening one eye and saw Spence peek out of the tent towards where Dena went.  She could make out the anger on the man’s face even in the dim light. In a huff the man closed the tent and stayed inside.
              The man wanted to leave her. He wanted Dena and the others to just leave her in the middle of nowhere.  Ally should have felt anger but she didn’t.  She didn’t like the man, and it was obvious even before she overhead the conversation that he didn’t like her, but the reason she wasn’t angry was because Dena refused to do it. Ally snuggled back into Tiger’s side and managed to fall back asleep.



 
Ben
 
              The view was nothing short of staggering.  
              The sun wasn’t due to set for another hour but it was low enough that the skyscrapers blocked its light from reaching them.  The closer they floated towards the island the larger the buildings seemed to loom in the sky and the clearer it became that this area had seen a lot of fighting.  The top corner of one of the skyscrapers was missing, showing only twisted beams and jagged edges, while others had massive holes in their sides. 
              Ben looked to the faces of the men in the small boat with him. If they were awed it didn’t show in their faces. Bags hung under Zima’s eyes while Mason just stared straight ahead, focused. Also on the small boat with them was another man, or young man. Zima had introduced him as Ty, apparently he was the only one they were willing or able to part with to assist Zima in bringing them to the base. The young man was probably in his early twenties with a small, uneven afro, a peach-fuzz mustache that could only be seen in a specific light, and a dark green jacket that was zipped all the way up. He didn’t look like any kind of soldier that Ben had ever seen.  Ty noticed Ben staring at him and gave him a quick nod before looking back towards the city. 
              They floated across the Hudson River in the small inflatable boat that Zima had brought with them. The cool night air blew over them and Ben kept his head down to prevent his eyes from watering. Winter was over but the warm spring air was taking its time arriving. 
              They pulled up to the dock and quickly got out. Zima led the way with his gun at the ready. He told them that the majority of the fighting had been contained to Long Island but the enemy had airdropped hundreds of soldiers all throughout New York and the surrounding areas.  The men who had taken out their helicopter had been a part of that. 
              “Hey Zima, man, this area is pretty clear you can relax a bit.” Ty said.
              Zima’s eyes kept scanning the area. “All it takes is one bad guy with a gun.”
              Ty looked back at them and shrugged his shoulders. “Alright man, you do you.”
              The trees which had once been contained to a small portion of the sidewalk had ripped free of their boundaries and were growing up alongside the buildings walls.  Parts of the sidewalk had cracked or been lifted up by the roots as Mother Nature began taking back what was once hers. 
              The trip had been relatively quiet.  Mason had asked Zima a few details about how far they had to travel but that had been the extent of it.  Ben wanted to know more and it was irritating that no one else seemed to share that desire.  “So are we winning?” he blurted out.
              Ty tilted his head in Ben’s direction but didn’t say anything.
              Zima glanced back for a second then went back to scanning the buildings. “We’re not losing. I haven’t been on the front line so I can’t say a whole lot.”
              “Don’t trip,” Ty said giving Ben a cheesy smile. “Them dudes hit us hard at first but they haven’t been able to get past Long Island since.”
              Zima nodded. “Apparently we thought the attack was going to come primarily from the West Coast so our manpower was transferred over there.  The main attack hit the East Coast instead. But all reports are that our Navy hightailed it back, cut off their reinforcements and now it’s just a matter of time until we take out what’s left of them.”
              “How much of that do you believe?” Mason asked.
              “The part about cutting off their reinforcements. Who knows if that was their main force. It either could still be on its way, hitting the West Coast as we speak or coming up through the gulf. Only thing we can do is focus on here.”
              “Who is it?” Ben asked.
              “Them Chinese man,” Ty answered before anyone else could.
              This time Zima glanced at Ty but Ben wasn’t able to read the look. “Reports are the forces that hit here were Chinese. Rumor is the attacks on the West Coast have been North Korea, but that apparently isn’t intel that is pertinent to my current mission.”
              So were they working together? Ben wanted to ask but stopped himself as they came around the corner where there were several American soldiers standing around outside a gated off area.  Initially the soldiers began to reach for their guns but Zima raised up a hand.
              “Friendlies. We’ve come a long way. It’d be a shame if you shot us down just outside the gates.”
              Ben had been underwhelmed when they had made their way to the base in Kentucky. That place had been undermanned, undersupplied and in need of some serious repair.  What lay in front of him made that place look like a Holiday Inn. The street was cut off by barbed wire fences and the buildings on each side were being used as the actual base.  Some of the doors to certain buildings were torn off and in others part of the wall had been knocked out to allow a bigger opening. Soldiers in torn up uniforms walked about with a weary look on their face. Ben felt depressed just looking about. 
              “This the FOB?” Mason asked Zima quietly.
              “Negative. The forward operating base is in Brooklyn.  There are a couple of bases like this here on the Island. Set up to pick off the enemy who sneak in, and help out the people who still haven’t left.” 
              “People still live here?” Ben asked a little too loudly.
              “Nobody wants to leave the Big Apple, baby,” Ty said shooting him a smile.
              “Yeah,” Zima answered. “For a while they were shipping them down south where you don’t have to deal with winter but manpower is low. So they’ve been doing what they can to find them and protect them, but there isn’t a whole lot they can do.”
              They stopped on the side of the street and a few soldiers walked past them as if they didn’t exist.
              “Now what?” Mason asked. Ben was glad he didn’t have to.
              “You two might as well get seen by the medic and then we’ll report and figure out what we are going to do next.”
              Ben took in a deep breath. The power was out, the country was at war and he was right in the middle of it. 



 
 
Alec
 
              He watched the fire dance over the logs from afar.  The bonfires were all over the empty field as the community members came together to let off steam and enjoy themselves.  Alec always made a point to visit all of them before the fires died down to strengthen old relationships or add tinder to new ones.  Tonight wasn’t any different, outside of the fact that he had visited every bonfire except for one.
                He stood off in the shadows working up the courage to step forward.  Sitting around the small fire was Trevor and his daughter Jamie, next to them was Mark and his daughter Bethany.  They had decided to stay over for a while to assist Margie in training the horses since they still had a few that were not tame enough to ride, and Mark seemed to be an expert in that area.  While Alec had managed to avoid them for the majority of their stay he knew at some point he was going to have to interact with them.  He took in a calming breath and walked over. 
              “Hey Alec!”  Jamie yelled as he stepped into the warm glow of the bonfire.
              He felt everyone’s eyes on him and he walked over and sat down next to Trevor and Jamie, who just so happened to be on the opposite side of the bonfire.
              “Haven’t seen you in a bit, everything all right?” Mark asked as he munched on something.
              “Yeah, everything is good, just been busy,” Alec lied. 
              “We were just talking about where we used to live,”  Jamie told him.
              “Where’re you from?” Bethany asked him.  The light from the fire caused her eyes to twinkle and Alec focused on the fire in front of him.
              “Before the world went dark?” 
              “Yeah.”
              “St. Louis.  My family lived there, then we moved here when things went bad.”
              It was quiet.  Mark cleared his throat.  “I understand you lost them.”
              Alec wasn’t quite sure what to say to that.  He didn’t feel he had lost them, he felt they had been taken away.  “A group attacked us.  Killed my youngest brother and kidnapped my sister.”  His nerves disappeared as he was transported back to that time. “We went after my sister and my father was killed.  My sister got away with another prisoner but I haven’t seen her since. While I went looking for her, my brother, Ben, left with a soldier to who knows where.”  He paused and listened to the crackling fire for a moment. “I couldn’t find her so I returned here.”
              “And on the way met up with me,” Trevor said. “And managed to save a town.”
              “So I’ve heard.” Mark took a drink from a glass of water. “I’ve talked to a lot of people since things went south and not many of been through as much as you have.”
              Alec nodded to him.  “What about yourselves?”
              “We’re from Indiana.  I had a ranch there. Bethany and I raised horses and cattle and stuck to ourselves.”
              “And when the power went out?” Alec asked.
              “We stayed there as long as we could.”  He didn’t say anything else and a dark shadow passed over Bethany’s face.  Something had happened, something they didn’t want to talk about.
              “Did you lose your mom too?” Jamie asked.
              Bethany shook her head. “I never knew my mom.”
              “We lost her mother when she was young.  It’s always just been the two of us.”
              It was quiet again.  The fire danced and crackled, the sounds of laughter from a different bonfire floated over to them.
              “So do you all have a name for this place?” Bethany asked.
              Trevor shook his head no. “We never really talked about it.”
              Alec smiled. Last year when Jamie had been struggling with the death of her mother they had talked and she had suggested a name, a name that Alec had liked. Things had just gotten crazy and he had not brought it up to the council. “Well, a good friend of mine had a name picked out.” He saw Jamie’s eyes light up. “Hope.”  Her face broke into a smile. “I was thinking New Hope.”
              Trevor put his arm around Jamie and pulled her close.  His eyes met Alec’s and he gave him a nod. “I’ve heard that name suggested before.  I like it.”
              Mark smiled. “It’s fitting.”
              Bethany gave him a bright smile and Alec returned it.
              “I’ll bring it up in our next meeting, I’m pretty confident we can get it passed,” Alec said.
              Mark raised his glass of water. “To New Hope.”
              Everyone raised something in the air.
              The night drug on and the fire soon began to die down.  Mark fell asleep next to the fire and they continued talking into the night.  Jamie went to bed and soon after Trevor left as well. Just like that it was only Alec and Bethany awake around the dying fire.  Awkward silence reigned until Bethany shattered it.
              “It’s pretty cool what you’re doing here.”
              “What do you mean?  This place?”
              “Yeah,” she said her eyes once again sparkling in the light of the fire. “Bringing everyone together and building a town.”
              “Thanks.” Alec knew he should probably say something else but nothing came to mind.
              “You don’t say a lot, do you?” she said smiling.
              “No, I do,” he then went quiet and realized he was proving her point. “I, uh, I don’t know.  I guess I’m more of an internal guy.”
              “Nothing wrong with an introvert, makes you mysterious.”
              Alec couldn’t help but laugh.  “I don’t think anyone has called me mysterious before.”
              “Are you kidding me?  You come off as the heroic silent type.  The people here talk about how you saved them and brought them to this safe-haven, meanwhile you wave it away like it’s no big deal.”  She smiled again clearly having fun at his expense. “Then you just sit back not saying a word.  Pretty cool.”
              Alec let out another laugh and shook his head.  “I like their version a lot better than the truth.”
              The smile slowly disappeared from Bethany’s face.  “Yeah, it’s like my father just saying we just left Indiana and showed up here.  It sounds so simple and carefree.”
              “And I’m sure it was anything but.”
              “Exactly.”  Bethany stared into the fire clearly pulling up an old memory. “The world is a bad place.”
              That caught Alec off guard.  His life since everything went black had seemed, at times, like a nightmare that he couldn’t wake up from, but he couldn’t recall thinking the world as a whole was a bad place.  “What makes you say that?” 
              “Just the stuff that’s happening and the bad people that are out there.” She glanced over at her father who was sound asleep on the ground.  “He does everything he can to try and shield me from it, but there is so much evil out there.”
              “What happened?” he dared to ask.
              “There is no one thing.  We stayed in a lot of towns while we were traveling, met a lot of people.” She took in a deep breath. “People robbed us, we watched people kill each other for pointless reasons, we saw…..bodies.”  She shook her head.  “It’s no one thing, it’s a collection of shitty moments and shitty people that just prove my point.”
              “I don’t think I have any evidence to argue with you.”
              This time Bethany laughed.  “Actually you do.” She spread her arms out wide. “This place.”
              The memory of Clive’s dead body crept into his mind.  The man lying there on the brain-spattered ground with blood pouring from his head.  “This place has had its challenges.”
              “Well I think it’s great.  I think you all have done a great job.”
              She smiled and looked at him as her hair fluttered in the cool breeze.  She was so beautiful.  Something in his face must have given away what he was thinking because she turned red and quickly looked away.
              “I, uh, I better catch some sleep.  I’ve got a lot of stuff to do tomorrow,” he blurted out.
              Her face was still a little red but when she glanced up there was something about the look she gave him that made him feel like he could face anything. “See you tomorrow.”
              Alec smiled. “Yeah, see you tomorrow.”



 
 
 
Ally
 
              She watched from the back of Dena’s horse as dozens of birds that had been sitting on the ground took flight, making it seem like the field suddenly started to fly. 
              “That was pretty cool, huh?” Dena asked.
              Ally merely nodded.  The woman was trying hard but Ally wasn’t sure what she was trying to do.  Adam was nice to her and she appreciated it, but Dena acted like she wanted something from her, and Ally didn’t know what. 
              Spence rode up beside them and gave Dena a warm smile.  It was the first time Ally had noticed anything outside of a scowl on the man’s face.  “Remember when you said there was no way you were going to be able to ride for a day straight?”
              Dena chuckled. “It just took a while for my ass to develop calluses.”
              “I told you it wouldn’t take long.” Spence said smiling and then noticed Ally on the back.  His smile faded and he turned his attention back to the field in front of them. 
              “What did you do?” Ally asked suddenly emboldened. 
              “What?” Spence asked, the look of annoyance back on his face.
              “Before the lights went out, what did you do?”
              Spence’s face lightened when Dena looked to him but he still didn’t smile. “I was in construction.”
              “Did you all meet before or after?”
              He shared a glance with Dena. “Before.”
              They rode over a hill and the green grass and emerald trees were gone.  In their place were dead blackened trees, and where the grass had once been was nothing more than barren dirt with a few brown weeds sticking up.  They pulled up their horses and stared out at the field trying to figure out what they were looking at and then Ally noticed a partially burnt up seat sitting a few yards from them.  She opened her mouth to point it out and then she saw another seat and then among the blackened trees she could see a large cylinder shaped object that was twice her height.
              “Is that-“ Spence started but stopped.  He turned to Dena but she had already spurred the horse forward and it trotted into the blackened field. 
              “No, no, no,” Dena said more to herself than anyone else.
              Suddenly Dena swung off the horse nearly knocking Ally off and then leaving the girl all alone on the large horse.  The woman ran into the middle of the blackened field and Ally finally realized what it was she was staring at.  In between the dark of the field, between the burnt trees and brown weeds were the ruins of an airplane. Pieces of the fuselage were strewn all about and the wings or tail were nowhere to be seen, but there was no doubt what it was.
              Spence and Adam came up beside Ally and got off their horses but no one approached Dena. The woman darted about, starting to walk one way and then quickly turning to walk another.  She continually ran her hands through her hair and it sounded as if she was talking to herself.
              “What is it?” Ally asked.
              Spence walked forward to comfort the woman but she lashed out at his touch.  “Get away from me,” she yelled. “I’m fine.”
              Adam shifted his weight back and forth but didn’t budge an inch.  Ally hopped off the horse and grabbed Adam by the hand.  “What is it?”
              Adam looked down at her and his eyes were teary.  “It’s…..just give her some time.”  He gently pulled away from Ally and walked in the direction of Dena but made a point to give her enough distance. 
              Coby sniffed from on top of the back of Adam’s horse and he kept his attention on the back of the horse’s head, pretending that what was happening in front of him wasn’t real. 
              Dena turned back towards them and saw Adam approaching.  She pointed her finger at him and shook her head.  “She missed it, Adam!  Don’t you dare say a damn word.  She texted me that she missed it.”
              “I know,” Adam said.
              “She was still there….she was there when it happened.”
              Adam took a few more steps forward as Dena put her head in her hands. “You’re right, she was still there.”
              Dena looked up at Adam and Ally could see the despair in the woman’s face. “She wasn’t on a plane.”
              Adam reached out and pulled Dena willingly into his arms and the woman broke down sobbing.  The two of them knelt down on the ground and stayed there.  Spence turned around quickly and walked in the opposite direction away from the scene. 
              From beside Ally Coby let out a blubbery gasp as he tried to stop himself from crying. She walked over to him and placed her hand on his leg. “You ok?”
              Coby wiped his eyes and nodded his head.  From some reason in that moment he reminded her so much of her brother Joseph.  Coby started to swing down and Ally helped him.  When he got down he wiped his eyes again.  “My sister.”
              “I figured,” she said.
              “She was supposed to be flying home the night that everything happened.  Momma said that she texted that she had missed her flight and was trying to find another one.”
              “Did she find one?”
              Coby sniffed and wiped his nose with his shirt. “Mom says no.  Daddy says he doesn’t know.”              
              Ally looked back out at Adam and Dena in the field.  She had watched Joseph die, she had seen her father get shot.  The person that saved her, Jess, told her about what had happened to her family so she knew they were gone.  It hurt, especially late at night when she had been all alone, but she had still known.  Adam and Dena didn’t know.  Their daughter could have been in the wreckage of any of the hundreds of planes that fell that night, or she could be safe in a home in a warm bed.  Ally fought back the urge to cry when she realized there was comfort in knowing her entire family was dead. 
              They camped early that day.  Spence as always took off on his own searching for supplies and hunting for food.  Dena and Adam built a fire and then brought Coby over with them as they sat down and just stared into the flames.  Ally stood off to the side watching, unsure of what to do.   Tiger whined next to her as if he could sense the mood in the air.  Ally patted him on the head to comfort him and then noticed Dena staring at her.  Dena’s face was streaked with tears and her eyes were bloodshot but she still gave Ally a smile.
              “Come over here Ally.” She said.  Ally walked over slowly and sat down beside them.  Dena reached out and gave her shoulder a hard squeeze.  “I’m sorry if I scared you earlier.”
              “You didn’t,” Ally lied. They sat in silence for a few minutes and then Ally finally asked. “She is the reason you are going to California?”
              “Yes,” Dena said laying her head on Adam’s shoulder. “She was going to college at USC.”
              Ally nodded and didn’t ask any other questions.  As night fell Spence returned with several already skinned squirrels and cooked them up.  Everyone ate except for Dena who went into her tent early to fall asleep with Coby.  For a few incredibly awkward minutes it was just Ally, Adam and Spence sitting around the fire.  Adam asked Spence what he had seen when he left and the man just grunted.  He tried one other time to talk to the man but Spence just got up and walked into his own tent.  Adam didn’t shake his head or react in anyway, he just sat there.
              Ally yawned and he looked over at her and smiled. 
              “Having you around helps her.”
              “Helps her? How?”
              Adam smiled as he visited times past. “You are like her in a lot of ways.  You’re both quiet, but you can tell your mind is running a mile a minute.” Adam laughed when Ally raised an eyebrow. “And you both are tough and just want to do everything on your own.”
              Ally didn’t know what to say to that.  If anything, it made her feel bad.  The last thing she wanted was a constant reminder of the people she had lost.  She sat there watching Adam smiling to himself next to the fire and felt sorry for the man.  Despite the smile the man’s face was strained and based on the bags underneath his eyes it didn’t appear like he had gotten a good night’s rest in years.  That was when Ally realized it had been nearly three years since the power went out.
              “When did you leave for California?” she asked.
              The smile disappeared from the man’s face.  “We stayed in our home as long as we could.  Dena was convinced that she would come to us, but she never did.  Before the first winter we had to leave and found a refugee camp run by the military.”  Adam rubbed a hand over his face.  “It was a good hour’s drive away from where we lived but every few days one of us would drive home to see if she had found her way home.”
              But she never did
Ally mentally finished for him.
              “The camp was running low on supplies and they were shipping people off to different camps when Dena decided- when we decided that it would be best to go find our daughter ourselves.”
              Ally read the sadness in his face.  Dena may have been able to convince herself that her daughter was waiting for them to come and rescue her, but it didn’t look like Adam was as lucky.  “Was she on a plane?”  Ally heard herself ask.
              Adam looked at her and took in a deep breath. “I pray to god she wasn’t.  Every morning when I wake up and every night before I go to bed, I pray she didn’t find another flight.”
              She didn’t have the strength to ask him if he thought his daughter was still in California waiting for them.  Instead she gave him a comforting smile.  “I’m sure she is still out there.”
              He looked at her as if seeing her for the first time and smiled. “You’re an amazing little person, you know that?”  Before she could ask him what he meant he finished. “I needed that.  Thank you, Ally.  Now what do you say, ready to catch some rest?”
              Ally nodded and they put to rest a very long day. 



