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      On the snowy hills of an endless forest sat several cabins tucked way, miles from civilization. The families who lived there had found solace within their isolated surroundings, where they were free from the dangers beyond their camp. News from the outside world was rare. The information that managed to travel to them was less than encouraging. Their former town had been two months without power. It had since been looted, destroyed, and abandoned. No one knew when they could ever return.

      The government was MIA. The country was at war. Law and order seemed to be relics of the past. A reckoning had befallen, the likes of which they had never seen. But for the time being, they were safe in their new camp, living off the land, with the hope of better days.

      In the early dawn, on the first day of the new month, Adam Fenwick awoke in his parents’ small cabin. He was short, even for a twelve-year-old, and he could often move through the forest and hide from his sisters and the other kids easily during their games. But he never stopped longing for home.

      Dressed in his socks, longjohns, and a flannel jacket, he rose from his mattress and looked around the living room he shared with his two sisters, who were sleeping on a nearby mattress. Smoldering embers glowed from the fireplace in the corner, providing some warmth in the otherwise frigid room. Adam stood and stretched. Each day was the same with the hope that they’d go home. His father, Ray, had told them that they would soon, but that day never seemed to come. One minute, his school was being evacuated, and the next, he was being forced to go with his parents to their cabin in the northeastern tundra.

      Adam considered himself old enough to know the truth about what was going on. His father only told them that it was too dangerous to go back home. His younger sisters, Jess and Holly, who were nine and six, were equally confused. His mother, Evelyn, supported the decision to leave and repeatedly assured them that they were better off away from home. Their parents very much believed it, as did the other adults in the community.

      Adam walked across the creaky floorboards to the window that looked out into the circle of cabins. He wiped some fog off with his sleeve and stared outside. Smoke rose from the chimneys of other cabins. No one was out yet. There were no lights on inside any of the cabins. He figured everyone was still sleeping. It felt strange to be the only one up so early in the morning. Not a day had gone by when Adam didn’t wonder, at first, if he was dreaming.

      

      They’d been there for about a month now, retreating from the city to the cabins each family owned when they used to vacation during the summer. Now, they were staying in them to survive. Adam stared outside as flakes gently fell to the snow-covered ground. For a moment, everything looked at peace, but all that changed upon an alarming sight ahead.

      A group of men emerged from the forest, and Adam didn’t recognize any of them. He inched closer and peered outside with his hands cupped against the cold window, counting at least twenty. They all wore heavy winter coats and beanie hats. Most of them had thick beards. They looked gruff and wild and not from around there. They were also armed. Adam knew a rifle when he saw one, and they had plenty.

      At first, he hoped they were just passing through, but that didn’t seem to be the case. The men marched through the snow and to the center square, where the community fire pit had been entirely covered. Adam watched in fear as they dispersed into groups, approaching each of the cabins. Something was terribly wrong. Adam’s father had warned him and his sisters about the danger of outsiders. He had told them not to get complacent and when outdoors to always be aware of their surroundings.

      The men kept their voices low, careful not to make noise. As one group got closer to his cabin, rifles drawn and vapor flowing from their mouths, Adam knew that he had to alert his family before it was too late.

      He turned around and hurried to his sisters’ mattress. “Wake up!” he said, shaking Holly.

      Jess woke first, fluttering open her eyes. Then Holly, surprised to see Adam kneeling next to them.

      “What is it?” she muttered.

      “There are men out there,” he said with urgency. “Intruders.”

      Holly sat up and looked around the room, still half asleep. Jess rolled out of bed and stood up, tugging at her pajama shirt. Neither seemed to understand the threat of the situation.

      “I’m waking Mom and Dad,” he continued. “Get ready to leave.” He rushed toward his parents’ door and opened it without knocking. In the darkness, he saw them lying in a deep slumber. He went straight to his father and shook his shoulder, urging him to wake.

      “What is it?” Ray groaned.

      “Men outside…” Adam said, out of breath. “They-they’ve got guns.”

      His father rose immediately with his eyes wide. “What men?”

      “Right outside. Two cabins away!” said Adam, growing impatient.

      Realization washed over Ray’s face as he gripped his wife’s shoulder, waking her. “Get up.” He then swung his legs out of bed and stood up in his red longjohns, looking like someone from another century, especially with the beard that he had grown during their time of rustic living. His father had also lost a lot of weight as they all had living out there.

      “Go get your sisters ready,” he said to Adam as he began dressing. “We’ll go out the back door. Move!”

      Adam ran out of the room just as his mother stumbled out of bed in a panic. She was instantly aware of what was happening and reached for her tattered blue jeans.

      He found his sisters already dressed in their winter coats and scarves, not wasting any time. Holly was helping Jess lace up her boots as Adam realized he needed to get ready himself. He hurried to the window and saw that the men were close, but they hadn’t quite made it to the door. He moved to his bag in the corner and pulled out his jacket and gloves, throwing them on faster than he ever had before.

      He slipped into his boots and then listened at the door, shushing his sisters, who were huddled together, terrified. The front door was locked, but that only provided a small amount of comfort. In the tense silence of the room, he listened as two voices spoke right on the other side.

      “Be careful. They could be armed,” one man said.

      “You guys ready?” another man asked.

      Adam bolted away from the door toward his parents’ room just as they stepped into the hall, dressed and ready to go. The look of dread on Adam’s face told them everything they needed to know. “They’re right outside,” he whispered, shaking.

      Ray pulled him close and looked inside the living room where Jess and Holly stood frozen. “Okay…” he said, slow and calm. “Everyone move toward the back door and stay quiet.”

      He pushed Adam forward as they headed toward the kitchen to the left. His father had a pistol in one hand. He waved Holly and Jess over with the other. Escape was only a few feet away, but it was too late. The front door burst open with a kick, and a group of men stormed inside with their rifles drawn. Evelyn screamed as Ray moved in front of his family, shielding them with his pistol raised.

      “Drop it!” one of the four men inside shouted.

      They steadily approached Adam and his family, rifles pointed directly at them. Ray’s pistol fell to the floor with a thud. Adam’s sisters huddled close to Evelyn as Adam peered out from his father’s side, just above his waist. The door creaked open as the cold air rushed in from outside. Adam could hear distant screams from the other cabins.