 
Alec
 
              Alec couldn’t remember the last time he had smiled this much.  In the small fenced in lot in front of him Bethany and Mark were trying, and failing, to teach Trevor how to ride a horse.  They had been at it for nearly twenty minutes and the man still hadn’t managed to make his way onto the horse. 
              “All you need to do is put your foot in the stirrup, grab ahold of the top of the saddle and pull yourself up,” Mark said slowly, apparently hoping the slower he talked the easier it would be for the words to seep into Trevor’s brain.
              “I did!  The horse keeps moving whenever I put my foot in there,” Trevor blamed the horse.
              “She’s not moving, she’s standing still,” Mark said defending the horse.
              “She’s moving.  Ok, maybe not moving but she is definitely shifting.”  Trevor looked to Alec who was still leaning against the fence enjoying the spectacle. “Alec, you can see, tell them the horse keeps shifting.”
              “I think there might have been a slight shift in there,” he said with a smile.
              Bethany shot him a playful look. “If the horse starts to shift just steady yourself by hanging onto the horn on the top of the saddle.”
              Trevor stood where he was and stared at Bethany like she was crazy.  “The horse doesn’t like me.  It’s trying to get away every time I try to climb up.”
              “Come on dad, it’s not that hard,”  Jamie said just outside the lot.  Trevor turned to argue with her but the young girl was sitting atop one of their other horses calmly watching the pathetic display.
              “Alright, you know what?  I think its Alec’s turn,” Trevor said.
              The smile on Alec’s face instantly vanished. He had no intention of jumping onto one of those massive beasts.  Bethany must have sensed his hesitation.
She came running over and grabbed his arm.
              “I think he’s right, Alec.
It’s about time you learn to ride.”
              The butterflies that jostled around his stomach due to her touch were no match for the overwhelming feeling of dread he felt when he imagined himself on top of the animal.
              “I’m busy, I just came over to see if you all needed anything,” he lied.
              “Nice try,” Bethany said as she tried to pull him through the fence.  Her father stood in the background just laughing.
              Alec considered making a run for it when he heard the sound of a vehicle in the distance.  Being surrounded by empty fields meant that sound traveled easily and it wasn’t uncommon for them to hear someone from Centralia driving towards them a minute or so before they arrived, but it sounded like this vehicle was running from something.  He held his hand up to quiet everyone but they had already noticed the sound.
              “Trevor, alert the guards,” Alec said pointing to Trevor. “The rest of you get inside and tell anyone else you see to do the same.”
              The sound of the vehicle was almost at their driveway by the time he made his way to the front of their main house.  He was all too aware that he was standing there unarmed but felt comfort knowing that Trevor and the others should be in the process of arming themselves in case they were needed.  The racing vehicle skidded sideways down the road and into their driveway barely slowing down.  Alec instantly recognized it as one of the trucks that Whitford and the others used, so if it was here in such a hurry than something was very wrong.  The truck skidded to a halt a few yards from Alec and a young man that Alec barely recognized, he thought his name was Holt, hopped out.
              “Alec, you’ve got to come into town,” the young man was out of breath and had to take a second to steady himself. “There’s a problem.”
              “What problem?  What’s going on?”
              The kid shook his head and then glanced at what sounded to Alec like Trevor and the others running up behind him.  “People arrived, Army people.”
              The fear in the pit of Alec’s stomach disappeared.  They were saved.  The military had arrived and with it had to be more supplies along with proper protection.  If the military arrived than it might have been Mason that sent them, which meant it was possible his brother was with him.  But if that was the case, why was the kid so clearly terrified?  Then a dark possibility entered his mind. “Our army?”
              The kid shook his head no.
              Alec turned around and behind him stood Trevor, Freddie and Margie, all of them had heard that last part and the color in their faces drained.
              “Alec, what does that mean?” Margie asked.
              He didn’t answer. “Freddie you’re with me, bring one of the rifles.  Trevor, Margie get everyone rounded up and hunker down until we get back.”
              “That doesn’t make any sense, why would another country’s military be here?” Margie asked.
              “It could be one of our allies delivering supplies.” Trevor said wide-eyed. “Did they seem friendly?”
              The kid shrugged his shoulders. “They just started pulling up in these large trucks and parking in the old fairgrounds.  There was a tank.”
              “Guys, do it,” Alec told the others and he loaded up in the truck with Freddie and Holt.
              The kid hit the gas and the truck peeled out and shot down the driveway.
              “Slow it down,” Freddie said.
              Holt glanced at Alec who nodded. “There is no point getting in a wreck and having to walk into town.”
              Holt let off the gas slightly.
              “So where are they from?” Freddie asked.
              Again Holt shrugged. “They look Chinese.  When they started pulling up Whitford yelled at me to come get you, so I left.”
              They rode the rest of the way into town in silence.  Holt pulled down a side street into the center of town and they got out and ran into the town square.  Sitting on the far side were four military Humvees along with close to two dozen soldiers standing at attention.  There were a handful of people talking near the Humvees and Whitford appeared to be one of them.
They slowed to a walk in order to not draw unwanted attention and approached.
Alec turned to Freddie. “Stay back and out of sight.  If things go bad then head back.”
“And leave you here?”
“If things go bad then they are going to go bad in a hurry.  I don’t want our people wandering here after us and getting killed.  Trust me, one more gun isn’t going to help in this situation.”
Freddie was quiet for a moment then finally answered. “Ok, be careful.”
Now it was only Alec and Holt slowly making their way up to the collection of military vehicles.  There were still a few curious people out in the open watching everything but everyone else was hiding inside.  As they got closer Alec got a better look at the soldiers.  They wore green fatigues and stood at attention with their guns at their sides.  He could make out what looked like a large star on their hats but outside of that they were pretty non-descript. Holt had been right, though; they were Chinese.
In front of the convoy stood another soldier, this one different from the others.  His fatigues had several medals on the right hand side and he stood more relaxed and his eyes were clearly taking in the area.  Next to him was an American and he was talking with Whitford and a few others.
“I understand that, we have plenty of room. I just don’t want to put the people here in danger.” Alec heard Whitford say as they approached.
Alec walked up casually and stood to the side of Whitford.  The soldier who appeared to be in charge watched him approach the last couple of steps but said nothing.
The American translated what Whitford had said to the man in charge and he answered back quickly.  “General Gao understands your concerns and assures you he will not bring any trouble into your city.”
Whitford noticed Alec and nodded quickly then turned back to the translator. “How long do they have to stay?”
The translator was a skeleton of a man who barely filled out the military fatigues on his body.  His head was shaved, there were bags under his eyes and seemed to be under the most stress of anyone there.  He didn’t even bother to translate Whitford’s question to the General.  “Only a short while.”
The General began to speak and the translator stiffened up and listened.  “The General says he has basic supplies that he is willing to share, all he asks is your cooperation.”
“Do we have a choice?” Whitford asked.
The translator paused and shot a side glance at the General.  He frowned and shook his head no.
“Then tell the General they can camp at the Fairgrounds for the time being.  All I ask is that his people stay there and we will stay here.”
He translated and that caught the General’s attention.  The General stared at Whitford and smiled, there didn’t seem to be a lot of kindness in that smile. Then just as quickly he turned around, shouted something and the men began to load up in the Humvees.  The translator paused and looked like he wanted to say something but stopped himself and went scurrying after them.
“What the hell was that?” Alec asked.
Whitford didn’t take his eyes off the Humvees pulling away. “They need a place to rest and resupply so they asked if they could stay here.”
“Who are they?”
“Chinese military.”
While Alec hadn’t been a good student in school, he had not been a bad student either. He didn’t remember the U.S. and China being close allies prior to the power going out. “Are they helping our government?”
Whitford looked to Alec and the weight of the world seemed to be on the man’s shoulders. “I don’t think so.”
The enormity of the situation hit Alec and he took a step back.  Not only had the United States been invaded, but the invaders were literally in their own backyard.  “Whitford, if we’re at war-“
“I know,” Whitford said interrupting him. “If we are at war then our town has just been occupied and it has put all of us in the cross-hairs.”
It didn’t make any sense.  How could they be at war and not know about it?  He instantly realized that was a dumb question as he didn’t know anything that was going on outside of their town, let alone in the rest of the United States.  “What the hell are we going to do?”
“Pray they’re telling the truth and are just stopping here to resupply.  Otherwise, I have no fucking clue.”



 
Ben
 
              It looked as if someone had put a dress on one of his old school’s skeleton models.  The woman walked across the street with her head down.  Her hair was in disarray, her dress was torn and dirty and yet she seemed to be in better shape than a lot of the people around him.
              Ben clenched his jaw as he walked through the refugee camp. This hadn’t been the first time he had been to one of these camps but this one was the worst by far. They were just a few blocks west of the northern part of Central Park. A few soldiers were tasked with guarding a group of people who used Central Park as a giant garden, but one that would never have enough food to feed all the people who needed to eat.  Ben, Zima, Ty and a few other soldiers had swung through on their way to another base in Northern Manhattan.
              A small child, probably no more than four or five came running up to the soldiers. The little girl’s hair was matted up and the shirt she wore would have been too big for someone twice her age, despite all that she wore a bright smile.
              “Do you guys have any candy? The last soldiers had candy. Can I have candy?”
              “No little rat, we don’t got no candy.” Ty said swinging his arm at her.
              “We don’t have any food or candy, sorry.” Ben said more gently.
              The little girl stopped in her tracks and pushed out her lower lip in a pouty face. It reminded Ben so much of Ally that it hurt. He started to reach back for his pack to give her the last of his MRE when Ty grabbed his hand and stopped him.  Ben started to pull away in anger.
              “Chill. You get out your pack and give her something we’re going to be surrounded by dozens of others demanding food.”
              “Then we’ll tell them we don’t have anything else,” Ben said through clenched teeth.
              “You can do that, man, and we’re armed so they won’t try to push it. But you better believe homegirl here isn’t going to get far with what you gave her.” Ty’s face was blank.
              Ben looked to the little girl who was still pouting and then looked behind her where there were several other people watching quietly, patiently. “Sorry, we don’t have anything.”
              “I don’t like you!” the little girl screamed then ran towards a group of people. Again not much different than Ally. 
              They continued walking and Ty fell back with him. “Hey man, I’m not trying to tell you want to do and all, I’m just telling you from experience.”
              Ben nodded his head. “You’re right.” It was sad admitting as much. “How often do they bring supplies here?”
              “Every week or so. It’s not much, probably only enough for a couple days of decent eating but it’s something.”
              Ben didn’t say anything else. His time in New York had been filled with the sounds of explosions coming from Long Island, stale MRE’s and a feeling of hopelessness. The feeling of hopelessness seemed to be soaked into the very concrete of the buildings that surrounded them, the wind was tinged with it. Soldiers from their base would be sent to Long Island and soldiers from other bases would take their place, meanwhile no one knew what was going on. There would be days when everything was quiet than there were days when the sound of explosions and gunfire never seemed to let up. Mason was still in Central Park with a few others. They had put a cast on his arm when they first arrived. It was supposed to be taken off in a few days, then he would met back up with the rest of them. 
              Zima stopped where he was and turned to Ty and Ben. “You all set up here.
We’ll go up ahead. Don’t worry this drop-off should be quick, than we can move on.”
              “You the boss, boss,” Ty said as he put a toothpick in between his teeth.
              Ben and Ty stopped at the street corner just below a giant white sign that had been blackened by ash and age that read Just Do It with the Nike Swoosh going across it.  Just across from them was an empty brown shopping cart with a single child’s shoe being its only contents.  Ben didn’t want to know.
              “So what’s your thing, B?” Ty asked him.
              “My thing? What are you talking about?” Ben asked. 
              Ty rolled his head back and forth. “Come on man, you know what I mean. You all uptight all the time, what’s your story?”
              Ben found it hard to talk about his story with Mason, a man he trusted, he wasn’t about to attempt to tell it to Ty. “No story. Just a soldier.”
              Ty frowned at him for a second then just nodded his head. “Alright, you do you.”
              From the alleyway across the street came the figure of a middle aged man, wearing a long coat with what looked to be nothing more than tattered rags underneath along with a boy of about five or six.  The young boy wore a dirty blue shirt with the Superman logo displayed on the front and had a grimy Yankees baseball cap on his head. When the middle-aged man saw them he nodded towards them and walked over. 
              “I don’t mean to bother you, I was just wondering if they are bringing food today?” he asked sheepishly.  The little boy at his side eyed both Ben and Ty.
              “Yep, the trucks will be coming down this street and unloading three blocks up. You all better hurry though, you know that stuff never lasts long.” Ty said. 
              The man nodded and began to walk off when Ben stopped them.  He glanced about and didn’t see anyone else around or watching so he took off his backpack, pulled out his half-eaten MRE and handed it casually to the man.  The man’s eyes got big and he nodded his head. 
              “God bless you.”
              “Don’t worry about it. Keep it hidden, don’t let anyone see you with it.” Ben said. 
              The man nodded and thanked him again. As he turned to leave the little boy looked up at Ben and the corner of the boy’s mouth started to form a smile. Ben winked at him just before he was pulled away.
              “You a softie, dude.” Ty said laughing to himself. “You watch, probably somebody up in one of these windows saw that and they are going to come down looking for him.”
              “The food truck is coming, they won’t have a need to steal from each other.”
              “I know you’re not that naïve. Even if the food we bring could feed everyone, and don’t get it twisted, it can’t, that doesn’t mean people aren’t going to be jacking each other. They act nice when we looking but when we’re not,” Ty looked up at the sky and shook his head. “That’s when shit gets crazy.”
              Ben didn’t want him to be right but part of him knew he was. “Why don’t they start shipping people out of here again?”
              “Resources, or lack-there-of. Plus a lot of these people don’t want to leave. NY is their home.”
              “It doesn’t make sense to stay somewhere where you can’t take care of yourself.”
              “You don’t have to explain that to me. Course some of the people on these streets have been taking care of themselves well before the power went out. They’re just learning to do it a different way now,” Ty said. 
              The sound of rumbling emerged in the distance and it wasn’t long until three large supply convoys popped into view down the street.  All around Ben were apartment complexes whose rooms cost millions of dollars to buy but now sat powerless with people using them as temporary shelter. As the sounds of the convoys got louder people began to walk out of the buildings heading towards the drop-off.  The few people turned into a dozen, that dozen into dozens and soon the street was filled with gaunt skeletons all heading down the road either following the convoys or heading towards their final destination point. A terrible sadness filled Ben at that time as he realized just how right Ty was.  The street was filled with over a hundred people, there was no way the convoys had enough food to feed them all. 



 
Alec
 
              Fear filled his mind and paralyzed his body.  The back of his shirt was soaked through and he felt the sweat dripping from his forehead.  His world was dark and he knew if he didn’t open his eyes soon things would get worse, but he still couldn’t bring himself to open his eyes.
              “She can feel how tense you are.” Bethany’s sweet voice came from just beside him. “Alec, please open your eyes.”
              He slowly opened his eyes and saw the ground far below him.  It was like he was sitting on a cliff, a hairy, mobile cliff.  He never should have agreed to let Bethany teach him how to ride a horse.
              “Alec,” she said and he met her eyes.  She stood to the side with the reins in her hand and with a big smile covering her face. “You’re alright, just relax.”
              He was certain that any masculinity points he might have had leftover had been tossed away in the last few moments.  “I’m alright.  I just don’t like heights.”
              “Alec, you’re probably not even six feet off the ground.”
              To him it looked like he was at least double that, but he knew the horse wasn’t that tall.  “Uh, I’m trying to tell my brain that but it isn’t listening.”
              Bethany placed her hand on his leg and Alec’s body somehow stiffened even more, but with that came a feeling much more pleasant than the overwhelming fear he had been feeling. 
              “Breath.”
              He took a breath.  
              “Again.”
He took another.  Some of the fear drained from his body and he felt his tense muscles relax a little.
“Now place your hand on her side.” Bethany said softly.
Doing his best not to look down Alec reached down and laid his hand on the side of the horse’s neck.  “Now what?”
“Just feel her.”
He sat there for a few seconds not feeling anything and not certain what Bethany was talking about but he forced himself to clear his mind, and that was when he felt it.  His legs felt the horse breathing in and out, his hand felt her smooth coat and warm body.  He felt her body tremble for a moment and her hind end sway as her tail chased away a horse fly.  Alec was on top of a living breathing animal.
Bethany’s face lit up. “I know, right?”
“Holy shit,” was his only reply.
“Alright, I’m going to lead you around, try to keep your ass un-puckered.”
His mind hadn’t been able to fully register the fact she said something about a puckered ass when the giant beast he was on began to walk forward. The horse barely swayed from side to side as she calmly walked through the empty field.  The breath he had not realized he was holding came out all at once.  “This isn’t so bad.”
Bethany looked back at him.  “Yeah, I know.”
“So, uh, I take must think I’m pretty pitiful now.”
“I didn’t think you were that tough to begin with.”  She saw his face and laughed. “Everyone is scared their first time.”
“Really?  You were scared your first time?”
“Of course.  I acted a little tougher than you did, but I was still scared.”
“So I’m never going to hear the end of this?”  Alec said shaking his head.
“Not for a long time.”
They turned around and walked back towards the main house.  The joy Alec had finally been able to find was dashed when he saw Trevor and Mark standing there, both of their faces grim.  Bethany helped Alec swing down off of the horse.
“What’s wrong?” Alec asked.
“Nothing at the moment,” Trevor said. 
Mark went over and started talking with Bethany.
“You scared me,” Alec said. “I thought something had happened.
“No, everyone is just on edge.”
Alec understood.  The Chinese military had been in Centralia for over a week and didn’t seem to be any closer to leaving, if anything their presence had grown.  Temporary shelters had been set up all around the old fairgrounds and it was filled with Humvees, with more seeming to arrive every day.
“I don’t know what else we can do at this point,” Alec said wiping sweat from his brow. “Am I missing anything?”
Trevor shook his head no, but Alec already knew the answer.  His biggest concern was making sure their settlement wasn’t found and they had taken several steps to make sure they remained hidden.  There were three roads from the highway to their settlement.  The first was a small gravel road that had been all but destroyed after the first winter.  It had turned into a muddy mess after the snow melted and by the time the second winter arrived the grass had taken over and it wasn’t even clear it had ever been a road.  
The second road was still in decent shape but a few miles from their settlement was a small wooden bridge.  It was already in rough shape, they just took a few axes and finished what was going to eventually happen anyway.  
The last was much tougher, if for nothing else they still needed a way to make it into town with the vehicles they had.  The horses didn’t need roads and could cut through the fields easily, but if an emergency arose and they needed to get into town quickly they needed a working road.  The road was also in rough shape as grass and weeds easily outnumbered the gravel but it was still passable and still very obviously a road.  In one area there was a sharp curve and from far away it looked like the road ended at the edge of a field, it wasn’t until you got closer that you noticed it continued around a bend and behind a hill.  So they cut down a tree and used some more tree limbs to cover everything up.  Now even if someone pulled up right next to the fallen tree it would be hard to see the road continued on.  It was going to be a bitch to lift the tree and drive around the limbs but Freddie was certain he could work out a pulley system to make lifting the tree easier and faster.
“I think we need to limit going into Centralia and when we do, only go by horse, until they clear out,” Trevor said.
“If they clear out,” Alec said under his breath.
“When you get a chance we could use some help cutting down a few of the smaller trees on the west side.  Looks like Malcolm may know what he’s doing and might actually be able to build a log cabin.”
Their need for more shelters was still high as they had used every viable trailer in the area.  Malcolm had been telling everyone he knew how to build a log cabin so they decided to see if he was telling the truth.
It sounded like he was.  
“Alright, give me a few minutes and I’ll head over.” 
Alec turned to say good bye to Bethany when he noticed that she had walked to the other side of the fenced lot with Mark. Alec couldn’t hear what they were saying but could tell it was heated.  Bethany stood to the side with her arms crossed while her father’s mouth moved non-stop and his arms flailed from side to side.  Alec watched them from the corner of his eye for another minute until Mark finally stormed off in the other direction.  Bethany just stood there looking down at the ground.  Alec gave her another minute then approached.
“Looks like they need some help working on Malcolm’s log cabin so I’m going to head over there.”
Bethany’s back was to him and she just nodded. “Yeah,” her voice was full of emotion. “Catch up with you later.”
Alec hesitated.  Part of him just wanted to turn away and not get involved, the other part of him just wanted to put his arm around her and ask what was wrong.  He ended up going more in the middle. “Are you alright?”
Bethany turned to him.  Her face was red and her eyes had welled up with tears but still she gave him a warm smile. “Everything is fine.  My father is just worried.”
“That’s natural.”
“Yeah but when my father worries he tends to run.”
“Run? You mean leave?” Alec asked. “He wants to leave here?”
Bethany shook her head. “We’re not going anywhere.  I’m tired of constantly running. This is a good place.”
“I’ll talk to him. Even if the Chinese don’t leave for a while we’re safe here.”
“No, don’t” Bethany said grabbing his wrist. “He’s worked up right now.  It would only make things worse.  Just give him some time.  The army guys will leave and he’ll see that things are ok.”
Alec had only partially heard what she said.  All his focus was her hand on his wrist.  He realized he was just standing there staring at it and when he looked up she was looking at her hand as well, as if she didn’t know how it had gotten there, but she didn’t let go.  Slowly she raised her eyes and they locked with his.  Time didn’t exist, nothing else existed.  The horse had snuck up next to them and snorted loudly, snapping them back into reality.  Bethany laughed and ran her hand through her hair.
“I….I’ll catch up with you later,” she said and was walking away before he could say anything.
Alec’s tongue felt too large for his mouth so he just stood there with his mouth open.  After a few moments he regained control over his body and looked to the horse which just shook its massive neck and leisurely walked away. 
“What have I gotten myself into?” Alec asked as he turned and walked towards the others. 



 
Ally
 
              The house had probably been in shambles way before the world fell into darkness and the years since had not been kind.  The white siding on the house had been all but worn away revealing the dark rotting wood underneath.  A large chunk of the wall was missing from the side of the house revealing the rundown remains of the kitchen.  Dena stopped when she noticed the large hole in the wall and she let out an exasperated sigh.
              “I guess it’s better than another night outside.”
              Spence had said there was a town a few miles down the road but the day was nearly at an end and the last thing they wanted to do was to enter an unknown town in the middle of the night.  So the rundown house in the middle of nowhere it was.
              They tied up the horses and walked through the hole in the wall into the abandoned house.  The smell of wet wood hit Ally and she wrinkled up her nose.
She had smelled worse exploring abandoned houses but she still didn’t like it.  As her eyes adjusted to the dim light pouring in from the window and the missing wall she could make out pink and white wallpaper, which even though she was young she recognized as an odd choice.  The dark brown cabinets all sat open, someone had obviously ransacked this place long before they had arrived.  Ally walked past the old fridge, which had once been white but was now turning a yellowish color, and was hit by rotten smell that seeped out.  Her already wrinkled nose fought desperately to remain closed. 
              “Eww, it smells in here.” Coby complained as he walked through the hole in the wall.
              As Ally walked through the kitchen into a dark hallway, she felt Tiger at her side.
              “Ally, honey, don’t go off.  Let Spence check everything out first,” Dena yelled to her.
              Ally picked up her pace.  She had taken care of herself for a long time and didn’t need anyone to make sure a house was safe, let alone an always grumpy man who wouldn’t look at her.  
              A ray of light coming from a side room illuminated the end of the hallway and she peeked inside the room.  Her eyes took in what used to be a bathroom.  Ivy from outside was making its way inside thanks to the bathroom window being slightly askew.  An empty bathtub sat below it, filled with dirt and decaying leaves.  Ally took a few steps in the room and her eyes caught something moving to the side and she managed to bite back a scream.  Looking back at her, was her.  Or at least a version of herself that she didn’t recognize.  Her hair was long, much longer then she could ever remember her mother allowing it to get.  Parts of it were ratted up and it struck her that she probably hadn’t run a brush through it since she was at the military base.  She took a step closer in order to get a better look.  Past the splotches of dirt that littered her face she could make out her features and had to take a step back.
                She was growing up.
              “What are you doing?” came Spence’s voice from behind her, making her jump.
              “Nothing,” she said sheepishly. 
              Spence eyed her up and down, not even trying to hide his displeasure, then glanced around the room.  “Don’t go wandering around.”
              Ally bit her lip and waited for him to walk out of the room.  She made her way back down the hallway into the living room area where there was a couch and a couple of chairs.  Dena was unpacking a few supplies while Coby and Adam were relaxing in the chairs.  
              Ally bent down next to Dena and tried to talk as quietly as she could. “Dena, do you have a brush?”
              Dena stopped what she was doing and looked at Ally.
The woman’s eyes went to her hair and she smiled.  “Good lord, honey.  Yes I do, I’m sorry I didn’t say anything sooner.”
              Spence went out looking for supplies and Ally used that time to brush most of the rats out of her hair.  Once she was done they sat around in the living room enjoying a roof over their heads and walls to block out the wind.  Adam and Dena talked about what they were going to do next while Ally listened to Coby talk about the toys he used to have that he missed.  Time passed and the sun dipped below the horizon leaving them with just their candles to light the big room.  Ally caught the worried look on Dena’s face and realized that Spence still hadn’t made it back.  It wasn’t unusual for him to be gone for large swaths of time when he went looking for food and supplies but he was almost always back before it got dark. 
              “Maybe I should go looking for him,” she caught Dena saying to Adam.
              “You don’t even know which way he went.  He can take care of himself. I was hoping we could use this time to try and…..work on things.”
              Dena shot him a look and got up to look outside.
              “What’s wrong,
Momma?  Where is Spence?”  Coby asked.
              “Everything is fine, Coby. Go back to talking to Ally.”
              Ally looked to Adam and saw the worried crease running down the man’s forehead.  He was worried she was going to insist on running out into the dark to look for the man.  “I’m sure he’s fine,” Ally offered. 
              Dena gave her a smile but it was clear the woman wasn’t buying it.  “I’ll just ride out a ways and see if I can spot him coming.”
              “Dena,” Adam started and stopped. He looked at her and his eyes were soft but determined. “We can’t start breaking up.  He knows where to find us.  If we go running off then we risk him coming back and then we’ll have to go out looking for you.”
              “I won’t go far,” Dena said stubbornly.
              Before Adam could press the issue they heard the snort of a horse in the distance.  Dena looked out the opening in the wall and relaxed.  “It’s him, he’s back.”
              Ally was not nearly as relieved. 
              Dena sat at the opening in the wall waiting for the man and Ally turned her attention to rubbing Tiger’s belly until she heard Dena gasp.
              “Adam, come help. He’s hurt.”
              Dena and Adam ran outside and Ally held Coby back.  After a few moments they emerged from the darkness outside into the candle-lit room and they were helping to prop Spence up.  The man’s shirt was torn in several places revealing minor cuts underneath and his nose was bloody.  The man pulled away from Dena and Adam and limped a few steps into the room.
              “I told you I’m fine,” he said angrily. More to Adam than to Dena despite the fact that both of them had been helping him. 
              “Jesus, Spence, what in the hell happened?” Dena asked.
              Spence limped over to the nearby wall and placed his back on it and slid down.  “Got jumped. I was checking out a suburb a few miles north of here and some guys came out of nowhere.”
              “Shit,” Adam said and went to the opening in the wall.
              “Don’t worry they won’t be coming around here.”
              “What do you mean?” Dena asked.
              “They took what I had and left me for dead. When I got my bearings I watched them and they headed north.  We don’t have anything to worry about.”
              Dena ran over to her backpack and got out some first aid supplies and then ran over to Spence.  She began to clean off his face and dress the wounds on his chest.
              Spence ran a hand through his hair and motioned to Adam. “Go out to my horse.  In the side pack are some apples and what I think is left over deer meat.”
              Adam paused for a second then nodded his head and ran out.
              “I thought you said they stole what you had?” Ally asked.
              “They stole what was on me.  My horse was tied up a few houses back,” Spence answered not looking at her.
              Adam came back in a few minutes later with several apples and several book sized objects covered in some kind of paper.  The man laid the objects down in the light and unwrapped them, it was already cut up pieces of deer meat.
              “Where did you find that?” Ally asked.
              This time Spence looked at her, clearly annoyed. “In one of the houses.”
              “Someone just left behind deer meat?” Dena asked what Ally was wondering.
              “They left a lot of stuff, most of it the guys who beat me up took.  Look I just got my fucking ass kicked and I’m starving.  Instead of asking a million fucking questions can we just cook up that meat instead?”
              Adam stepped just outside the walls and began to build a fire while Dena eyed Spence.
              “Did you steal that from someone?” Ally heard Dena ask quietly.
              “Steal? They left meat unattended in a house. I didn’t steal shit. You want Coby to eat meat tonight or just more berries and stale crackers? We have shit for supplies and still have a long ways to go.”
              Dena didn’t flinch and her gaze didn’t waiver. “We don’t steal from other people.”
              This time Spence gave her an annoyed look. “I’ll remember that in the future. You remember that when Coby goes to bed with a growling stomach.” 
              Adam started a fire and they began to cook the meat.  After a few moments Adam spoke up. “I’ll go with you in the future. To watch your back.”
              “I don’t need you to watch my back,” Spence spat. 
              “I think that would be a good idea,” Dena said.
              “I don’t care, I don’t need his help. The last thing I need is a helpless banker stumbling along beside me.”
              Adam focused on the ground but Ally could still see his face getting red. “That’s enough, Spence,” he said through clenched teeth. “I’m not helpless.”
              “Yeah, you’re not helpless,” Spence said pretending to bite back a laugh.” You’re a regular outdoorsman.”
              “I can go with you,” Ally said. She didn’t like Spence; the only person that seemed to was Dena, but she was willing to help. “I can hunt and I’m quiet.”
              “Even better, a snot-nosed child.”
              Anger filled Ally but before she could say anything Dena spoke up. “Back off, Spence.”
              For a brief moment the man looked hurt but just as quickly the look was replaced by one of anger. “What the fuck ever. I’m tired and I’ve lost my appetite. Enjoy the meal.”  The man used the wall to balance himself as he stood up and limped over to the far side of the room where he laid down.
              Adam kept his attention on the floor while Dena stared at Spence’s back, a conflicted look covering her face. Ally looked to the fire and got lost in the dancing flames. These people were a ticking time bomb and at any moment they were going to explode.  She wasn’t afraid, she had been taking care of herself long before they came.  