      He didn’t know why the men were there, but he knew it wasn’t good. His father had warned them about outsiders. He had told them that they could never take their safety for granted and to always be on alert. But it didn’t matter anymore. The intruders had found them.

      “Glad to see that you’re all dressed and ready,” one of the men said, stepping forward. “We want everyone outside, so move it.”

      “What do you want?” Ray seethed.

      “Outside. Now,” the man said, aiming his rifle at them.

      Adam hoped that his father still had a plan, something that would make everything all right again.

      “Whatever you want, you can discuss it with me,” Ray said. “Leave my family out of this.”

      The man lowered his rifle and scratched along the side of his beard as though he’d consider it. “Sorry, it’s not up to me. It’s not up to any of us. Brant wants to have a word with you.”

      “Brant?” Ray said, cock-eyed as though the name had resonated.

      “That’s right,” the man said. “This place is under new management.”

      The men ushered Adam and his family out of the corner. Despite Ray’s pleas, they jabbed at them with their guns, ordering everyone outside. Adam gripped the end of his father’s coat as they were pushed through the door and into the barren, snow-filled, open space in the center of the cabins.

      There were other families already outside and standing in a line while the invaders rustled more people from their cabins in the morning dawn. Evelyn held Jess close in both arms as the young girl whimpered into her shoulder. Holly grabbed Adam’s hand as they trudged on, following their father to an open area where more members of their community were forced to gather.

      “That’s it. Keep together, and stay in line,” a man said, pacing back and forth in front of everyone with his rifle over his shoulder. “Nice and easy.”

      Adam’s family lined up behind ten or so people in front of them. He saw his friend, Sam, standing in the first row, holding his father’s hand and shaking from the cold. Orders were being shouted at from all around as all twenty-two men, women, and children were lined up, shivering in fear and cold, in three rows.

      Adam had never felt so afraid, even after everything that had already happened. He heard his mother whisper to his father, “What are we going to do?” Her voice was stricken with fear.

      “Just stay calm,” he told her. “They’ve come for our supplies. That’s all.”

      But the situation appeared far more ominous to Adam, especially as he watched one of the men drag a crying woman out of a cabin by her hair. Adam turned and saw Mrs. Kemp and her daughter, Rose, in the line in front of them. Mrs. Kemp did all the sewing around the camp. His father’s hand suddenly passed quickly across his head, brushing along his beanie.

      “It’ll be okay, son,” Ray told him.

      “Promise?” Adam asked, looking up.

      Suddenly, a man in front called out in a loud and authoritative tone. “Is that everyone?” Adam could barely see him through the adult blocking his view.

      “That should be it,” another man said. “All the cabins are empty.”

      “Good,” the man said, tugging at his own brown-grayish beard. He wore sunglasses, even that early in the morning. And he stood tall with his shoulders out and back arched as though he was the only man in charge now.

      Evelyn leaned close to Ray and whispered to him, “Where are our lookouts?”

      Keeping his eyes forward, Ray simply shook his head. “I don’t know.”

      “All right, listen up, everyone,” the same man called out. “We’ve got business to conduct here. I know that we’ve got you a little startled, but this won’t take too long.” He paused and drew closer, pacing along the front row. “Who’s in charge here?”

      Silence followed among the community as the man stopped and looked around. Adam turned to look behind them and saw that they were surrounded and being watched on all sides.

      “Come on now,” the man continued, scanning the rows. “Don’t be modest. There’s a leader among you. I want to speak to him right now.”

      From the front row, Charlie Stevenson stepped forward with his hand up. “That’s me.”

      Evelyn gripped Ray’s arm. “What’s he doing?”

      “Don’t worry,” Ray whispered back.

      Charlie stood in his thick flannel shirt with a matching bomber hat that had flaps reaching past his ears. Charlie was Ashley’s father, a girl at the camp, roughly Adam’s age, who he went to school with. He could see the back of her as she held her mother’s hand, sniffling.

      “Excellent,” the man with the rifle said. He pointed to the snowy ground beside him. “Come. Please. Let’s talk.”

      Charlie approached and turned around to face the crowd before them.

      “What’s your name?” the man asked.

      Charlie introduced himself as the man tugged at his own graying beard.

      “Charlie, my name is Brant. There are some questions I’d like to ask you. I need you to be honest with me.”

      Charlie stared into the crowd and nodded. “Sure. I’ll try my best.” Sensing a rapport, he then asked what the men wanted, which was the wrong question.

      Brant smacked Charlie’s hat off in an instant with a stern warning.

      Gasps followed from the crowd as Ashley screamed out, “Daddy!” in panic.

      “No questions,” Brant said. “Now, pick up your hat.”

      In the stunned silence that followed, Charlie awkwardly went to his knees to retrieve his hat, brushing the snow off as he apologized.

      “Just listen and answer, okay?” Brant told him; Charlie nodded as Brant stepped forward. “What are you doing out here?”

      Charlie stared ahead nervously as he struggled for the right answer.

      “It’s not difficult,” Brant assured him. “Just tell me the truth.”

      “We’re hunkering down,” Charlie answered. “Holding out until things blow over.”

      Brant rocked his head back and laughed, his breath billowing in the cold air. “That’s where you’re wrong. I don’t know how long you’ve been out here, but things aren’t going to blow over anytime soon, my friend.”

      “So be it…” Charlie said with a tinge of defiance.

      Brant directly faced him. “I bet you’re wondering how we found you.”

      “That thought did cross my mind.”

      “Well,” Brant said, pivoting to the crowd. “We saw your lookout and surprised him.”

      “Dale!” His wife, Lisa, shouted from the front row. Adam knew them but not very well. “What did you do to him?” Lisa rushed forward, shouting and hysterical.

      Brant turned toward Charlie in response. “Tell her to calm down. We don’t want things to get unpleasant now, do we?”

      Charlie nodded and outstretched his arms. “Lisa, please.” He made a shooing motion, and she backed up, and her friends reached out and pulled her into the line.

      Brant suddenly leaned in closer and said something to Charlie that made his eyes widen.

      “What?” Lisa demanded amid her sobs. “What did he tell you?”