 
Alec
 
              Once he managed to stifle the urge to scream out in abject terror he had to admit it was kind of beautiful.  What had initially felt like the horse was sprinting at a speed over thirty miles per hour slowed down and Alec realized it was probably closer to just three or four miles per hour.  The saddle which had first felt like it was covered in lubricant eventually became comfortable and Alec felt it was now molded to his butt.  Alec loosened his death grip on the saddle horn and eventually let go of it altogether.
              Bethany watched him with a smile on top of her own horse.  The sun was just above her shoulder and her hair gently danced in the breeze.
              “I told you.”
              “Told me what?” Alec asked.
              “That you would get the hang of it.”
              They made their way through the open fields that stretched as far as the eye could see.  Alec had gotten so used to looking at everything in ways to figure out how it could benefit the settlement and had forgotten how to just enjoy the scenery.  The world was full of violence and sucked a large portion of the time, but it was gorgeous. 
              “We’re not too far from Centralia if you want to continue on.” 
              “I don’t think your father wants you going into Centralia while the soldiers are there.”  Bethany gave him a look that he instantly translated to mean quit acting like you’re my father and he shook his head.  “Fair enough.”
              They cut through the fields and came up along the backside of town.  Whenever they traveled to Centralia they took this path and made a point to sneak out without the soldiers seeing them.  The last thing they needed was for the soldiers to find New Hope.  The horse’s hooves clomped down the deteriorating road. As they got closer Alec could make out shouting.
              He pulled up and motioned for Bethany to stop. “Hold up.”  He listened and made out the sounds of arguing. “Bethany head back, I’m going to see what’s going on.”
              Bethany didn’t move.  He opened his mouth to say something when she held up a hand telling him to stop. “Don’t treat me like a child, Alec.”
              “I’m not trying to treat you like a child. I don’t need your father trying to kill me.”
              “You’ve met my father, do you really think I need another one?”
              “I’m not trying to act like you’re father either.” Alec couldn’t find anything else to say so he said the truth. “I don’t want you to get hurt.”
              Bethany’s face softened and she pulled her horse up next to his.  She looked deep in his eyes. “And don’t treat me like a damsel in distress either. I can take care of myself and I can make my own choices.”
              Alec’s frustration drained away but the concern stubbornly remained behind. “Ok. But if things get out of hand and I say the word get yourself back home, ok?”
              “You’re lucky you’re cute when you’re worried.” Bethany spurred on the horse and it trotted ahead of Alec.  He shook his head knowing that either she or the horse was probably going to be the death of him.
              They trotted ahead to the southernmost edge of Centralia where they had taken the empty fields and turned them into lots for the livestock they had managed to gather up.  The fields were filled with cattle, horses and even a few pigs.  Alec saw two Chinese Humvees parked next to one of the cattle lots and over a dozen soldiers stood there with Whitlock and a few of the villagers blocking them from the gate.
              Alec swung off the horse, handed the reins to Bethany and ran towards them.  One of the soldiers turned to him and lifted up the rifle, stopping him right in his tracks.  “Uh, not a threat.”
              The skinny translator came out from behind one of the Humvees and raised up his hands.  He said something in Chinese and the soldier lowered his gun but his eyes burned a hole into Alec.  Whitford saw Alec and waved him over.
              “What the hell is going on?” Alec asked Whitford.
              The man’s beard was even more unruly than usual and the stress of having the soldiers in his town was evident on his face.  It looked like the man hadn’t slept in weeks.  “They’re trying to take some of our cattle.”
              Alec turned to the translator who raised his hands up again. “The General needs two cows, he will pay you all back before we leave.”
              Whitford paced back and forth. “Yeah I’m sure it’s just two now and then two more tomorrow until our livestock is gone and their little BBQ is in full swing.”  Alec placed his hand on Whitford’s shoulder and the man stopped pacing. “When are you leaving?”
              One of the soldiers said something to the translator and he shook his head and said something back.  It was obvious the soldiers weren’t going to allow Whitford and the others to continue blocking their path for long.
              “Listen, my name is Desmond,” he glanced behind him for a moment. “Just give them the two cows.  You know you can’t stop them, trying to will just make it worse.”
              One of the soldiers yelled something and they all lifted their guns and pointed it in their direction.  Fear gripped Alec’s body.  He glanced to Bethany who was still forty yards back watching, her eyes went wide and Alec fought the urge to yell at her to run.  The translator waved his hands in the air trying to keep them to lower their guns but one of the soldiers stepped forward and pushed the man to the ground.
              “Whitford,” Alec said under his breath. “This is not worth dying for.”
              “If we give this to them they won’t stop taking.”
              “Now is not the time to fight,”  Alec said. A soldier yelled something out and Alec jumped. “Don’t sacrifice yourself to prove a point.”  With that said Alec walked to the side away from the gate.  A few others followed him and for a brief moment it appeared Whitford wouldn’t move but he finally spit on the ground and strolled out of the way.
              One soldier stood there watching them while the others went about getting the cattle.  The soldier gently kicked the translator who was still on the ground and said something.  The translator looked to Alec.  “He wants to know who you are.”
              “Why?” Alec asked.  
              The translator didn’t even pretend to translate.
              “My name is Alec.”
              The translator told the soldier who asked another question. “He wants to know where you live.”
              Alec again glanced to Bethany who had pulled back even further and was watching them from behind a distant house.  “Here.  I live in a house near the old high school.”
              After the translator relayed this information to the soldier he took a few steps forward and got into Alec’s face.  “He doesn’t believe you.” The translator said.
              Alec fought back a surge of anger.  “That’s his problem.” 
The translator said nothing and the soldier turned to the skinny man who had got back to his feet and dusted himself off.  The translator again began talking and pointed towards the high school.  The soldier turned back to Alec and looked him up and down, he then looked past to Whitford and pointed menacing at the man, whatever the soldier said the translator didn’t say.  With that said the soldier turned his back to them and walked back towards the Humvees. The translator followed behind him after a few moments. 
Alec let out the breath he hadn’t been aware he was holding. 
“This is just the beginning,” Whitford said, his fists were clenched and his face was red. “They’re going to drain us dry and then they’ll head out.”
“I’m not saying you’re wrong,” Alec said trying to keep his voice low. “But there isn’t anything we can do about it right now.  When things calm down, ride out and I’ll call the council.”
Whitford shook his head, obviously remembering what happened the last time he met with the council. “Yeah, I guess we don’t really have much of a choice.”
Alec stood there and watched as the soldiers tied a lead rope around the neck of two the cows and slowly began to lead them back towards their base at the fairgrounds.  Once it was clear he made his way back to Bethany. 
She looked to him and let out a breath. “Damn.”
Alec shook his head, “Yeah,” he looked back towards the now empty street, things were dangerously close to getting out of hand. “Damn.”



 
Ben
 
              The smell caught in the back of Ben’s throat and refused to let go. He paused for a moment at the edge of the door and Ty squeezed past him laughing.
              “Gotta love the smell of spoiled meat and unwashed bodies.”
              Ben gathered himself and walked inside the abandoned apartment room. The door had been locked and he had managed to knock it down, per their orders.  Both Ty and Ben were too inexperienced to go to the front lines so they had been patrolling the refugee areas and searching the buildings for unwanted supplies.  Food and weapons were obvious so the people still living in the city had already beaten them to the punch, but certain other things might prove useful to the military.  Which is why they found themselves in the middle of Manhattan breaking down doors in dilapidated apartment buildings. 
              He walked into the living room of the small apartment and realized this had once been a really nice place.  The white carpet showed obvious signs that it hadn’t been vacuumed in a while as dust and debris littered the floor.  Two white sofas sat in the middle of the room looking as if they hadn’t been used, ever.  A large chandelier hung from the middle of the room and a fireplace sat in the far corner. 
              “Damn B, I bet you this spot cost over a million dollars to pick up,” Ty said as he turned in a circle to soak it all in. 
              Ben watched him as he walked around slowly taking everything in.  Ben’s first experience meeting a soldier was Mason. The man’s helicopter had crashed near his house and Ben had helped him recover. Even though Mason had been injured he was tough and straight to the point. Then last year Ben went with Mason and met up with another group of soldiers.  While they were all different they were also very similar in that they were disciplined and focused.  Ty on the other hand was the complete opposite.  It didn’t take much detective work to figure out the young man had enrolled after the world went black like Ben had. 
              “How long have you been in the military?” Ben asked. 
              Ty put down a ceramic vase he had been inspecting. “I don’t know, maybe six, seven months, why?”
              Ben shrugged. “Just wondering. Why did you join?”
              Ty smiled the same mischievous smile Ben had gotten used to seeing. “They feed us.” He saw the look on Ben’s face and laughed. “Come on, man, don’t do me like that. Look the food isn’t that great but its food. I could either stay on these streets and fight for food like all these other fools, or I could join up and get some food in my belly.”
              It made sense but it didn’t sound good.
              “What about you, why did you decide to be all that you could be?”
              Ben knew exactly why he joined but he didn’t think the reason would be sufficient enough to satisfy Ty so he just shrugged his shoulders.
              “Why you don’t like me?” Ty said cocking his head to the side.
              “What?” Ben didn’t hate Ty, of course that hadn’t been what he had accused him of. He wasn’t sure exactly how he felt about him. “It’s not that I don’t like you.”
              Ty waited for more but nothing came. “Just saying, you’re shady sometimes.”
              “I’m just quiet, I guess.” Ben quickly moved to the hallway with Ty following.
              “Nah, you don’t get out of this conversation that easy….”
              Ty continued talking but Ben stopped listening.  The smell seemed to be coming from a nearby room so Ben peeked in and immediately pulled back.  While his eyes were no longer on the horrible sight the image remained in his mind’s eye. There was a bathtub, once white, now an aged yellow. What had once been water filled the tub but it had since taken on a black color and had thickened into a sludge. It wasn’t the tub or the water that had bothered Ben, it was the body.  The long dark hair suggested the body belonged to a female.  Her arm laid across the side of the tub and her head was laid back against the ceramic backsplash as if she were just taking a leisurely bath. The skin had taken on a leathery look and any distinctive features on her face had decayed away causing it to look more like a generic skull than a person. 
              “Wow B, what’s gotten into-“ Ty went around him to the room and stopped.
              Ben walked away down the hall not caring where he went as long as it was away from that.  He walked until he got to the end of the hallway where there was another door but he just stopped.  He was looking at the door but all he could see was the body.
              “Damn. That’s some fucked up shit,” Ty said softly as he was coming up behind him.
              Ben looked to Ty and saw his eyes were wide but whether by force or just naturally he seemed fine.  As if the sight of a decaying body didn’t have an effect on him. 
              “You alright, B?”
              Ben nodded his head. 
              “There were a lot of those when the power first went out.”              
              “What do you mean a lot of those?”
              “First few months were crazy. People fighting and killing to just to get some food.  The Army brought supplies and stuff but they couldn’t feed hundreds of thousands of people. Shit kept breaking down, people starting losing hope, so people just started ending it.”              
              The lady had just been lying there peacefully.  No signs of an attack, no stab or bullet woods.  She had just died.  “Pills?” Ben asked.
              “You just kind of fall asleep,” Ty finished. He walked past Ben and opened up the door behind him.  “God dammit,” he whispered. 
              Ben turned and his eyes were filled with the color pink.  Pink walls, pink lace hanging from the ceiling, pink stuffed bears and in the corner a pink crib.  In the crib was a small object covered in a pink blanket. Ty’s face dropped as the horror struck him. He walked out and closed the door behind him.  Ben stood there.  They had been lucky.  His father had taken them from the city to the middle of the country where they had managed to take care of themselves, for a time. Not everyone had been that lucky. Ben walked down the hallway and stumbled into the living room where Ty was sitting on one of the couches with his head in his hands.  Ben sat down on the floor across from him.
              “Shit’s fucked, dude,” Ty whispered. “I’m tired of the dead.”
              “Yeah,” Ben said. 
              Ty sat back on the couch, his eyes watery. “My moms died when I was like ten or eleven. Overdosed. I spent some time on the street, just took care of myself. I did some bad stuff to get food.” He looked up at Ben for a second then looked away. “I saw dead bodies then.  I found my mom’s too.” Ty shook his head and ran his hands over his eyes. “I ain’t never seen a kid though, a baby.  Shit’s fucked.”
              His father, Joseph. The pain was a reminder but it didn’t’ help. Ben stood up. “Come on, let’s get out of here.”
              “You want to know the real reason I joined? I did enough bad shit when I was younger to survive. I wasn’t about to go back to that. This is my chance to do something good.”
              Ben smiled. “We have and we are. Come on, let’s get out of here.”
              Ty nodded and got up. For a second they stood there awkwardly until Ben walked out of the room and Ty followed. Together they left the horror behind them to face the horror in front of them.
              They walked down the desolate hallways down the empty stairs until they got to the door leading to the outside world.  Ben was still in his own little world when he stepped out and it wasn’t until he saw the two Chinese soldiers across the street that he snapped back to reality.  A second seemed to stretch into an hour as they stood there. One of the soldiers glanced towards them and looked away, as he began his double take Ben turned, grabbed Ty’s arm and ran back into the building. Seconds later the door behind them exploded in gunfire. The sounds were amplified in the small hallways and Ben’s hearing was reduced to a loud buzz.
              “Get upstairs!” Ben yelled to Ty even though he couldn’t hear his own words. 
              They ran up the stairs onto the second level. Ben took up position at the stop and leveled his gun towards the bottom of the stairs.  His ears continued to buzz and he tried to calm his breathing. 
              Moments passed.
              One after the other.
              Then movement at the bottom of the stairs. For a spilt second the face of one of the soldiers peeked around and Ben opened fire. Short-bursts focused at the bottom of the stairs. He watched as the wooden stairs splintered and broke apart from the barrage of bullets, then he stopped. A rifle appeared at the bottom of the stairs and fired up at him.  Ben dove to the side as the wall to the side of him took the impact of dozens of bullets.  He scrambled to his feet and ran out of the stairway further into the building. As he passed one of the doors someone reached out and pulled him into the room. Ben twisted away causing him to fall to his side but he rolled with his momentum and got to his knees with the rifle pointed at the person who grabbed him.  Ty stood there wide-eyed. Ben lowered the gun. 
              “Did you get them?” Ty asked but it sounded like he was shouting from a great distance. 
              Ben shook his head no and motioned for Ty to fall back further into the room.  Ben got up, closed the door and took position behind a nearby couch.  Ty was on the other side of the room behind a desk, his gun also pointed at the door.  Mason and the others were nearby and would have heard the gunshots.
They just had to make it long enough for Mason to find them.
              A loud explosion sounded from the hallway and their door blew off the hinges and fell a few feet from Ben.  He squeezed the gun but managed to avoid firing blindly.  A dust cloud floated into the room and the light from fire somewhere in the hallway flickered into the room.  Ben breathed in slowly and focused on the door.  As the barrel of a rifle came into view and began to twist into their room he opened fire. The wall just behind the rifle was peppered with bullets and the rifle fell on the ground just outside their door.  A few moments passed and then a pool of blood flowed past the doorway.
              “I think you got hi-“ Ty started but was interrupted by gunfire.
              It shot through the walls into their room and Ben ducked behind the couch, realizing that if the bullets could pierce the walls the couch wasn’t going to do much to protect him.  He fell to his stomach with his rifle out and as the last soldier stepped from behind the wall into the room Ben opened fire.  The man’s head snapped back and he fell back against the hallway walls. 
              Ben didn’t move.  He sat there with his rifle pointed towards the door. His ears continued to ring and his head pounded with the sound of his heartbeat.  Ty came up next to him and shook him gently.
              “You alright, B?”
              Ben didn’t say anything.
              They both sat there staring at the door until they heard the familiar voice of Mason calling out to them from somewhere in the building.  Ty answered their calls.  Mason appeared in the doorway and looked at both of them, he then looked down at the dead soldiers in the hallway.  With just a few steps he was at Ben’s side and put his hands on his shoulders. 
              “You good?” he asked. 
              Ben met the man’s eyes and shook his head. They were safe. 