      “N-nothing,” Charlie said, nervous.

      Adam looked around and saw that they were being watched on all sides by armed men.

      “Next question!” Brant announced with his arms out. “Why didn’t you leave with the others? Why didn’t you listen to the evacuation orders?”

      All eyes went to Charlie as he thought to himself. “I…” he began. “We had cabins out here. We didn’t see the harm in it.”

      Brant shook his head. “You do know that everyone who stayed behind was told to check-in, didn’t you?” He paused and then looked at the crowd, answering for them. “Yes, you did, but you chose to do things your way.”

      “We’re only trying to survive,” Charlie said.

      Brant got right in his face, boots crunching in the snow. “And we want to help. But we can’t do that when you’re hiding from us and not contributing to the effort.” He then turned again to the captive audience before them. “You’re a rogue community, and rogue communities don’t get any protection from us.”

      Charlie stepped forward with his hand up. “Brant, if I may.”

      Brant whipped his head around with fierce, unblinking eyes that caused Charlie to stumble back a step. “What is it, Charlie?”

      “We’re not out here to bother anyone, least of all you and your people.”

      An abrupt shout followed from the second row as a man Adam couldn’t see stepped forward, livid. “That’s enough! We don’t have to answer to these men. They’re nothing but thieves. Take what you need and get the hell out of here!”

      A smile came across Brant’s face as he approached the man. “And who may you be, sir?”

      “My name is Jeff Ortiz,” he answered.

      Brant suddenly put his arm around Charlie. “And here I thought you were the leader. Sounds to me like we’ve got a mutiny on our hands.”

      Charlie laughed while nervously shaking his head. “That’s not it at all. It’s just—”

      Brant slapped him hard on the back and stepped away, inching closer to the crowd. “You’ve answered my questions, Charlie; now let’s get down to business.”

      He paused and adjusted the bandana on his head while pulling a tin flask from his coat and taking a quick swig. His breath flowed out like fog as he exhaled with satisfaction. “We need to know if you’re an ally or an enemy. As a penalty for this slight, we will take all the supplies we can carry. Once we’re done, you can get back on with your lives. But we’ll be back in one month for more supplies. Understand?”

      There was a rustling in the crowd and a few feeble gasps, followed by silence. Adam couldn’t believe what he was hearing.

      “Let this be a lesson to all of you. We control this area, and as long as you’re here, you will provide for us.”

      Adam noticed some of the men behind them boxing the group in as Brant continued his speech.

      “Now is the time to make an example of someone.” He paused and then leaned close to Charlie, smiling.

      “What… what do you mean?” Charlie asked, stunned.

      Before an answer could be given, a large man behind Charlie struck him in the back of the legs with the buttstock of his rifle. The crowd screamed. Charlie’s knees buckled as he screamed in pain and fell to the ground, wincing.

      Brant looked at him and smiled. “You’ve been demoted.”

      Adam broke from the ranks to get a better look at what was happening. The cries continued as threatening shouts from Brant’s men echoed through the air, ordering them not to move. The man, whose name was Malcolm, pointed the barrel of his rifle at the back of Charlie’s head as Brant stepped away to address the frightened crowd.

      “You must now learn the consequences of your actions.” He turned to Charlie as the cries of the crowd continued.

      Adam tried to pull away, but his father’s firm grip on his jacket kept him from doing so. From the front, Brant leaned eye level to Charlie and whispered something, only to step away.

      A large gun blast then rang out. Half the group flew to the ground, Adam one of them. Their screams peaked, like a rolling wave. Adam tried to get up from the slushy ground, but his father’s arm had him pinned. He looked ahead and saw Charlie on the ground with half his head missing, and the reddest blood splattered all over the snow.
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      The weather forecast for the weekend was looking up. Seated at his desk, James Weller closed his laptop and glanced into his planner. His week-long solo getaway had been in the works for months, though he had messed up in scheduling it the same weekend as his fifth wedding anniversary. The night before, to make amends, he’d taken his wife Marla out to eat at one of their favorite steakhouses, and though she seemed happy, there remained a lot unsaid between them. He had sensed a drifting between them for months now, widening with every disagreement. A week apart would give them the space they needed, or so he hoped.

      They both led busy, career-oriented lives. Marla was a professional newscaster for the St. Louis local affiliate station. James was a successful novelist of mainly military espionage thrillers. His upcoming getaway was to a writer’s retreat at his own rented cabin. He was under a deadline with his publisher to turn in his latest manuscript, for which he’d been given an advance, and there was no better place to get some much-needed work done.

      In his early twenties, he had spent four years in the military as an army mechanic. He loved working on cars. It was something he was good at. But writing was his greatest love of all. He had spent the last two hours of the evening answering emails and still had a fair amount of packing to do before he left. He heard the sink running in the kitchen. Marla was still up despite her early assignment the next morning. There’d been some disagreements between her and her boss, Kate, and Marla were on edge. He heard cabinets slam, one after the other.

      James leaned back in his chair, admiring his cozy home office. A packed bookshelf stood in the corner next to his spinning pedestal globe. On the wall hung a collection of writing awards and photos. Everything, including his glass display case filled with Civil War memorabilia, was arranged neatly to his liking. He did most of his writing in this room, his favorite in the house, but for one week, he was looking forward to the change of environment.

      James rose from his chair with a stretch and walked slowly to the door. He reached for the knob and hesitated. Another cabinet slammed, and then came silence. The faucet turned on again as he searched for the right things to say that might make her feel better. He opened the door, making his way to the kitchen of their quaint three-bedroom home. The years living together in a picturesque St. Louis suburb had turned into a blur of sorts. James was thirty-six now. Both their parents regularly asked about grandchildren. The pressure was on.

      James went straight for the refrigerator and opened it; Marla was at the sink with her back turned toward him. “Hey there,” he began. “How’s it going?”

      Marla turned from the sink with her sleeves rolled up, drying her hands. “Fine.”

      “Good,” James said, taking an apple from the fruit drawer. He chomped into the apple with one bite and then closed the fridge, approaching her.