 
Ally
 
              The horse’s hooves clacked against the cracked asphalt as they walked down the empty street, the smell of baking asphalt filled Ally’s nose.  To both sides of them were old brick buildings with dusty windows and faded signs.  Tufts of grass were sprouting from the road and ivy had taken over entire sides of some of the buildings.  Several worn out cars were parked on the side of the street, their tires flat and their windows busted out leaving them open to the elements. 
              “Everyone is gone,” Coby said softly but his voice carried down the empty street.
              “I said no talking,” Spence shot back causing Coby to flinch.
              Spence’s horse led them down the street while Ally rode on the back of Dena’s horse & Coby on the back of Adam’s. The empty fields they had gotten so used to had run out and all that lay before them were cities and towns.  They had decided, more like Spence had decided, that going through the smaller towns was safer than going through a large city. 
              Spence led them back behind a four story brick apartment building that was surrounded on the three sides by large grass hedges that were taller than their horses.  The rear of the building consisted of broken windows and boarded up doors. 
              “We can tie the horses up here and rest for the night,” Spence said as he swung off his horse.
              The others followed and tied their horses up to a fence that was partially hidden by the out of control hedges.  Ally pulled out her water canteen and got just enough water to wet her tongue.
She was out.
              “Here you go, hon,” Dena said handing Ally her canteen.
              “Thanks,” Ally said as she took a swig of the warm water.
              “We need to see if we can find a source of water nearby,” Dena said quietly to Spence.
              “I saw a small creek just on the other side of here when I was scouting. Bring the canteens and I’ll take you there,” Spence said.
              “I’ll come too,” Ally said.
              Spence’s jaw clenched but he didn’t say anything. 
              “Adam, can you watch Coby while we go get some water?” Dena asked.
              The man nodded. 
              The walked around the tall hedges past an old sheet metal warehouse to where there were a large grove of trees.  Sure enough there was a slow moving creek cutting through the trees heading out to nowhere.  Dena grabbed the canteens and began to fill them up while Ally stayed back hoping to find a squirrel.
              “Hey,” Spence’s voice was hushed but the anger was still evidence. He came walking up to her. “I thought I told you not to go wandering off.”
              “I’m fine, Spence, I don’t need you looking out for me.”
              “I’m not looking out for you, I’m looking out for Dena. She’s having a hard enough time as it is, the last thing she needs is for you to go and get lost or hurt. So stay close.”
              The man started to turn around but Ally stopped him. “Why don’t you like me?”
              His head turned slightly but he didn’t look at her. “I don’t have a reason to like, or not like you. You’re just there.”
              “Why do you treat everyone like crap? Adam is always nice to you and all you do is bully him around.”
              Spence peeked to make sure that Dena was still filling up the canteens then turned his attention to her. “You think Adam is a nice guy?”
              “Yes.”
              “You’re right, he is a nice guy. Nice guys in this world can’t protect their families. Nice guys are the ones who will get everyone around them killed. I don’t care about you because you don’t make our situation easier, you make it harder. I don’t like Adam because he could make our situation easier but his inability to be a man hurts us instead of helps us.  He couldn’t take care of his family when the world was good, let alone now.”
              “What do you mean he couldn’t take care of his family before?” Ally asked. 
              “Dena needed me well before the shit hit the fan.”
              “You all ok?” Dena said as she approached.
              Spence turned around with a fake smile on his face. “Yep, just talking about the area.”
              “Oh….that’s nice,” Dena said not quite buying it.
              They walked back in silence and just as their temporary residence was in sight they heard a loud crash coming from the west side of town. 
              “What the hell was that?” Dena said softly.
              “Head back inside, I’ll check it out,” Spence said as he crouched down and began running towards the noise.
              “Come on, Ally,” Dena started but Ally had already taken off after the man.
              She was tired of Spence always acting like he was the only one capable of doing anything. She was small and quiet, the chances of her going undetected were a lot higher than his.  Ally heard Dena call out to her quietly but she didn’t slow down.  
              Spence cut back into town and began weaving in and out around broken down cars. Ally was able to keep up while still keeping her distance.  Every few seconds Spence would stop behind something and listen. 
At first Ally couldn’t hear anything but over time she could make out the faint sound of talking in the distance.  Once again Spence took off in that direction.  Even with the sun nearly out of sight behind the far buildings Ally could feel sweat dripping down her forehead.  Finally Spence stopped behind a broken down RV and peered towards the other side of the street.  Ally stopped and what had once been faint talking was now loud and clear as she could hear a man talking to someone about getting a fire started.
              Ally sprinted around the side and hid behind a dirty evacuation sign sitting ten yards from where Spence was set up.  She waited a few moments and confirmed that he hadn’t noticed her then she looked around to the source of the talking.  A middle aged man and a young woman sat just inside an old clothing store.  The glass front was busted out making it easy to see them milling about.  The man took off a green hiking backpack and laid it just inside the store, in his other hand was a strung up rabbit.  Ally’s stomach growled quietly, it had been awhile since she had a good rabbit.  The young woman looked to be in her early twenties, she had long blonde hair and was sitting down at the door trying on a pair of white sneakers.
              “I’m telling you these fit perfectly.” Ally heard the woman say to the man. “I told you coming through here would be worth it.”
              “I’m still empty handed so it’s not worth it to me yet.” The man answered back.  The man bent down and pulled out a liquor bottle from his backpack.  He walked out of the front of the store and surveyed the city, he looked briefly in her direction but scanned the other way just as quickly.  He took a long swig from the liquor bottle and from where she was at Ally could see the word’s Johnnie Walker on the side of the bottle.  The man shook his head violently and wiped his mouth with his arm.  He turned the bottle over inspecting it closer and Ally could also see a large red sticker on the bottle that read MERLE’S LIQUOR STORE on it. After a few moments the man went back inside the building.
              As darkness began to take over the sky Spence quietly got up from where he was and snuck around the back of a nearby house heading towards Dena and the others.  Ally remained hidden until he passed and then took off after him. She couldn’t help but smile inside.
She had managed to not only find the source of the noise, just like Spence, but she had also managed to go undetected by the man.  She cut through the town and arrived back at their base just a few minutes after Spence arrived.  When she got there she instantly felt bad.  Dena came running up with tears in her eyes.
              “What the hell were you thinking, Ally?  You could have been hurt?”
              Spence turned on her. “What the hell did you do? Did you go out there?”
              Ally looked to Spence and then looked to Dena. “I tried to follow you but got lost. I just found my way back, sorry.” She wasn’t sure why she lied.
              Dena ran up to her and gave her a hug. “Dammit, honey, you can’t do stuff like that. You worried me sick.”
              Adam and Coby came out of the house, both of them with worried expressions on their face.  “What was it? What did you find?” Adam asked Spence.
              “Nothing just a group of people headed in the other direction. They’re not a threat.”
              Dena, Adam and Coby all looked worried sick. Ally felt bad, which made her feel angry. Ally pulled herself out of Dena’s grip. “I’m not a child,” she said softly making sure to meet Dena’s eyes. “I don’t need you worrying about me and trying to protect me. I can do that on my own.  If I want to go somewhere I will.”
              Dena sat back in silence.
              “What the fuck did you say?” Spence said taking a few steps forward.
              Dena held her hand up to Spence stopping him in his tracks. “You’re right.  I’m sorry.” Dena rubbed her forehead for a few seconds. “You might be small but you’re tough. I’ll…..I’ll try not to worry in the future.  Just promise me you won’t go chasing off after danger like that again.”
              Ally nodded. Spence glared at her and then turned around and walked inside.  Adam and Coby walked in after him.
              “Can I ask you something, Dena?” Ally asked.
              “Of course.”
              “Why is Spence here?”
              Dena’s face crunched up. “What do you mea-“
              “He doesn’t like your husband, he doesn’t like me. I don’t think I’ve ever heard him say more than two words to Coby.  You’re the only who he seems not to hate.”
              Dena let out a long sigh. “It’s complicated.  Spence is……a complicated guy.”
              “He doesn’t seem complicated.”
              “He was there for me before the power went out.  He was a…friend when I needed one.”
              “He likes you.” It was a statement, not a question.
              “Yes.”
              “Do you like him?”
              Dena was quiet for a few moments. “Not like that. Not anymore.”
              “Then why is he still here?”
              “Because we need him.  He watches after us and finds food for us.”
              “I can hunt for us.  I can make sure we are safe. And I won’t be mean to everyone like he is.”
              Dena smiled. “I don’t doubt any of that.” The smile disappeared. “I didn’t realize it was so obvious how he felt about Adam.  I’ll say something to him.  Deep down he is a nice guy.
He’s just…..complicated.”
              There didn’t seem to be anything else to say so Ally just nodded.  They went inside and had the last of their food.  Once again Spence went out looking for more but came back empty handed.  They didn’t talk about it, pushing the problem to the side for another day. 
              Ally woke up early, the sun hadn’t even broken the horizon yet.  Tiger stirred next to her and licked her on the face.  She pushed the dog away and stood up.  Dena and Coby slept together wrapped up in little balls, with Adam just a few feet away, while Spence slept on the opposite side of the room.  Chances were they would be asleep for another hour or so.  Ally looked outside and decided it was about time she showed them how capable she was. 
              She snuck out through the hole in the kitchen and for a brief moment thought twice about what she was doing when the cool morning air hit her.  Tiger sat at the opening and didn’t move.
              “Come on, you big baby, it’s not that cold,” Ally whispered.
              Tiger looked behind him towards the warm blankets and then back to Ally standing out in the cool air.  The dog whined softly then slowly walked out with her.
              “You’re such a baby,” Ally said smiling to herself.
              Ally felt free again as she bounded past the hedges towards the open field leading to the small creek they had found yesterday.  The wind blew through her hair, the sounds of crickets filled her ears and the bow just felt right in her hands.  She crouched down as she approached the brush and let the sounds of nature take over. Each step she took hit the ground gently avoiding sticks and other noisy debris.  After a few moments she noticed a squirrel hop down from a tree and take a few leaps into the open where it stopped and picked up a nearby acorn. Ally aimed the bow and let loose.
She knew it was a hit before it left the bow. 
              The sun had crested the horizon by the time she had nabbed her second squirrel. She considered for a brief moment waiting to see if she could catch another but the memory of Dena’s face changed her mind.  If they woke up and she wasn’t there then Dena would start to worry again, despite the fact Ally told her not to.
She didn’t want the woman to go through that again.  She turned to head back towards the house when she heard Tiger whining from behind some thick brush.
              “What are you crying about?” Ally asked.
              Tiger continued to whine so she came around the brush and saw the dog sniffing at something partially obscured by the tall weeds.  She pushed him away to get a better look and saw a bag covered in dried blood. Whoever had worn this thing couldn’t have made it.  As the sun cut through the trees one of its rays hit the ground near the bag and Ally’s heart sank.  She had seen this bag before, minus the blood.  In front of her sat the same hiker’s bag she had seen the day before, but the man and woman that had it last were nowhere to be seen. 



 
Alec
 
Whitford sat down at the table in front of the council and defeat was written all over his face.  Not a word had been said, not by him or anyone else, but he already appeared to be beaten and worn down.  
Margie watched him with a frown on her face.  Alec could still tell her nose was slightly off center, the only physical evidence of the beating she had once taken long ago. “You ok, Whitford?” she asked.
The man looked up suddenly as if he just realized where he was. “What? Oh yes, I’m fine.”
Margie looked to Malcolm and then Alec.  He tried to give her a comforting smile even though he didn’t think there was anything he could say to comfort any of them.  
“All right,” Malcolm leaned back in his chair and folded his arms across his chest. “It doesn’t look like the Chinese are going anywhere soon.”  No one spoke up. “So where does that leave us?”
Whitford ran his hands over his face and sat up. “There are probably over a hundred of them based at the fairgrounds, maybe more, and each of them individually probably has more firepower than we do combined.”  Whitford stared down at the table. “There isn’t anything we can do.”
“Have they hurt anyone?” Trevor asked. “I know they have taken some of your livestock but have they done anything else?”
“Not yet.  It’s possible that they just needed a place to re-supply and they will be going soon.  It’s also possible that they, for some strange reason, needed two cows and won’t have any need for anything else. I think we all know that is not the case.  They are invading our country.  They outnumber and outgun us.  They are well aware they can do whatever they want.”
Alec couldn’t find a single thing to disagree with Whitford about and part of him was glad the man hadn’t come into the meeting asking them to suit up for war, but the fact the man had seemed to have given up was disconcerting.  
“I’m sorry you all got together just for me to come here and tell you it’s pointless.  That wasn’t my original intention but I’ve looked over all our options and there is nothing we can do.  You all need to stay hidden and if we are lucky enough and they do leave then we can try and rebuild.”  Whitford let out a long sigh. “They have been sending out patrols to scout the area.
If I were you I would post people up at the roads to watch for them and warn if they get close.”
“Is there anything you need from us?” Alec asked.
Whitford shook his head no. 
Malcolm cleared his throat uncomfortably.  The old man had been expecting a fight, not for Whitford to walk in already waving a white flag.  “Thank you for the warning.”
Whitford nodded his head and slowly got up and walked out.
“He’s right, there isn’t anything we can do,” Trevor said once Whitford had left.
“Would we be saying the same thing if they were in our settlement?” Alec asked looking around the room. “Would we be content to just sit back and let them take whatever they wanted?”
“It is easier to sit back and do nothing,” Margie said quietly. “But you saw what happened first hand when we tried to fight back.  You saved my life from people looking to take advantage of us and the town we came from is probably burnt to the ground now.”
Alec didn’t know what to say.  She was right.  He had fought back against the scum that had taken Margie’s old town hostage and that was why they were here.  He had almost talked himself into believing that he had saved everyone from that place, when in reality he had just given them a new place to live.  A place that was needed because their old town was destroyed, because he fought back.
“Don’t get me wrong, Alec, if you would have just sat back and did nothing then,” she paused and her face scrunched up.  Malcolm sat beside her and he clenched his jaw. “Well, I either wouldn’t be alive or I would just be a shell.  What I’m trying to ask is if you are willing to take the chance that Centralia and New Hope will be wiped off the map if we fail?”
He wasn’t trying to advocate for them to fight back, he had merely been giving an opposing view point, but regardless he felt the same helpless feeling that Whitford had obviously been feeling.  “I’m not, at least not yet.”
“Whitford brought up a good point, we should put up a scout on the two roads leading here.  If the patrols get close they can warn us,” Freddie said.
“And then what?” Trevor asked.
“We try to lead them away,” Freddie said.
“I’ll gather some of our best riders.  If we see something we can cut across the fields and get here before they get close.  Even our best road is rough enough they will need to go slow in order to get here.”
They sat in silence for a few moments.  Malcolm gathered himself. “Well if there is nothing else to say there is no reason for us to be sitting in here.”
Alec walked out of the house in a daze.  Things looked like they were only going to get worse and there was nothing they could do.  He was so lost in his own head he nearly ran smack into Mark.  Bethany’s father stood before him with determination on his face.
“Do you care for my daughter?”
Alec was immediately knocked out of his haze but the only reaction he could come up with was to stand in front of the man with his mouth agape.  
“I’m not dumb. I see how you look at her and I see that way she looks at you.”
Alec glanced around for reinforcements but he was all alone.  He gathered himself. “I do like her…I mean care for her.”
“Do you want to protect her from harm?”
“What? Mark what are you talking about?”
“Centralia is a powder-keg just waiting to explode. One wrong move and all hell is going to break loose and don’t kid yourself this place isn’t going to be in the cross-hairs.”
“Mark, listen-“
“She’s convinced this place is safe and you know better,” Mark’s face grew red. “It’s only a matter of time before they find this place.”
“I will do everything in my power to make sure that doesn’t happen,” Alec said but he could see the words bouncing off of Mark’s ears.
“And when they find us?”
“They took two cows from Centralia.  That’s it.  Sure there is a chance things get worse but until they do I’m not about to start panicking!” Alec realized too late that he was shouting.
Mark’s jaw clenched but he nodded his head slowly. “My job is to protect my daughter, even if that means I have to protect her from herself.  If you cared for her you wouldn’t want her in harm’s way.”
“I don’t want her in harm’s way and right now she isn’t,” Alec said as calmly as possible.
“When the shit hits the fan we are out of here.” Mark turned and walked away.
Alec stood there dumbfounded.  He took a few breaths, gathered himself and walked over to the horses’ lot.  The red mare he had been riding, Margie called her Sheba, saw him coming and slowly walked over.  Alec smiled and laid his hand on her head and she lowered it so he could scratch by her ears.  He had once been completely terrified of these creatures but now he went to them whenever he needed to calm his nerves. He wasn’t an idiot, things were probably going to get worse and when they did he would be willing to make the tough choices.
“I’m sorry.”  Bethany’s voice startled him and he banged his hand against the fence. “Sorry for that too, didn’t mean to scare you.”
Alec smiled and rubbed his hand. “Me? Scared? I was just trying to swat a fly.” She smiled. Alec looked to Sheba. “Thanks for the heads up by the way.” The horse snorted.
“I’m sorry about my father,” she began again.
“There is nothing to be sorry about, he’s just trying to protect you.” Alec was saying this more to himself than to her. “I would probably do the same.”
“I’m not leaving,” she said defiantly. The sun began to set behind them and Alec watched as the horizon turned a soft pink color.  Bethany followed his gaze and noticed.  Her shoulders fell.  “I’m not leaving this place,” she said softly.
“I don’t want you to leave either.”
Bethany turned back to him and their eyes met. With the setting sun as their backdrop they leaned into each other and their lips touched. Electricity shot through Alec’s body and every trouble and care he had was burned from his body.  For a long time his eyes remained closed but when he finally opened them again she was standing there in front of him with a faraway smile on her face.
“I’m sorry,” Alec said. “I shouldn’t have done that.”
Bethany’s eyes focused and she raised an eyebrow. “You didn’t, I did.”
Alec thought back, he honestly couldn’t say for certain who had leaned in first. “I’m pretty sure I did,” he said jokingly.
“Are you really sorry?” she asked seriously.
“No,” he answered truthfully. 
Bethany moved over next to him and laid her head on his shoulder.  They stood there leaning against the fence and watched the sun dip below the horizon. 



 
Ben
 
              “I’m telling you, dude, B is cold blooded. He took out those two dudes without batting an eyelid,” Ty said to the other soldier with him.
              Ben was walking ahead of them alongside Mason and Zima and pretended he couldn’t hear them. The way Ty told the story Ben was a modern day Rambo who had taken down half of the Chinese Army with nothing more than a gun with two bullets in it. Ben didn’t want to admit it but he enjoyed the way Ty told the story.  It filled him with confidence while the actual thing still filled him with fear.  All it would have taken was a single bullet.
              “Sounds like you have a fan,” Zima whispered to Ben.
              “No, sounds like someone just likes the sound of his own voice.” Ben replied. 
              Their encounter with the soldiers wasn’t the only one in their area and as a result their patrols had been increased.  Today they found themselves just north of Central Park scouting the area and looking for any other signs of trouble.  Zima and Mason were in charge while Ben, Ty and a soldier he hadn’t met yet followed along. They entered an apartment building and made their way up thirty levels of stairs in order to get a good vantage point of the area.  By the time they got to the top everyone there was covered in sweat.
              They posted up in a large penthouse that overlooked the area.  Despite being abandoned for years the place still had a feeling of elegance. 
              “I probably would have ended up living here if things hadn’t changed,” Ty said nudging him.
              They all sat near the windows and surveyed the surrounding area. Papers blew across the street like tumbleweeds, cars sat abandoned and rusting in the streets and Mother Nature climbed her way up the sides of buildings.  It was sad and beautiful at the same time.  Ben noticed a deer casually walking down the street.
              “I could probably hit that from here if you guys want some venison tonight,” the new soldier said looking to Mason.
              Mason’s forehead wrinkled. “We’re here scouting. That means remaining silent.”
              The new soldier nodded his head. The soldier was older than Ty and Ben but was greener than the both of them combined. 
              “What’s your name again?” Ty asked him.
              “Eric.”
              “Where you from?”
              “Ohio.”
              Ty smiled. “Eric from Ohio. Alright, I’ll call you Ohio.”
              “You don’t have to call me Ohio; my name is Eric.”
              “Ohio, you don’t get to pick your own name here.”
              Ohio looked to Zima and Mason for support but they pretended they didn’t hear them.  He sighed and nodded his head. 
              The deer walked slowly down the street but as it past a dark alleyway something lurched forward on top of it.  Ohio let out a yelp from beside him. A large lion sat on top of the deer and began to feast. 
              “Hold the hell up….is that a freaking lion? Ohio asked. 
              Ty pretended like he hadn’t been watching the entire thing. “Oh that? Yeah, that’s a lion.”
              “Wait, you all have lions here?”
              “Yeah,
we have lions here. What, you don’t have lions in Ohio?” Ty asked.
              “No we don’t have lions in Ohio! There shouldn’t be freaking lions in New York!” Ohio’s voice came out in a high-pitched shrill.
              “Well…..Ohio, if we don’t have lions in New York what the hell is that?” Ty asked casually.
              “The Zoo.” Zima said with a smile, coming to Ohio’s rescue. “Someone released a bunch of the animals from the Zoo.”              
              Ben hadn’t known that but he was glad it was Ohio that had asked. 
              “That’s what I was saying,” Ty said. 
              A distant rumble interrupted them and a flock of birds in the distance took flight.
              “The hell was that?” Ty asked.
              Another rumble, this time it shook their building.
Below them the lion abandoned the deer and fled back into the dark alleyway. In the distance rose dark streaks. They went higher and higher than began to get closer and closer.  At first there were just a few, than those few became a dozen and those dozen multiplied until the sky was full of them. 
              “Everybody get to the ground floor now!” Mason shouted and the room erupted into chaos.
              Ben watched as one of the streaks struck a skyscraper in the distance and the side of the building erupted into flames.  They were missiles.
              Ben jumped to his feet and fled the room. Mason, Zima, Ty and Ohio scrambled in front of him.  They ran through the hallways and had begun their descent down the flight of stairs when the air was filled with the sound of explosions. Some sounded like they hit miles away while others sounded like they were coming from right outside their building.
Each one caused their building to shake and tremble.
              Thirtieth floor.
              Twenty-fifth floor.
              Fifteenth floor. 
              Ben’s legs screamed for a rest but he pushed through the burning sensation.  His side ached but he fought to remain focused.
              Tenth floor.
              Seventh floor.
              They were on the sixth floor when their building was struck. The entire building lurched to the left sending them all careening into the wall.  They tumbled down the stairs until the wall at the bottom of the sixth floor stopped their momentum.  The missile hit towards the top of the building and the sound of the explosion shot down at them and the heat from the blast washed over them like a wave.   
              “Get up and get out!” Mason screamed over the roar of the explosions. 
              They all got to their feet and stumbled down the rest of the stairs until they got to the street.  Ben staggered out of the building and the first thing his eyes caught was a skyscraper six or seven blocks away.  It had been hit several times as nearly the entire side was orange with flames and before he turned it began to collapse in on itself.  The entire ground shook as if there was an earthquake and Ben watched in horror as the building disappeared from sight.  Then a giant white wave rolled out from where the building once stood straight towards them.  Ty grabbed him by the arm and Ben turned to see everyone running in the opposite direction.  He ran towards them and was nearly caught up when the white wave engulfed him.  It rolled over and around him until his sight was filled with nothing but white. Ty’s hand slipped away and Ben kept running until he finally tripped and landed hard on the ground.  He started to look all around until his eyes began to burn and he shut them.  He felt the ground continue to shake every few seconds, he heard the impact and explosions of missile strikes and his nose was filled with the smell of burning and dust.  Then a pair of hands grabbed him and pulled him to his feet. 
              “Are you hit?” Ben opened his eyes and saw Mason standing in front of him. The man’s face was covered in the white dust. “Ben, are you hit?”
              “No, I just fell.”
              Mason kept hold of his arm and began to walk.  The white cloud had begun to thin out revealing orange flames on the roadway and the movement of the others in a nearby alleyway.  Mason led him into the alley and they stopped there.  Everyone seemed ok.  Ohio had a small trickle of blood coming from his hairline but it had all but stopped. 
              A loud shriek cut across the sky as a jet came screaming overhead.  Seconds later two more passed by.  
              “Are those ours or theirs?” Ty asked.
              “Right now it doesn’t matter!” Mason yelled. “We need to head back to base.”
              As the city burned and missiles fell from the sky they jogged through the wreckage towards their base. Years ago the power had gone out in a single moment and afterwards people referred to it as The Day
the World Went Black. While it wasn’t entirely accurate it did carry some truth. In the days that followed the missile strike, people gave that day a name as well: The Day We Lost the War.



 
Alec
 
              Hell had broken loose.
              Freddie had been in Centralia for a few days helping out with a few things and Alec hadn’t expected him back for at least another week. He had come back early, though, with news that was not good. That was why Alec now found himself on top of a creature he had just recently made peace with, doing something he had not yet made peace with, riding at full speed.  He tried to relax and allow his body to stay in stride with the horse’s but he still found himself flopping about and doing everything he could to hang on for dear life.  Ahead, Freddie was on another horse and was leading him through the open fields with nothing but the moonlight to illuminate their way.  They finally pulled up just outside of town. Freddie hopped off and tied his horse to a post on a nearby fence, and Alec did the same.
              “Hurry,” was all Freddie said before he took off towards the center of town.
              Alec followed fighting the aches and pains emanating from the inside of his legs. His body still wasn’t used to riding horses.  It was a minor pain but he tried to focus on that instead of the real problem.  Freddie had ridden up and told them that the soldiers had arrested Whitford, and when they tried to question why the soldiers’ guns had been drawn.  The balance had been broken.
              He had figured they would cut through the center of town in order to get to the fairgrounds to see what they could do, but it wasn’t necessary.  Torches lined the town center followed by Humvees and soldiers with their guns at the ready.  The middle of the town square was filled with Whitford’s people, they were quiet and staring towards something set up at the far end.  They got closer and at the far end Alec could make out the General along with his translator and his heart sunk when he made out the third man kneeling by them.  It was Whitford or what was left of him.  The man had been beaten to a bloody pulp.  Both of his eyes were swelled shut, black and blue bruises were all over his face and dried blood covered his clothing. The Chinese were on the road just off the town square facing everyone with several Humvees lined up behind them.
“Jesus,” was all Alec could say.
“They are going to kill him,” Freddie said.
Alec ran through the center and stopped just in front of the soldiers, several of them pointed their guns in his direction.
“Please, I just want to know what he did,” Alec pleaded. 
The translator stepped forward, the concern clearly written on his face. “This man is guilty of inciting unrest.”
Alec waited for more but nothing followed. “Inciting unrest? What the hell does that mean?”
The translator paused for a second then looked to the General and relayed the question.  The General regarded him as Alec imagined he would regard an ant.  The man’s eyes appeared bored and a look of disgust was evident.
He answered and the translator spoke. “This man was advised that we were in need of more supplies and he would be paid back more than generously but he threatened us.”
Alec looked to Whitford but the man didn’t move and the swelling on his face prevented Alec from making out any expressions.  “What are you going to do to him?”
“He has been punished accordingly as this was his first offense.  The second offense will be his life.”
“You’re monsters!” someone in the crowd yelled out.
The General looked out into the crowd and said something to the translator who said something back quickly.  The shared a brief conversation and the translator’s face fell.  He stepped forward and addressed the crowd.  
“A great darkness has fallen over your country and we are here to help you rebuild.  We will provide protection and soon supplies to help you survive.”  The General said something else. “But if you try to cause disorder there will be swift punishment.  Until things are back we are the law.”
There was murmuring in the crowd and then another voice rose up.  “You are invaders.”
The translator did not turn to the General but Gao spoke and it was obvious he was asking what was said.  The translator’s face scrunched up and he took in a deep breath and translated.  The General’s face darkened and he said something else very slowly and deliberately.  The translator turned around in a panic and two soldiers stepped forward and pointed their guns into the crowd.  Screams rose up and Alec raised his hands above his head and stepped back.
The translator’s words came out in a fury and he stepped in front of the General with his hands together pleading with him.  The General stared at him unblinking and said something to the soldiers.  The translator stepped back and stumbled over his own feet onto the ground.  The two soldiers redirected their weapons at the translator.  The General pulled the translator up by the arm and drug him out before the crowd before he finally dropped him.
The skinny man got back to his knees and laid his head on the man’s boots.  The General said something but the translator shook his head no and Alec could hear the sobs coming from the man.  The General turned and another soldier stepped forth and stood beside the General.
“General Gao says this happen if disobey,” the man said in broken English.
The General pulled out a sidearm and pointed it at the translator’s head.
“No, please!” the translator cried slipping into English before he went back to Chinese.
Whatever he said didn’t matter to the General because the man pulled the trigger causing the left side of the translator’s head to explode. Screams once again arose but this time the crowd scattered.  Alec didn’t move he just stood there looking at what was left of the skinny translator.  The General turned and said something to the other soldiers who began to pack up into the Humvees as if nothing had happened.  
Alec felt Freddie’s hands on him trying to pull him away but Alec pulled away and went to Whitford who was still kneeling on the ground.
They had left him behind.  “Whitford, are you okay?”
“It’s….it’s my fault, I killed him.”
Alec followed Whitford’s gaze to the translator’s body.  “You didn’t kill him, they killed him.”
“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said anything.” Whitford’s voice sounded small and broken.
Alec started to pull the man up when the sound of an approaching helicopter met his ears.  The soldiers had not yet pulled away and heard it too and instantly went into a panic.  One of them pulled the General into a Humvee and took off towards their base on the fairgrounds while the others jumped out of their Humvees and took up firing positions around the square.  
The helicopter appeared over the top of the nearby trees and smoke was rising from the rear and was sucked up into the blades and dispersed throughout the air.  It swayed side to side and came to a rapid decline just behind the row of Humvees.  Just before it hit the ground it shot up quickly and then came crashing back down causing the left landing skid
to break off and the main blade to chip against the road until it finally came to a stop.  Only then did Alec realize the helicopter had markings on it clearly showing it was a Chinese helicopter. The soldiers noticeably relaxed and ran up to help.  Alec took a few steps forward and could make out bullet holes all throughout the helicopter.  The thing had been under fire.
“Alec, we need to get him inside and looked at,” Freddie said.
He watched the soldiers pulling the pilot and a few others out of the crashed bird then turned and helped Freddie bring Whitford inside.  
The only light in the community center were from the candles aligning the room causing their shadows to dance about as they carried Whitford in and sat him on a nearby table.  Their resident doctor, an old man that went by the name of Dr. Frank hobbled in with a look of concern in his eyes.
“Was he shot?” he asked.
“No, they just beat the hell out of him,” Alec answered.
              Dr. Frank grabbed a candle and handed it to Freddie who held it near Whitford so the doctor could get a look.  The skin on Whitford’s face was tight and stretched thin, his left eye was completely closed and the right one struggled to remain open.
              “He has a concussion,” Frank said as he opened Whitford’s right eye. “What hurts, Whit?”
              Whitford stared past Frank and shook his head no.
              “Yeah, he’s out of it.” Frank turned to Alec. “You think you can send over Trevor to help out?”
              Alec looked to Freddie who nodded his head. “I’ll keep watch here and find you if something changes.”
              He didn’t want to leave but was well aware that Dr. Frank’s age limited what he could do. “I’ll be back if you need me.”
              He was lost in his mind on the ride back.  Their worst fears had been realized.  The soldiers had no intention of leaving and they had no desire to help them out.  Alec had gathered everyone together to protect themselves from outlaws and thugs but he had no idea how they were going to protect themselves from this new threat. Everything they had built and fought for was on the verge of being taken away. The people he had grown to love were going to be in danger and he had no idea what he was supposed to do.
              He came back in a daze, found Trevor and explained everything that had happened. The man grabbed some supplies and headed out towards Centralia while Alec went onto the back porch and stared out into the night sky.  They couldn’t leave.  Even if they managed to find another empty town all their supplies, their livestock, their crops, everything they had built was here.  They couldn’t fight back.  All they could do was hide.
              “What happened?”  Alec turned to Bethany.  Her soft features were hardened with worry but to him she was still beautiful.  “I saw Trevor leave, did something happen?”
              Alec told her about the incident in Centralia and her face dropped.
              “If, when, my father finds out, he’s going to want to leave.”
              Alec looked at her and thought about what Mark had said.  The man wanted to protect his daughter and the last thing Alec wanted was for Bethany to get hurt.  The way things were going he couldn’t say with any certainty that she was going to be safe here.  “Maybe you should.”  He instantly saw the hurt on her face. “I’m just saying, things aren’t going to get any safer around here.”
              “Do you want me to leave?”
              “No.”
              She laid her hand on his arm. “I told you before, I don’t need you to protect me. You ever think that maybe you need someone to watch over you?”
              “I’ve lost too many people in my life,” his thoughts turned to his mother and father, Joseph, Ben, and Ally. “People I’ve cared for have been taken away from me. I….I couldn’t stand it if the same thing to happen to you.”
              Bethany stared back at him. “I choose not to worry about losing the people I love. Instead I just focus on loving them.”
              Butterflies scattered in his stomach. “Bethan-“
              Her mouth was on his before he could finish.  He pulled her closer and took refuge in her soft embrace.  The worry, the hurt, the scars, they all disappeared and for the moment she was all that mattered.  They went inside and for the first time since the world ended everything else faded away and the only thing that matter to Alec was the moment. 