      James glanced through the small kitchen window above the sink. It was dark outside, and the motion lights from his neighbor’s backyard shined over the fence. His neighbor, Vernon, had two noisy Rottweilers who were noticeably quiet. James leaned against one of the counters as Marla finished wiping the other.

      “It’s that early morning assignment, isn’t it?” he asked finally.

      She hung the dishcloth over the faucet and turned around, brushing back loose strands of hair that had fallen into her face. “I suppose. City Hall at seven in the morning. I’ve had worse. They’re unveiling a new information center.”

      “Sounds like fun.” But he knew he wasn’t helping.

      “I’ve been with them for four years,” she said with an open hand. “I’ve always been willing to do whatever it takes, and I’ve never complained to anyone about any assignment.”

      “That’s why they like you,” James said. “It takes time to move up, especially at a local news affiliate.” Though he wasn’t sure if that was the case, it made sense in his head.

      Marla’s eyes drifted to the floor. “You know, I really thought this would be the year for me. But Kate still treats me like an intern. She acts like I’m lucky just to be on camera. I’ve had enough.”

      James searched again for the right thing to say.

      “And don’t tell me to find another network,” she said, beating him to the punch. “I can’t just start over somewhere else at my age.”

      He couldn’t help but laugh. “Oh, come on. You’re only thirty-two.”

      “Thirty-three, James,” she said, anger rising in her tone. “Have you forgotten already?”

      James held up his hands. “Look. I’m sorry. What do you want me to say?”

      “Nothing,” she said, turning away and leaving the kitchen. “Forget about it. Enjoy your retreat.”

      “Hey, I have deadlines, too,” James said, following her into the hallway.

      Marla stopped a few feet in front of their bedroom and spun around, surprising him. “Is that why you spend whole weekend in the garage, tinkering with your precious car?”

      The car she was referring to was James’s ‘78 Classic Pontiac Firebird Trans AM, his pride and joy. He’d bought the car years ago and had put a lot of time and effort into restoring it. Working on it was a therapeutic exercise in the sense that it reminded James of past times, working on cars with his father. It was true that he spent a lot of time in the garage, but it was the one break from writing he had. She didn’t seem to understand that.

      “What’s your problem?” James asked.

      “My problem?” Marla repeated with gusto. “Don’t worry about it.”

      “Come on, Marla,” he pleaded. He watched as she went into their bedroom and slammed the door behind her. He followed her and turned the knob, but it was locked. “All right. You’ve made your point, now open up.”

      “Go away,” she called out from inside.

      “I need to pack. Come on.”

      She moved closer to the door but wouldn’t open it. “Not now.”

      James gripped the doorknob and shook it. “Open the damn door!” But there was no response; she was ignoring him.

      His head lowered as he sighed in resignation. He backed away from the door and then walked away, heading toward the living room. He checked the front door in the foyer and saw that it was locked. James went to the living room and sat on the couch, turning on the TV. Marla just needed space, he figured. She couldn’t stay mad at him forever. In fact, he didn’t even know why she would be mad. Their last argument was over a week ago.

      Propping his sock-covered feet onto the coffee table, he flipped through the channels, stopping at a cable news station. A big red banner consumed the bottom of the screen that said, Conflict Escalates with North Korea: Global Community on Edge.

      The news, as of late, read like a precursor to World War III. Iran, Russia, China, and now North Korea were making aggressive moves against the United States, and they had been doing so for some time now. James had been following the news closely, and as troubling as things sounded, he wondered if it was just business as usual or the beginning of something far more serious.

      Old army friends still in the service had recently told James that the military was gearing up for something big, but no one could specify what. It was scary stuff, but James never worried too much about it. There was no stopping war. History had proven that much.

      He turned up the volume as a male news anchor continued with a tone of urgency. “Officials have unveiled direct links between North Korea’s nuclear arsenal and the Chinese government, fueling theories on who is propping up the dangerous, unpredictable regime with financial and military aid. With the regime’s claims that South Korea will be theirs, U.S. officials move once again to exhaust diplomatic measures that have, so far, done little to deescalate the conflict.”

      James stared at the screen as his mind drifted to other matters. It was September already, and he couldn’t believe it. The holidays were coming. His father’s birthday was in two weeks, his sister planned to visit next month, and his in-laws had an anniversary in a few weeks. He had to be sure to remember all of them. The next morning, he needed to pick up some things for his trip. Marla deserved the house to herself for the weekend. James was sure of it. The getaway was as much for her as it was for him.
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      James woke the next morning on the couch with a stiff neck. A faint morning dawn glowed from behind the living room curtains. The TV was off, and he was lying on his side. He heard Marla in the kitchen and glanced at the wall clock. It was 6:05 a.m., and James couldn’t believe he had slept through the whole night on the couch

      Marla would probably get a kick out of seeing him limp his way to the kitchen, cracking his neck. He sat up with a yawn and sat quietly as his thoughts returned. His anger toward Marla from last night had faded. He wanted to make amends and hoped that she felt the same way.

      He stood up, still in his jeans, collared shirt, and socks and crept toward the kitchen on the other side of the wall. He peeked around the corner and saw Marla in her bathrobe, hair in a towel, filling a coffee pot with water. She hadn’t noticed him yet. Normally, he’d take the opportunity to give her a good scare, but he didn’t want to start the morning on the wrong foot.

      “Good morning,” he said, walking in.

      The sink went off as she turned around, slightly startled. “Oh. Hi.” She paused and studied his wrinkled clothes and disheveled hair. “Did you sleep on the couch?”

      James scratched his head. “It appears so. I must have fallen asleep watching TV.”

      She turned away and placed the coffee pot on its burner. James wasn’t expecting an apology, but he did wonder if she felt bad, keeping him out.

      To this, she made a comment, clarifying the record. “I got up and unlocked the door last night. You didn’t have to sleep out there.”

      James approached and placed both hands on her shoulders. “Like I said, I fell asleep. Don’t worry about it.” Initially, she didn’t move, but James remained undeterred as he apologized, “I don’t like seeing you upset, Marla. You know I’m here for you. Always.”

      Her hand eventually made its way up as she placed it over his. “I know. I’m sorry, too.” She then turned around and faced him. There was remorse in her hazel eyes.

      “I just want us to be happy,” James said.

      “Me too,” she added.