 
Ally
              She didn’t say anything.
              She thought maybe she should have but she wasn’t even sure what she would say.  Hey guys, I found the bloody backpack of the strangers we spied on. Then what?  Dena would begin to worry, Adam would stare down at the ground and shut down, and Spence would probably find a way to blame her.  It had to have been a different bag.  There couldn’t be that many types of bags in the world.  It was a similar looking bag and she just hadn’t noticed the difference due to the poor lighting.  The excuse felt hollow.
              They packed up and traveled through the deserted town, then another, and another.  It wasn’t until they found themselves in the small city of Cleveland, Texas that they saw their first signs of life.  As their horses approached the town Ally noticed a Welcome to Cleveland Texas
Population 7,900 sign that was hanging half-way to the ground.  They had expected it to be as empty as all the others until they heard the sound of a car driving down the road.  They all sat there dumbfounded for a few seconds as their brains struggled to connect the sound to what could have caused it. Luckily the car was far enough away they had plenty of time to get off the road and out of sight before it got close enough to see them.
              “We need to set up somewhere so I can scout the area,” Spence said as he led them through overgrown yards.
              They eventually found themselves just outside a row of rundown shops.  The parking lot had a few broken down cars and the weeds had nearly overtaken the concrete.  The shop fronts housed everything from a Family Dollar Store, Aarons, to an old Subway.  Each store bore the scars of being broken into in the past, but they were quiet now. Spence led them to the rear of the store so they had trees at their backs and the rear of the stores in front of them.
              “Alright, tie the horses up and stay out of sight.  If you hear a car coming go into the woods and I’ll find you later,” Spence said.
              Dena and Adam agreed, as they always did, and Spence went about his way. The rest of the day consisted of them checking over the remains of the stores. Outside of a new pair of pants and a couple of shirts Ally didn’t find anything of use.  Before nightfall Spence returned with a plastic grocery bag of meat.
              “What the hell is this?” Dena asked.
              “A chicken and a goose.” Spence said as he tied up his horse and came into the Family Dollar where they had set up. “There is a lake just outside of town and there was a whole flock of geese out there. Should have gotten more but I spooked them and they took off.  The chicken was just out running around the town.”
              “You see anyone else?” Adam asked.
              Spence shook his head. “No. I’m pretty sure I heard another car but I didn’t see anything. I definitely don’t think we’re alone here, but there doesn’t seem to be anyone nearby.”
              They cooked up the birds. Ally didn’t realize how much she had been missing the taste of chicken until she had her first bite. The warm meat slid down her throat and her taste buds danced for joy.  Adam saw the smile on her face and offered her his. When she turned him down he insisted. 
              “I’ve never been a chicken man. My taste buds won’t enjoy it as much as yours.”
              Ally thanked him and greedily snatched it away and consumed it.
              “Oh, I have a special treat for you.” Spence said to Dena and started rummaging through his backpack. He pulled out a half full bottle of Johnnie Walker and handed it to her.
              “Well look at what we have here,” Dena said smiling.
              “What is it?” Adam asked.
              Dena handed the bottle to the Adam and that was when Ally saw it.  A bright red sticker was on the side of the bottle that read MERLE’S LIQUOR STORE.  Her stomach dropped.  It was the same bottle that the man had in the deserted town.  The same man whose bloody bag she had found in the woods that morning. 
              “Ally, honey, you ok?” Dena asked.
              Ally wasn’t sure what kind of face she was making but she quickly wiped it away. “Yeah, sorry….just having a bad daydream,” she offered.
              “Hey, don’t let that get far.” Spence hollered reaching for the bottle.
              Ally got up and started to go outside.
              “You sure everything is fine?” Dena asked her back.
              “Yeah, I just need some air,” Ally said not turning around.
              She walked outside and walked straight into the woods.  It wasn’t possible.  It couldn’t be the same bottle.  But what if it was?  Did Spence find the same backpack in the woods before they left and he took the liquor out of there? And if he did why didn’t he say anything about there being a bloody backpack in the woods near them?  Tiger had followed her outside and rubbed against her leg.  She ran her hand through his soft fur and took a deep breath. Merle’s was obviously a liquor store in the town they were in.  It was possible that Spence had found the same liquor store when he was out scouting and grabbed a bottle.  That made the most sense.  Ally collected herself and went back inside. 
              She was met by the contorted face of Adam who had just taken a drink of the liquor bottle.  
              “Nope, nope,” he said through clenched teeth. “That isn’t for me.”
              Dena laughed at him and threw a rock in his direction. “You’ve never had the stomach for a good scotch.”
              “If that’s a good scotch then I don’t want to try a bad one,” Adam said as he shook his head back and forth.
              “This is a real man’s drink,” Spence said as he took the bottle from Dena and took a long swig. “I didn’t expect you’d be able to handle it.”
              Adam ignored the jab but Dena gave Spence a look, which he chose to ignore.
              “Where did you find it?” Ally asked.  Spence didn’t hear her at first so she spoke up. “Where did you find it?”
              “Just out.  There is a liquor store not too far from here.  Pretty much picked clean but I found this in the back.”
              “What was the name of the store?” Ally asked trying to sound causal.
              Spence crinkled his brow. “Fuck if I know.” Dena shot him another look and he couldn’t ignore this one. “I don’t know I wasn’t looking for the name,” he said a little softer.
              “You’ve had enough, sugar, the name is on the bottle,” Dena said pointing at the bottle in his hand.
              Spence held the bottle out to the side. “Well, what do you know? It looks like this comes courtesy of good ole Merle.”
              Ally dropped it and went over to the side and sat down next to Coby who was coloring in an old coloring book they had found in the back.  She didn’t know anything about liquor stores so it was possible that Merle’s was a franchise of stores in the area.  She had to believe that. What was the alternative?
              Sleep didn’t come easy that night and she tossed and turned until Tiger finally got up and laid down next to Coby.  That’s why she was awake when Spence got up and snuck out of the back of the building before dawn.  Ally followed. The darkness on the horizon was slowly giving away to light but the sun had not yet appeared.  The cool night air found its way around Ally’s clothes causing her to shiver. 
              Spence got on his horse and Ally followed on foot.  The horse strolled slowly down the backside of the shopping area and Ally kept to the trees moving as quietly as she could.  Spence always left early to scout their surroundings but she couldn’t remember him ever leaving before the sun was up.  He made his way through the town past the abandoned businesses, empty houses and broken down cars, until he stopped suddenly, got off his horse, tied it up and began walking down the street on foot.  After a few minutes he walked over to a large group of bushes next to an old white church and reached inside them.  He pulled out a large metal bat.  Ally ducked behind a pole as Spence glanced around, but he didn’t spot her. 
              The man then crouched down and quietly made his way towards a brick building with faded white letters that read Betsy’s Diner on the side.  Spence glanced inside the windows a few times then quietly opened the front door.  Ally ran as quickly and as quietly as she could until she was at the far side of the window.  There she could see Spence standing at the door, bat in hand.
Laying on the ground were the shapes of two people sleeping. As Spence approached, one of the shapes stirred and without a moment of hesitation Spence cleared the open space between them and brought the metal bat down hard on the body.  Ally’s yelp was partially drowned out by the sound of metal hitting flesh. A loud shout emanated from the shape of a person and the second person began to stir.  Spence quickly came down again with the metal bat and then turned his attention on the second shape.  Ally saw the second person’s arm go up just as the bat came down and a loud DING rang out followed by a man’s scream of pain.  The man pushed back against the wall and held his hands up in the air.
              “Don’t hurt me, man! Take whatever you want!”
              Spence pointed the bat at the man and glanced back towards the first person he had hit, but they weren’t moving.  “Where is your stuff?”
              The man dropped his arms and covered his hurt arm with his good one.  “Over there by Jerry.”
              Spence slowly backed up to the backpack and kicked it away from the already downed man.  He made his way to the far side of the room and began rummaging through the backpack, glancing up at the hurt man every few seconds. Ally watched him toss out several items. “This it? Where’s the rest of your stuff?”
              “That’s all we got, man.  This place has been picked clean.”
              “Where is your food?” Spence asked menacingly. 
              “We got shit for food, man. We ate the last we had last night. I swear.” Spence got up and walked towards the man who tried to push himself even further into the wall. “I swear, man.  We ain’t got shit.”
              “Don’t lie to me,” Spencer said pointing his bat at the man’s face. “I saw you two yesterday. You all had a bunch of those Army MRE’s. Where the hell are they?”
              Ally noticed the man glance behind the counter for a spilt second.  Spence noticed as well and began to make his way over there when the man lunged out and grabbed his leg.
              “Please man, don’t take them all. We’ll starve to death. Take anything else but leave our food.”
              Spence turned and lifted the bat high in the air.  Ally felt the scream at the back of her throat, as the bat plunged and connected with the man’s head she managed to bite it back and stumbled back from the window.  Before her butt had completely hit the cold ground she had already bounced back up and looked back into the window.  The man Spence had hit was lying on the ground but his body was shaking uncontrollably. Without a second thought Ally turned from the window and ran back to the others.



 
Ben
 
              Smoldering ruins.
              That was what the base had been reduced to. The buildings that had once housed hundreds of soldiers was now nothing more than smoking pieces of concrete and debris on top of blackened ground. The strikes within the city seemed to be random; this one was precise.
              “They knew exactly where to hit us,” Ty said staring ahead at the debris. 
              Ben said nothing. 
              Zima and Mason came jogging towards them from the debris. Mason’s face was always like stone but Ben had known him long enough to tell when something was bothering him. The man’s eyes were distant as if they were staring at something miles away. Zima was easier to read. His face was ashen and it drooped as if his world had fallen apart.  Behind them a little over a dozen soldiers, all bruised and battered, came walking up slowly. 
              “Anything?” Ben asked Mason.
              The man’s eyes softened. “There isn’t anything left. We went down further and checked out the coast.”
              “And?” Ty asked.
              “Ships as far as the eye could see,” Zima said slowly.
              “Well, hell yeah! Time to take it back to these bitches!” Ty shouted.
              Zima dropped his head. “They’re not ours.”
              It hit them hard. Ben stepped back and tried to comprehend what it meant.
              “We thought we had fought back their main force.” He took in a deep breath. “Ends up it was still on its way,” Mason said. 
              “So what? What now?” Ty asked shifting his weight from side to side.
              Mason pulled out one of the large backpack radios. Part of the pack was burnt. Mason must have found it in the debris. “It’s been going in and out. Blast must have damaged it. Command is asking us to fall back across the Hudson to Newark. There is a small base where we can regroup.”
              “So just leave?” Anger surged in Ben. “Just turn around and run away?”
              “Regroup,” Mason said forcefully. “We have limited ammo, no food and most of us are wounded. We stay here and try to fight against what we just saw out there and we won’t last a day.”
              Ben looked to Zima who didn’t flinch. 
              Ty met his eyes for a second then nodded his head in agreement. “Makes sense, B.”
              Ben’s thoughts turned to the people they would be abandoning. “What about the people near Central Park? Are we going to leave them behind?”
              “If they knew where this base was then they knew about what we had set up at Central Park. I’m sure it’s gone.” Zima said. 
              “And the civilians?”
              Mason studied Ben for a moment. “We can swing by there but there isn’t much we can do. If they are hurt we are bingo on meds. We don’t have the manpower to transport them.”
              “They were planning on setting up barges along the Hudson to start moving the civilians out, but I don’t think they had started yet,” Zima said.
              “At the very least we can let them know where we are going,” Ben said.
              Mason looked to Zima whose face remained blank. “Go ahead with the ones that are too injured to fight effectively. The rest of us will swing by Central Park to spread the word.”
              “Sounds valiant as hell Mason but-“ 
              “Let’s move out we are losing daylight.” Mason interrupted him.
              Zima turned his attention to Ben. “Watch your ass.” Then jogged over to the other soldiers. 
              Ben turned back towards Central Park and despite the fact it was day the sky was black from the smoke rising from the damaged buildings. A faraway explosion sent tremors through the ground shaking the nearby windows. Was this foolish?  Mason patted him on the back.
              “You’re right. Don’t doubt yourself.”
              A smile crept onto Ben’s face. The man knew him well.
              “Keep your head down and stay sharp.  We should be able to get there and back to the river before night falls.” Mason said.
              And just like that they loaded up and headed back towards the destruction of Manhattan. 



 
Alec
 
              She laid next to him, her eyes closed, a strand of her hair laying gently across her face.  He couldn’t stop staring at her.  The sun had just begun to crest over the horizon sending the first rays of sunshine through his window and across her face.  He knew he should wake her before her father realized she was gone, but he didn’t want the moment to end. Her eyes fluttered open and she smiled.
              “Good morning,” she said.  He said the same with a kiss. “I have to go.”
              “I know.”
              “But I don’t want to,” she said placing her hand on his face.
              “I was hoping you would say that.”
              “I’ll find you later?”
              “I’m not going anywhere.”
              They shared another kiss and she dressed and left.  Alec laid in his bed staring out at the rising sun.  The Chinese soldiers were still out there, Whitford was still badly hurt, and they were all still in danger, but all his thoughts were focused on her.  Bethany and the people in New Hope were his family and he would protect them. 
              Alec got dressed and walked outside just as the day was officially beginning. Margie and Malcolm were tending to the horses and Alec gave them a wave, knowing soon he would have to call a council meeting to bring up the distressing news, but he gave them a few more moments of peace.  He watched a few of the others heading out to check on the crops and took it all in.  Then things, as they always tended to do, changed.
              From the far side of the field he noticed movement and caught sight of a horse bursting forth from the woods and into the field coming towards them rapidly.  The person on the back of the horse waved his hands about widely and headed straight towards Margie and Malcolm. Alec took off in that direction.  By the time he got there he recognized his favorite horse, Sheba, and the person on the back of her and his stomach dropped, it was one of their scouts.  If he was there that meant one of the Chinese patrols was dangerously close.
              “They’re less than a mile away but moving slow.  They’re searching for something.” Alec caught Evan saying to the others.
              Malcolm caught sight of Alec. “They’re scouting and on the main road.”
              They had cut down trees and tried to hide the main road as well as they could, but Alec didn’t know how well that would hold up against trained soldiers that were purposefully searching for people hiding.  He ran over to the scout and held his hand out.  “Get down and hand me your rifle.”
              The old man swung down off the horse and Alec swung up after him.  The man handed over the old hunting rifle and Alec slung it over his shoulder.
              “What the hell are you doing?” Margie asked.
              “I’m going to lead them away from here.”
              Alec kicked his heel into the side of Sheba and they took off down the field.  He held the reins out in front of him allowing the horse to get to full speed.  The landscape whipped by and the only sound Alec could hear was the wind blowing past.  The fear of riding a horse was still there but it was nothing compared to the fear of losing Bethany and everyone else he cared for. 
              He rode like the wind.  
              He cut through the back fields and before he knew it he caught sight of three Humvees in the distance slowly making their way down the road.  He pulled up at a safe distance and watched. They were going slow enough that it was obvious they were searching. There was no doubt they would look much closer at the fallen tree before turning around.  Without thinking twice Alec spurred Sheba forward and then made a wide loop to get behind the Humvees.  They were a little over a hundred yards away when he came out from the field onto the gravel road behind them. 
              The shot rang out into the morning air.
              Alec sat on the back of Sheba, his finger on the trigger of the old rifle and the barrel pointed up towards the sky. The Humvees came to a stop and then fire erupted from them.  Alec buried his heels into Sheba and pointed her back towards the empty fields as the ground around them exploded in gunfire.  As the sounds of the Humvees accelerating and the gunfire continued Alec began to second guess the decision to fire the gun in the air. 
              They cut through the fields weaving in and around trees past fences and abandoned farm homes.  He let Sheba take him as fast as she could and the sound of her hooves beating against the ground tripled in intensity. Alec glanced back and saw there was still one Humvee pursuing but had slowed down as it tried to maneuver around a clump of trees. Alec burst through a grove of trees and he remembered thinking briefly that they were going to lose them just as a burst of gunfire hit them. Alec felt the bullets hit Sheba in the side and then he was airborne. He tumbled end over end in the air.  The first time he hit the ground his right shoulder erupted in pain, the second time the world darkened as his head struck something solid.  When he finally stopped rolling he found himself face first on the ground and the world wobbled back and forth.  As the world continue to darken he pushed himself up and caught sight of his horse.  Sheba lay on her side, struggling to get up and failing.  Finally the beast laid her head down on the ground no more than ten feet from him and her eyes met his.  He watched her take her last breath just as the darkness took him.



 
Ben 
 
              The smoke from Central Park was visible for miles away. The fires had all but died down by the time they got there leaving behind the blackened remains of trees and smoldering craters.  The buildings all around Central Park with pocked with impact marks that still released a steady stream of smoke in the air. Beyond the sounds of crackling flames were the weak moans of the dying. They seemed to come from all around him. He tried to ignore the destruction and the bodies but they were all around him. 
              “There is nothing left,” Ohio said next to him.
              Ben ignored it and continued walking over and around the debris that littered the street. Just as he began to lose hope he saw movement in a nearby building. A young woman emerged from the doorway and hobbled towards them. Behind her was a young girl. Behind the young girl came dozens of others.  Some of them limped, some had signs of blood on their clothing but all of them were covered in white soot causing them to look like ghosts emerging from a mist. One person yelled at them for help and then everyone did, piercing the silence.  Mason stepped forward quickly and raised his hand in the air and by the time they got within twenty yards of the group of survivors the people had fallen into silence. 
              “We don’t have food, we don’t have medical supplies, and we don’t have time,” Mason’s voice boomed over them. “Soon this area is going to be overrun by the enemy and we can’t stop them.  We are heading for a base across the Hudson.  I can’t promise there will be food there and I can’t promise there will be shelter there for all of you. But it will be safer there than it is here.”
              The crowd had grown to over fifty people at this point and faces from nearby buildings peeked out watching them, but it was silent. 
              Mason turned to Ben, Ohio, Ty and the four other soldiers that came with them. “Head west and keep your eyes open.  They will either follow or stay, we can’t force them.”
              The soldiers began to lead the way and slowly but surely the civilians began to trickle out and fall in behind them. After a few minutes Ben looked back and saw over a hundred people walking through the debris filled street behind them.  As the sun began to fall behind the tall buildings their caravan made their way through the smoking ruins of Manhattan towards the Hudson River. 
              The sound of a helicopter reverberated throughout the city. Mason paused and looked back behind them.  That sound of the one helicopter was soon joined by dozens more.
              “Ours?” Ben asked.
              “Not likely,” Mason said. He looked ahead and pointed towards a large warehouse a block ahead of them. “Get everyone in there, now!”
              Ben and the soldiers ran the streets urging the civilians forward. At first there was confusion but as the sound of the helicopters got louder they put two and two together and panic broke out.  The crowd surged ahead knocking people off their feet.  Ben saw a little girl of about five or six years old get knocked aside and fall back into an alleyway.  He tried to fight ahead but the crowd was too powerful and he found himself pinned against a building until the bulk of the crowd made its way past.  He stumbled ahead and found the little girl sitting on her butt in the alleyway crying.  Ben scooped her up and ran towards the building. 
              “HELO breaking the horizon!” one of the soldiers yelled.
              Ben kept his head down and sprinted towards the building as two of the soldiers took position along the street behind a couple of cars. An older woman was in the middle of the street looking around frantically and when she saw Ben she broke down in tears and ran to him.  Without missing a step Ben grabbed her arm and led her towards the building. 
              “We got movement on the far side!” He heard Mason yell out from behind a vehicle. 
              Ben ran through the open door in the warehouse where he was hit by the smell of musty bodies and the sound of crying echoing throughout the building.  He handed over the little girl to her mother and ran back to the street where all the soldiers were posted up facing the direction of the helicopters. A single helicopter hovered in the distance facing them but didn’t move.  Mason waved Ben over and he took position next to him behind the vehicle. 
              “What is it doing?” Ben asked as he tried catching his breath. 
              “Reporting our position,” Mason looked in both directions attempting to get the lay of the land. “Company is probably coming.”              
              Panic rose in Ben and he struggled to keep his heart from beating out of his chest.  This was different from armed thugs or a few soldiers, this was an entire army. 
              Ohio came running from around the backside of the warehouse. “You were right, sir, that barge is still hooked up at the dock.”
              “Alright, Ohio, you and Ty get those people on the barge and get it across the Hudson,” Mason ordered turning his attention back to the helicopter in the distance.
              “Uh,” Ohio stammered. “I don’t exactly know how to drive a barge.”
              “That’s because you don’t drive a barge you pilot the ship that it’s connected to,” Mason said without taking his eyes away from the helicopter.
              “But-“ 
              Ohio didn’t get to finish as the sound of screeching tires echoed down the street and moments later several Humvees came careening around the corner in front of them several blocks down.  Mason and the others opened fire.  Ben got to the ground as the sound filled his mind and a few feet in front of him Ohio did the same.  The Humvees backed up quickly around the corner and Ohio sprinted into the warehouse.
              Mason turned to Ben. “Go with Ohio on the barge.”
              “What? What about you?” Ben asked.
              “We’ll give you enough time to get across.”
              One of the soldiers let out a couple of quick bursts down the street but Ben didn’t stir. He wasn’t going to leave Mason, he couldn’t leave Mason. This man was the last constant he had in his life.
              Mason grabbed Ben’s arm. “Don’t worry, Ben, I’m not going anywhere. We’ll hold them off as long as we can then we’ll peel off and rendezvous with you all at the base in Newark.” 
              Ben started to say something but the words wouldn’t come out.
              “Get out of here and that’s an order soldier.” 
              Ben grabbed Mason’s arm for a moment and then the screeching sound of a missile erupted from the far side of the street.  It streaked across the street and hit a building just a block ahead of them. The top of the small building exploded and debris rained down from the sky.  Mason pushed Ben away and began to fire in the direction of the missile. Ben turned and ran. He ran into the empty warehouse, past the last of the civilians as they loaded onto the barge and then pushed his way to the front where Ohio was getting ready to pilot the ship.
              Ohio turned to Ben, a look of fear clear on his face. “Did they break through? Are we out of time?”
              “Mason will give us enough time,” Ben said, doubt never entering his mind.
              Someone pounded on the side on the rear of the ship and Ty’s voice came from the back. “We’re unhooked and everyone is on board, move it.”
              The sun was gone and the dark of night was thickening all around them.  Ben walked to the rear of the boat as it pulled ahead and stared out towards the warehouse.  The sound of gunfire was a constant and two more helicopters appeared near the first.  Ben waited for one of the helicopters to fly over and spot them or for another boat to pull up and open fire, but it never happened.  Instead they floated across the river at almost a leisurely pace, every second the warehouse got smaller and smaller until it was just another building that blended in with all the others. Then the sound of a jet screeched by and the warehouse exploded into a ball of flame. 
              