      He pulled her closer as they hugged. “I’ll stick around and watch you on TV. How about that?”

      Marla laughed as she pulled away. “Sure. Just don’t expect a hard-hitting report.”

      James laughed as he opened the refrigerator and grabbed a carton of orange juice. He stood completely still for a moment and placed a hand there, frowning and looking startled.

      Marla turned and noticed his quiet, foreboding stare. “What’s wrong?”

      “Ah, nothing,” James said, taking a deep breath. “My stomach’s been messed up since the other night.”

      Curious, Marla leaned closer. “Our anniversary dinner?”

      “Yeah,” he said. “Not sure what it was.” He slowly moved his hand away and went to the table, pouring a glass. “I’ll be fine.”

      “Just take it easy,” she said, walking around him. “I have to get ready now.”

      She stopped and gave him a peck on the cheek and then hurried off down the hall. James looked to the boiling coffee pot on the counter and prepared to pour himself a cup. He’d need to be as awake as possible for the drive ahead of him. He stood up and walked to the counter, yawning. It was barely daylight outside. He grabbed a mug and poured hot coffee almost to the brim, the rich aroma alerting his senses.

      He turned from the counter and left the kitchen. Inside his office, he grabbed his laptop and bag and began to pack. Next, he entered their bedroom where Marla was brushing her hair in the adjacent bathroom. He turned on the TV atop their dresser and went inside their walk-in closet where his empty luggage awaited him in the corner.

      He carried the smallest of the bags to the bed and glanced at the TV. The news hadn’t changed much from the night before. Only now, it seemed to have just gotten worse. An ongoing standoff between U.S. Naval vessels and Chinese warships had escalated around a disputed area within the Asia Pacific. James pulled out some clothes from the dresser and tossed them onto the bed as Marla emerged from the bathroom wearing a blue short-sleeved dress shirt and lightweight slacks, ready for the day.

      “Sounds like things are heating up,” James said, pointing at the TV.

      “It sure is scary,” she said with concern.

      “China would never attack us,” James said. “They just need to get North Korea under control.”

      Marla took a thin jacket from the closet and motioned to leave. Her long dark hair was brushed to each side, framing her face, with waves running through it. She never wore too much makeup, even on camera. “Wish me luck.”

      James stuffed a folded shirt into his bag and then walked over to her. “Have a good day,” he said, pulling her close for a hug.

      “You too,” she said, hugging him back. “Have fun at your retreat.”

      After a quick kiss, she left the room. James then went to the bathroom where the mirror was still misty, and thin wafts of steam flowed by. He reached for his travel bag under the sink and checked inside to make sure it had all the toiletries he needed.

      “It’s only a week,” he said under his breath as he zipped the bag. He tended to overpack. He undressed and turned on the shower nozzle, then stepped inside. The water sprayed against his face, refreshing him as he reached for the soap. He and Marla had made up, and he felt a lot less guilty about leaving. He was going to have a great time. Nothing would get in his way now. He was sure of it.
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      The morning sun was out, but there was a chill in the air. James walked out of the front door and locked it behind him. His laptop bag hung from his shoulders as he wheeled his single suitcase to his Jeep Wrangler in the driveway. He’d love to be able to drive the vintage Pontiac, but the car wasn’t quite ready. It needed new shocks and brake pads, though he had made progress over the past year, even getting it a shiny bronze paint job. The Jeep would have to do for the week.

      He went to the passenger side and opened the door, placing his suitcase inside. Other vehicles passed the house on their busy residential street with homes close together on both sides. Their neighborhood on Baldwin Drive had expanded over the years. James saw his neighbor, Vernon, out on his front porch with his stark-white hair and old-fashioned aura. He was sitting in his chair like most mornings and reading the paper with his cigar resting in a nearby ashtray.

      James waved as he entered the Jeep, receiving a wave from Vernon in return. He then started the engine and backed out of the driveway, ready to leave. As he continued through the neighborhood, James went through a mental list of items: cell phone, cell phone charger, toothpaste, running shoes, laptop power cord, jacket in case it got cold, cash if needed, and the list went on and on. He thought he had everything, and if he didn’t, he’d have to make do. He saw that the tank was half full and made plans to top it off before getting on the highway.

      Interstate 55 would take him onto the 270 toward Wood River. The drive wouldn’t take more than an hour and a half, given traffic. Once he arrived at the cabin, he planned to settle in and start writing immediately. He’d see other writers there as well. Some were friends and colleagues he regularly stayed in contact with. He couldn’t wait.

      

      James pulled into the Drive N’ Save gas station right on the corner before the highway entrance ramp. He figured he’d get a cup of coffee while he was at it. He stopped at the nearest pump and switched off the engine while rotating his neck. It still ached from the couch. The station was busy with people entering and exiting through the front, and not a space was available. He got out and swiped his credit card at the pump. Once ready, he placed the nozzle into the side of his Jeep and began pumping.

      A man on the other side of the pump was fueling his own car while talking wildly into a cell phone held against his ear. James only took notice of the man’s increasingly loud conversation. He had slicked-back hair and wore sunglasses, a dress shirt, and a tie, probably someone who considered themselves quite important. James wasn’t about to get into the man’s business, but he wasn’t too keen on the risks a cell phone and a gas pump presented. Among other warnings, there was even a sign at each pump that prohibited cellular usage. James took a deep breath and leaned closer to the pump, calling out to the man.

      “Excuse me,” James said, waving at the man.

      “Hold on a second, Dave,” the man said, lowering his phone.

      “You shouldn’t be doing that while pumping gas,” James said out of concern for his own safety.

      The man stood frozen for a moment. “Huh?”

      “Your phone. It’s dangerous,” James said. “For you and me.” He didn’t like to get into other people’s business, but he had to draw the line somewhere.

      “Hold on, Dave,” he said into the phone, lowering his phone with a step toward James. “What are you saying?”

      James pointed to the sign above them. “Static electricity from your phone. Get it?”

      The man thought for a moment and then waved him off. “Ah, that’s a bunch of nonsense.” He then resumed pumping with his phone against his ear.

      James shook his head and fueled up. Once finished, he quickly placed the nozzle back into the pump. Before he could return to his Jeep, a sudden and bright flash exploded in front of him, clouding his vision and rocking his body. He flew back against his Jeep, dazed and shaken. His ears rang from the blast, and he heard people call out from all around him, just as shocked as he was.

      For a moment, he thought that his fears had been right and that the man with the phone had managed to blow up the gas pump. As his vision returned, he could tell that the explosion had occurred from above. The sky had turned a pinkish blue in an instant. James regained his balance, a dozen different possibilities racing through his mind. It could have been a transformer explosion, a plane crash, a rocket attack, or any of a dozen other freak occurrences. He had no idea.

      He staggered toward his Jeep and saw people getting up from the pavement and staring at the sky. On closer inspection, James could see that the lights were dim inside the gas station. It looked like the power was out. Some people were sitting in their cars, equally dazed.

      The cell phone man sat on the other side of the pump, struggling to his feet with sunglasses crooked. James walked over and extended his hand, helping him up with one tug. The man thanked him and then brushed off the dirt his fancy dress slacks, cursing as he did it.

      “The hell was that?” he asked, shaken and disoriented.

      “I warned you,” James said jokingly. The truth was, he didn’t know.

      The man crouched down to retrieve his phone in a near panic. He then held out the screen, curiously examining it. “Phone’s dead. Just great.” He pressed buttons on all sides to no avail. “Ah, come on. What the hell?”

      James glanced past the man and saw a strange and bewildering sight just ahead of them. All four lanes of the road in both directions were filled with cars no longer in motion. Some of them had managed to roll to the side of the road, others were stopped completely in the lane. Not a single vehicle was moving. He didn’t know what was going on, but it gave him a bad feeling.

      “And now the pump’s not working!” the man shouted.

      James turned and saw nothing but a blank screen where there had been numbers before. He moved quickly around and saw the same thing on his pump. The lights in the gas station were still out as people continued to file outside, looking around as though they were in a dream state. He turned back around and watched as the man returned to his shiny black Lexus, shouting at the top of his lungs, “What the hell is this shit?”

      He was turning his ignition key, but nothing was happening. James slowly lowered into his seat and gripped the wheel with one hand while touching the ignition switch with the other. The elements began to add up in his mind: white aerial flash, explosion, cell phone, gas pump, and stopped traffic. It all meant something. With faint optimism, he reached for his cell phone on the center console and examined its blank screen. He hadn’t turned it off, but there it was, completely dead.

      “Oh no…” he began as the man next to him shouted some more. He pressed and held the side power button to no avail. Next came the most important test of all. He took a deep breath and turned the ignition key and heard only a dead, mechanical clicking sound.

      And nothing more. James tried the engine again and again in disbelief. Whatever was happening couldn’t be so. There was a logical explanation for it all.

      A Transformer blew and shorted everything out, he thought. Must have created an electromagnetic pulse in the process. That’s why the phones don’t work. Cars, too.

      For a moment, everything seemed to make sense. Frustrated shouts echoed all around. James wasn’t the only driver at the wheel who couldn’t start his car. He stepped outside and left the pavilion shielding the pumps, staring up into the sky. Aside from the chatter of gas patrons, everything was eerily quiet. At least he wouldn’t be in the middle of the road when everything started up again.

      There were no sounds of construction work, no jackhammers pounding or trucks beeping; there were no sounds of vehicles whatsoever, on or off the road. A freak accident had occurred, and James was hopeful that it didn’t extend beyond Rosalind Street where he was. But something told him that the outage was far more widespread.

      The Lexus man was soon out of his car and approached James, shaking his head with his tie blowing in the wind. “Car won’t start, fucking phone won’t work. What the hell is going on?”

      “That flash did something,” James said, staring at the blue, cloud-filled sky above. “I thought it might be a transmitter blowout or something, but now I’m not so sure.”

      The man paced around in the sunlight, staring down at his cell phone in denial. “Absolute bullshit,” he muttered.

      But the problem spread beyond just the gas station to a row of shops next door where the lights were out, and people were standing outside. The still traffic that accompanied the road beyond the gas station was most telling of all.

      Hoods had been raised, and people were looking into their engines, seemingly confused and perturbed by the inexplicable occurrence. Nobody seemed to know what they were looking for or at. James focused on the more outward sense of the problem.

      The power was out. Cell phones weren’t working, nor were any of the vehicles in sight, including James’s Jeep. The nightmare scenario he had read about in so many fiction books—an EMP attack—seemed to be a reality. James recalled the various types of weaponized EMPs, which could range from a nuclear deployment to a high-altitude warhead to a straight-forward disruption. He was sure that he wasn’t the only one who had made the connection.

      He returned to his Jeep but wasn’t going to waste any more time trying to get it started. He locked both doors and tried to think of a plan. He wasn’t going to panic. He tried to keep his mind clear and his nerves calm. All was not lost… yet. He headed inside the Drive N’ Save where people were stood by the entrance, looking around in wonder. Not a car in the parking lot was running. Many of them already had their hoods up.

      James walked inside the gas station, feeling an immediate uneasiness in the air. None of the lights were on. The coolers in the back weren’t running. A long line went from the check-out counter to the back. Two female cashiers apologized to perplexed customers for the “technical difficulties” their system was experiencing. Groans carried around the entire store.

      James glanced around the aisles as the door swung open, and people filed in and out behind him. For now, the shelves were fully stocked. Everything was in order. James, however, wondered how long that would last. Questions flew from the mouths of agitated customers, demanding to know what was going on. None of their cell phones worked. The power was out, their credit and debit cards useless. The vehicles outside weren’t working. It was like something out of a disaster movie. Nervous laughter rippled among the small groups chatting among themselves, offering their own theories of what had happened. James heard some reference to an EMP as well, which meant he couldn’t have been too far off.

      He stood near the newspaper rack and observed as some men in construction reflector vests returned their drinks and snacks in heavy frustration. James then scanned the ceiling and spotted the different security cameras above, none of them working. James walked down the corner aisle and opened the glass cooler door, feeling lingering coolness no longer running. A lanky man in the front asked anyone who would listen for cash.

      “Come on!” he called out. He wore a dirty sweatshirt along with torn jeans. But the grumbling of frustrated customers around the store nearly drowned him out. “Just a few bucks,” he continued with no response.