 
Alec
 
              He was aware he was being moved and he heard people talking around him but it felt like it was happening to someone else.  His head and right shoulder radiated pain and he didn’t have the strength to open his eyes.  Whoever was carrying him dropped him and his right shoulder hit the ground causing him to plunge back into darkness.
              Alec wasn’t sure how long he had been out but a hard slap across his face brought him back to the world of the living.  He sat on his knees in the middle of a room with his hands tied behind his back.  He slowly lifted his head up and the world wobbled but held together.  In the room were several armed Chinese soldiers along with a Chinese man in civilian clothing.  That man squatted down next to him and looked him over.
              “Ok?” he asked.  Alec didn’t answer. “You understand what I say?” The man’s English was hard to understand but Alec nodded.  This pleased the man and he nodded his head to the other soldiers. “Good, good.  My name is Xian. Where you from?”
              Alec opened his mouth and pain radiated from his jaw.  He closed his eyes and gave himself a moment to compose himself. “Centralia.”
              “They found you outside of Centralia.”
              “I was hunting.” Alec said slowly.  His head was still swimming and it was a struggle to find the words. “There isn’t anything to hunt near town.”
              Xian stared at him for a second and his expression was blank. “Why you shoot at us?”
              “I didn’t. I saw a deer and I shot at it,” Alec lied. “I didn’t see the soldiers there until they started shooting at me.”
              Xian and the soldiers shared a few words than he turned back to Alec with a frown on his face. “No, they say you shot at them.”
              “I’m not a smart man but I’m not that stupid. I know one gun and one person couldn’t hurt three Humvees worth of people.”
              That seemed to satisfy Xian and his shook his head and raised his shoulders at the other men in that room. “You still in lot of trouble.” He stood up and gestured to one of the soldiers who stepped forward. “You will be example.”
              The shoulder who stepped forward brought down the butt of his gun into Alec’s face and the world went black again. 
              The next time Alec was awoken was by a bucket of cold water being poured on his face.  Alec let out a yell and opened his eyes but didn’t try to move.  The right side of his face felt numb and the world was outlined by a border of darkness.  He felt a soldier pick him up and sit him on his knees, only then did Alec realize he was sitting at the edge of the town square and the people of Centralia filled the square, watching.  He dropped his head and to the left of him he could still see the dried blood of the skinny translator from before.
              Xian stepped in front of him and addressed the crowd gathered in front of them. “We warn you not to fight us. We are not enemies but if you treat us like enemies we will strike back.”
              Alec raised his head and fought to focus on the people in front of him.  The world was hazy and flittered in and out of darkness but he recognized Trevor standing just behind a nearby bench.  Trevor’s jaw was clenched and he opened his mouth to say something but stopped.  Instead he raised one of his hands level to his waist and pushed it forward as if asking him to wait.  Alec didn’t understand but saw Trevor glance to his left.  He followed his gaze and caught sight of Freddie standing off to the side near a large tree.  The man’s attention was on Xian and Alec noticed his hand floating just outside the left side of his jacket, he was armed.  Panic rose in Alec as he realized what they were considering.  His eyes searched around frantically and he also caught sight of Margie and Malcolm.
              “We no longer give you more chances,” Xian continued. “From now on you will be punished.”
              Alec caught Freddie’s attention and shook his head no.  Freddie look confused for a moment and glanced about before returning his attention back to Alec.  The world wavered and Alec took in a deep breath and refocused.  “Can I say something?” He asked looking up to Xian.
              The man paused and looked behind Alec to where the General and the others probably where.
              Alec raised his head and spoke as loud as his body would allow. “Do not disobey them.” Alec looked directly at Freddie. “If you disobey, if you fight back, they will destroy you all.”
              Xian stepped back with a smile on his face, clearly very happy that Alec was doing his work for him.
              Alec looked to Trevor. “If you want to protect the things you have built and the people you love then do what they tell you to do.  Don’t sacrifice everything.”  
Alec felt bile rising in his stomach and he closed his eyes and looked down, he prayed for just a little more strength.  He looked back out over the crowd and saw her.  She was leaning out of the second floor window of an old antique store that faced the square. Alec could see the tears streaming down her face.  She was beautiful.  She was the best thing that had happened to him since the world fell into chaos.  She had saved him from the darkness.  He met her eyes.  “I love you.  I love you all.”
The voice of the General came from behind him and Xian translated what Alec had just said.  After a few more moments the General spoke again. Xian turned back to the crowd.  “We are not enemies and we are not evil. He may keep his life,” Xian pointed to Alec. “He will be allowed to work off his punishment.”
The soldier behind Alec pulled him to his feet.  “What does that mean?” Alec asked Xian.
Xian’s face cracked for just a moment and a look of pity flashed across his face before disappearing. “You go to a prison camp.”  Xian glanced back behind Alec. “It probably would have been best to die.”
The solider began to drag Alec away. “Trevor, Freddie take care of everyone.”  He caught one last look up at Bethany in the window. “Don’t leav-“.
Something hard slammed into the back of his head and once again he was returned to darkness. 



 
Ally
              
              “Ally, honey, that doesn’t make any sense. Why would Spence attack those people and steal their stuff?” Dena asked.
              She knew they weren’t going to believe her.
              “Because we need the supplies,” Ally said. “He stole the bottle of alcohol you all drank yesterday from a man he was spying on in one of the towns we were in.  I didn’t see him do that but I know it was the same bottle, so I followed him this morning and I watched him attack two people with a baseball bat.”
              Confusion was written all over Dena’s face and she turned to Adam whose face was stoic. While Dena didn’t appear able to accept that Spence was capable of such a thing Adam did.
              “Where is he?” the man asked.
              “I don’t know. I….I ran after I saw him hit the guy lying on the ground again.”
              “Spence is a good person!” Coby yelled from Dena’s side. “He wouldn’t hurt anyone, you’re a liar!”
              Dena hushed Coby and shook her head. “This is a lot to take in Ally-“
              “He is going to come back here with Army food.” Ally blurted out.
              “Army food?” Dena asked.
              Ally’s mind raced, what were those things called? “The Army food that you just have to heat up?”
              “MRE’s?” Adam asked.
              “Yes, those. He said that he saw them with some of those yesterday and that is why he came back this morning and attacked them.”
              Dena began to say something else when unmistakable sound of a horse approaching reached their ears.  Ally ran to the far side of the room and waited for the man to arrive.  After a few moments Spence walked in casually with his backpack already off in his hands.
              “Morning,” he said to no one in particular. 
              “Go….good morning,” Dena answered. 
              Spence kneeled down at the side of the room and began to go through his backpack. “You all start breakfast yet?”
              “No,” Dena answered.
              “Well, you all are in luck. I found a stash of MRE’s in an abandoned military outpost on the far side of town.”
              Dena’s face dropped while Adam’s tightened. Spence must have felt the tension in the room because he stopped what he was doing and looked to Dena.
              “What the hell is wrong?”
              “Spence, where did you really get those?” she asked.
              “The fuck you talking about? I just told you.”
              “I saw you,” Ally said. “I followed you to the diner and saw what you did.”
              Spence’s face didn’t change. He looked to Dena and Adam and then let out a sigh. “Ok.”
              “Spence,” Dena started. “How did you get those?”
              The man looked annoyed. “Don’t play stupid. If the kid was there you already know the answer to that.”
              Dena’s lower lip began to shiver. “Did you kill those people?”
              “I don’t know,” he said casually. “I think one of the men may have died, but I was protecting myself.”
              “No, you weren’t! The man asked you not to steal their food and you killed him!” Ally yelled. 
              “You don’t know shit. The man grabbed for me and I responded.”
              “Did you go there to steal their stuff?” Adam asked. 
              “You stay the fuck out of this, Adam.” 
              “Answer him,” Dena said still fighting back tears.
              Spence rolled his head back and stared at the ceiling for a couple of seconds. “Jesus Christ.  Are you all seriously going to sit here and pretend you didn’t know what was going on?” He looked to both Dena and Adam but they didn’t say anything. “You think all the food and supplies I have been bringing back I just happened to find? Do you think I have some supernatural ability to locate hidden supplies?  There isn’t shit left in this world. Whatever is still out there belongs to someone else.  You either take it or you starve to death.”
              Dena shook her head and scooted back. “This isn’t true.  You couldn’t……you can’t.”
              “I made sure we got this far and I’ll make sure you find Sarah again.”
              Dena put her head in her hands and they all sat there in silence.  Finally she looked up and the tears were gone. “Get out.”
              Spence paused and tilted his head as if he hadn’t heard her.
              “Get the hell out of here. I don’t want you near me or my family,” she said through clenched teeth.
              Spence stood there dumbfounded. “What……..you all need me.  You can’t survive without my help.”
              “We’ll find a way,” Adam said.
              Spence’s face contorted in anger. “How in the hell are you going to find a way, Adam? You don’t know shit about the world. You’ve never been able to protect them.”
              Adam took a few steps forward. “I’ll find a way.”
              “You weren’t made for this world, you were barely made for the old world. All you know how to do is sit on your ass and give orders. You can’t provide for them, you’ve never been able to provide for them. That’s why she came to me.”
              Adam was on top of Spence just as the words left his mouth.  He smashed into Spence, pushing him against the far side of the wall.  The men sat there struggling against each other until Spence pushed off the wall and knocked Adam off of him and onto the ground.  Spence jumped on top of Adam and began raining down fists into the man’s face and body.  Dena screamed and jumped on Spence’s back causing him to topple over off of Adam.  With one hand Spence grabbed Dena by the throat and flung her to the side where she fell down hard on the ground.  Just as Adam began to get back to his feet Spence kicked out and his foot connected with Adam’s face with a sickening thwack. Adam fell to the ground and didn’t try to get back up.
              Spence stood above him. “You can’t protect her like I can.”
              Dena rushed the man from the side but he saw her coming and dodged to the side, off balance Dena couldn’t catch herself and ran smack into the wall.  
              “Stop it! Stop it!” Coby screamed from the corner.
              Spence’s eyes were wild as he looked from Dena to Adam. “I can protect you, Dena. He can’t make you happy. We were happy together. You never should have let him back in your life.” Spence took a step towards Adam.
              “Stop!” Ally yelled at the top of her lungs.
              Spence turned to her and his eyes went wide. Ally stood there with her bow and arrow in hand pointed directly at the man’s mid-section. Tiger stood beside her, fangs bared. 
              “Stay out of this, kid. This is between him and me.”
              “You’re not going to hurt them. Leave.” Ally tried to say calmly but her voice still shook.
              Spence turned fully towards her. “What are you going to do?” You think you’re a killer?”
              “Were you there when they found me?” She posed it as a question but she already knew the answer.
              Spence nodded. 
              “The man in the shed, did you get rid of his body?”
              Again the man nodded.
              “Then you know what I can do,” she said coldly.
              Spence stood there looking from her to the arrow and then he took a step back.  He turned to Dena who had just gotten up to her knees.
              “Dena, we can do this together. I’m sorry for what happened.  I won’t do it anymore, I’ll hunt,” he pleaded.
              “She said go,” Ally said from behind him. 
              Spence looked like he was going to take a step forward when they heard the sound of a truck pulling into the parking lot.  Ally ran to the front window and saw a truck pull up and three grizzled men jumped out of the back of the truck, one had a bat, another a crowbar and the last a large machete. They headed directly towards their door.
              Ally ran back and ignored Spence. “There are men coming, we have to get out of here.”
              Dena wobbled over to Adam who was just beginning to stir and tried to get the man to his feet but he was still out of it. 
              “I’ll get the horses ready,” Spence said as he ran to the back of the store.
              “Where do you think you’re going?” A man’s voice came from the back of the store.
              Ally looked up and saw Spence slowly backing up as two more men made their way into the store from the back.
              “We don’t have anything,” Spence said raising his hands in the air.
              “Is that so?” Said one of the men.  In one quick motion he grabbed Spence’s arm and twisted it. Spence fell to the ground and screamed in pain. The man put him in a headlock and lifted him back up.
              Ally gathered Tiger and Coby next to the downed Adam and put herself between them and the men. The man who had Spence in a headlock had ratty dreads that ran past his shoulders and when he saw her he smiled and she saw gold glinting from several of the man’s teeth. Another man stumbled in from the front of the store and the side of his face was swollen and red.  He looked at them with unfocused eyes but when his gaze fell on Spence he focused.
              “That’s him. That’s the dude who killed Barry.”
              Spence tried to twist away but Dread’s grip was too tight. “Told you I could track him here.” He looked down at Ally and the others. “What about them?”
              The swollen man looked back to them and shook his head. “It was only this dude.”
              A man with a bat walked up to Spence and swung it right at his stomach. The bat hit him with a solid thump and he crumbled to the ground. Dreads let him go but kept his foot on Spence’s back as the man gasped desperately for air.  
              Dreads looked down at them. “This guy with you?”
              A knot was beginning to form on Dena’s head and she had to put her hand down to steady herself but she nodded. “He was.”
              “What happened to your head?”
              “He did.” Dena gestured to Spence.
              Dreads raised an eyebrow. “He’s with you but he attacked you, huh? Sounds like a bad friend.”
              Ally’s bow didn’t waiver. “I saw what he did to your friend so I came back here and told them. He attacked us because we told him to leave.”
              Dreads eyed her bow. “Is that so? You watched and you didn’t try to stop him?”
              Ally didn’t answer him.
              “Well, I guess you all won’t mind if we take your friend back with us then?”
              Spence raised his head from the floor and looked to them. “Please,” he coughed out. “Please help me.”
              The man with the bat brought it back down and it cracked against Spence’s back. Spence fell to the floor and let out a scream of paint.  
              Dena looked away and put her head into Adam’s stomach. “Just go.”
              Dreads put Spence in a headlock and picked up the man and passed him to another. “Go put him in the truck.” He turned back to them. “Since your boy killed one of ours its customary that you pay for his transgressions. Since you all seemed to be in the process of breaking up I’ll allow you to pay in supplies. What do you got?”
              There were still two other men in the room with him and they surrounded the group.
              “Spence’s bag is over there. It has the stuff he stole from your people,” Dena said.
              Dreads nodded towards one of the men to pick it up. “That’s a good start. What else you got?”
              “Everything else is ours,” Ally said.
              Dreads cold eyes met hers. “You know I’m getting really tired of your little arrow pointing at me.  I think it’s about time you lower it.”
              “I don’t think so,” she said. 
              “I can respect a bow, good quality weapon.  The problem is that it only has one arrow then it needs to be reloaded, and that can take a couple of seconds to do.  There are three of us in here and quite a few more of us outside.  You think you can shoot and reload fast enough to take us all out?”
              Ally felt a bead of sweat running from her forehead down her nose. Dreads stood in front of her and the other two men were on opposite sides of her. “No, I don’t.” Dreads smiled. “But I can get one good shot, and I’ll make sure it hits you square in the chest.”
              The smile fell from Dread’s face. “You got a fucked up little girl,” he said to Dena.  The man glanced about and let out a sigh. “Alright, load up boys, let’s head out.” He looked back to them. “We’re coming back here at nightfall and if you all are still here this will be where you’re buried. Got that?” Ally nodded.  The man shook his head once at her and they walked out of the building.  
              Silence hung in the air.
              Dena began to cry and Coby followed.  Ally went to her and laid her hand on her head. 
              “It’s ok,” she told her.
              “No, it’s not Ally.  Spence was right we can’t make it without him.  We don’t know what we’re doing.” 
              “I know what I’m doing,” Ally said.
              Dena looked up at her, her eyes were red and the knot on her head had tripled in size. 
              “I know how to hunt and I know how to find things. I made it long before you all showed up.  I can take care of you.”
              Dena pulled Ally in close and gave her a hug.
              It took several hours before Adam was coherent enough to ride.  When he was ready they gathered up the last of their supplies. Dena got on one horse with Coby on the back, Adam got on the other and Ally got onto Spence’s old horse.  They stood there for a brief moment.
              “I don’t……I don’t even know where to start,” Dena said.
              “We get out of this town to where it’s safe. Then we can look at your map and go find your daughter,” Ally said. 
              Some of the panic left Dena’s face and she nodded her head sluggishly. 
              Ally looked back from where they came. Back towards all the memories of the things that had happened to her, and to them, up to this point. Then she looked forward again, at the empty town and the great unknown. Without thinking twice she gently dug her heels into the side of the horse and it moved forward. The others followed. 
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