      A bulky truck driver in a hat and short-sleeved flannel shirt stepped forward, angered. “Hey. Take your panhandling outside, and keep the line moving.” He cradled a breakfast burrito and a large soda, clearly wanting to get back on the road. But how? The lanky man stared him down but suddenly stormed outside in a fit, to nearly everyone’s relief.

      “Fucking lowlife,” the trucker said, shaking his head.

      Standing near the front, James watched as the trucker paid cash for his items and then left in a huff.

      “Cash…” James thought as things went quiet.

      He quickly pulled out his wallet, opening it. Inside, he had two twenty-dollar bills. There was more at home. He and Marla had about five thousand dollars cash between them in a safe. Something told him that they’d need it. Half the line had already cleared out. Cash was the only acceptable currency, and it was now his turn.

      James moved to the counter and asked if the phone lines were working. The cashier turned to him, holding up her chubby arms in a helpless gesture and shaking her bouffant hairstyle, which seemed to have a life of its own. “Nothing’s working, hon. Not even the Lotto machine.”

      James watched outside as the trucker approach his rig parked near the pumps. He got inside, adjusted himself, and seemed to turn the ignition, but nothing happened. James then turned to the cashier and gave her a word of advice in a soft tone. “You should maybe think about closing as a precaution.”

      She nodded as another customer approached with a cup of coffee and a small box of donuts. “You’re paying cash, right?” she asked him. He eagerly handed her a five as she glanced at James with a shrug. “We can’t do a thing until management says so.”

      “I’d advise it,” James said, walking away.

      More people were outside than ever. Many of them were coming from the road where their vehicles had broken down. The store was getting crowded fast despite the blackout. James suddenly thought of Marla. He had no idea if she was okay, and he couldn’t call her to find out. He stared outside and saw people remove their cell phone batteries and replace them; anything that would get them working.

      “What’s going on, anyway?” one particularly sweaty and exhausted man asked the cashier.

      James turned to listen to the man.

      “I’m not sure, sir. Power went out,” the cashier said.

      The man then pointed to the cigarettes behind her and asked for a pack. She pulled one from the display and set it on the counter. He shifted in place when she told him the price.

      “Well, look,” he began. “I’m short about two bucks, but I’ll pay you later. I promise.”’

      The line soon became unruly as the cashier hesitated.

      “You’re holding up the line!” another man called out.

      James examined their impatient, frustrated faces and left the store, thinking of how he could get to Marla. Once outside, he returned to the pump and saw that some people had already abandoned their cars on the road and were walking on ahead. He peered around the pump and saw that the cell phone man was looking inside his engine like the many drivers around them.

      “Son of a bitch,” he muttered while swatting his hair to the side.

      “It’s the electronic circuits,” James said, startling the man. “They’re probably fried.”

      The man arched upward with his hands on his hips, staring at James through his glasses. “And you know this because?”

      “Just a hunch. I used to be a mechanic,” James said. He regretted his words as the man’s face lit up.

      “Oh yeah? Can you look at my car then?”

      “This is not something that can be fixed,” James said. He turned away as the man leaned back over his engine, touching wires and hoses to no avail. James went to his Jeep, hoping that by some miracle, it would start. But he knew better. He opened the door, leaned inside, and gave the ignition a turn one last time. There was a faint clicking sound but nothing else.

      He soon reached a decision, difficult as it was. Shifting the Jeep into neutral, he stepped out of the door and heaved the Jeep forward, gradually rolling it to a curve away from the pump and beside a dumpster fence. The tires crunched against the pavement as he moved it out of view, partially hidden. Then he extended his leg inside and braked to a halt.

      As he next reached inside to grab his bag from the back seat, he almost felt like a soldier again, on the move and executing a plan, though unclear. He recalled the old Humvees he worked on in the army. They didn’t have the fancy circuitry of most modern vehicles. Come to think of it, neither did his Pontiac Firebird.

      James closed the driver’s door and made sure it was locked. He took his suitcase and his laptop bag and began to walk. He had heard all about EMPs before. Who hadn’t? An electromagnetic pulse, however deployed, didn’t just damage electronic circuitry, it destroyed it. There was no moment where things would just start working again. Whatever had been disrupted would need to be replaced.

      He gazed out into the road and saw over fifty cars parked unevenly across lanes. Several had crashed into each other. He took a deep breath and continued through the parking lot, passing agitated, confused strangers who didn’t seem to know at all what was going on. A cell phone suddenly flew past him and hit the ground next, cracking against the pavement. Surprised, he looked over at the cell phone man at the pump, seething and out of breath.

      “Stupid piece-of-shit phone!” In his fervor, he glanced at James, curious. “Hey. Where are you going?”

      “Home,” James said, turning away.

      The man followed him, near hysterics. “You can’t just leave. What about your Jeep?”

      “It won’t start. None of these vehicles will.”

      “So, what do we do now?” the man asked, wiping the sweat from his forehead.

      James slowed and gave him a curious look. He couldn’t believe what he was hearing.

      “My name is Allen,” said the man, extending his hand.

      They shook as James told him his name and turned to go.

      “What happened? Do you know?” Allen asked in desperation.

      James paused again and looked around, surveying the graveyard of vehicles around them, still and silent. “Call me crazy, but I think we’ve been hit with an EMP.”

      Allen thought to himself, scratching his chin. “An EMP? Yes, of course. That would make sense, but…” He stopped as though he had lost the words.

      “I’ve got to keep moving,” James said, walking onto the side road.

      “Man, this is scary stuff,” Allen said, following. “Just my luck that I’m supposed to be at a meeting right now.” He turned and pointed to the Lexus at the pump. “That’s a rental. I’m from Chicago.”

      “Best of luck,” James said.

      Allen stood on the curb, dumbfounded. “Yeah. Thanks.”

      James continued down the shaded neighborhood road as the endless chatter from the crowded gas station drifted away in the distance. The house wasn’t too far, only a couple of miles. He and Marla used to take walks that were much longer, but they hadn’t done so in a while. Staring ahead, he felt as though he was in a dream. Perhaps he’d wake up and find Marla in the kitchen again, hurrying off to work. But what was happening was very real, and he’d have to think fast and smart to stay on top of things. Marla depended on him.
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      By the time James returned home, his legs felt like Jell-O. He reached his driveway and nearly collapsed while dropping the suitcase to the ground. The homes he had passed on his way back didn’t appear to have any power. There were people outside everywhere, some at their cars, others walking in the opposite direction of James. He had stayed to the road and kept a steady pace the entire way. He estimated that at least an hour had passed since the EMP strike. He didn’t have a wristwatch or working cell phone to verify, but it was clearly reaching mid-morning.

      No EMP weapon had ever been used against the United States. It would have been something smaller activated by terrorists, or a widespread attack meant to disable the power grid for hundreds of miles. There was simply no way to tell from where he was.

      Feeling somewhat victorious in his journey, he bent down and stretched his calves. He glanced up toward his neighbor, Vernon’s, porch and didn’t see him or either of his Rottweilers outside. The entire street was quiet enough to raise suspicion. Those who weren’t already at home were most likely stranded somewhere else and trying to get home. He stared into the sky as a flock of birds flew by in a perfect angle.

      James grabbed his suitcase and then hurried up the driveway, feeling a knot in his left leg that slowed him down. He limped to the front door and then leaned against the wall with a sudden panic taking hold. What if the Pontiac wouldn’t work, either? He’d be stuck here with Marla in probable danger. There’d be nothing he could do.

      Technology was entrenched in everything they did. Without it, he wasn’t sure how people would behave. His phone had been disabled for a brief hour or two, and he already felt close to delirium. He fished his keys out and unlocked the front door. There was no need to turn off the security system, not if the power was out, and it was. Instead of the greeting of a long beep from the keypad, James heard nothing.

      The air inside felt stuffy and dense. He walked inside and quickly closed the door, locking it behind him. He set his suitcase down in the foyer and walked into the living room. Marla wasn’t home, and while it was foolish to expect her there, he had possessed a small glimmer of hope. All the blinds were shut at the front windows, and he was happy to keep it that way. In another couple of days, they might have to board up the windows. As he proceeded through the house, he flipped several light switches along the way to no effect.

      He opened the refrigerator and felt the cool air but knew that it wasn’t going to last long. He then closed it and sat at the small circular table they had in the corner, pulling out his laptop and e-book reader. He tried to turn them on, but nothing happened.

      James rose from his chair and walked toward the key rack on the wall, his heart beating fast. There before him was the key to his Pontiac. It was finally time to see if his plan would work. He grabbed the key, sighed, and headed toward the garage. He entered the darkened space and instinctively flipped the switch, but nothing happened.

      There, taking up most of the space, was his classic ‘78 Pontiac Trans Am. It was covered with a blue tarp and hadn’t been driven in weeks. He remained cautiously optimistic as he lifted the cover, revealing the glossy bronze paint job. He didn’t like taking her out like this. She wasn’t fully ready, but he had little choice in the current crisis.

      James was confident that the car would make it downtown and back. What concerned him the most was damaging the vehicle he’d spent so much time working on. Marla had referred to it as his prized possession, and she wasn’t too far off. He was very protective of it. He felt along the smooth roof and peered through the window. The leather seats and vintage interior brought him comfort as if to say that everything was going to be okay. He manually unlocked the door and opened it.

      Inside, everything was exactly as he wanted it. He’d even installed a CD player and speakers. He wished there was another way. The Pontiac wasn’t ready for such an uncertain journey. She belonged secured in the garage under cover, unspoiled by the outside world. But he could think of no other solution.

      James sat down with both hands on the wheel. It was the moment of truth. There was only one way to find out if his theory meant anything. He had to turn the ignition. He slid the key inside, closed his eyes, and took a deep breath, turning the switch, prepared to rev the gas pedal.

      The Pontiac roared to life with its glorious motor blaring through the garage. James fell back in his seat, cheering. The car had really started. From what he knew, the advanced circuitry of newer vehicles was more susceptible to electromagnetic waves. Early and pre-1980 vehicles were just the opposite. He had also read that an EMP attack would have little to no effect on any car. But that didn’t seem to be the case.

      James revved the engine some and let it run for a few minutes before barreling down the road. Eager to hear some news, he tried to turn on the stereo, but it had no power. He couldn’t believe it. They were cut off. No one had any idea what was happening and who was going to fix it. It was the most frustrating thing next to the loss of power.

      As he stepped out and approached the garage door, a new concern entered his mind. Traveling downtown in a working vehicle amid thousands of people without transportation posed new dangers. He had to expect the worst. And that was if he could even find Marla. The best option, he believed, was to get the car as close to downtown as possible and hope to find Marla on foot. Exhaust steadily flowed from the muffler as he pulled up the garage door. There was no going back. Who did he see at the end of the driveway but Vernon, walking both his Rottweilers. Vernon glanced over, surprised, and waved.

      “I didn’t think anyone was home,” he said. “Damn power’s out.”

      “Yeah, I know,” James shouted over the engine.

      Vernon began to walk up the driveway, curious. “Where’s the Jeep?” His two dogs pulled against their leashes as they sniffed around the grass.

      James thought to himself, unsure of how much to elaborate on. “It broke down.”

      “Really?” Vernon responded with more surprise. “And you just left it?”

      “I had no choice,” James said, distracted. “I’ve got to get Marla now. Something’s come up.”

      Vernon nodded with unasked questions on his face. “I saw her on TV earlier. She looked great there in front of City Hall.”

      It was nice to know that she had done her segment. He hoped that she would stay in place. If the EMP reached downtown, there was a good chance that she and her news crew were stranded anyway.

      “She’ll be happy that you watched,” he said, stepping out of the garage. He looked down the empty road where there wasn’t a moving car in sight.

      “So, you’re finally taking the Firebird out?” Vernon asked with an amused nudge of his elbow.

      “Sure am,” James said, motioning to leave. “I’ll be back soon. Talk to you later.” He turned around and headed back into the garage as Vernon called out to him.

      “Why didn’t you call a tow truck?”

      James turned around, offering his most honest assessment. “It’s not that simple, Vernon. I’ll tell you all about it when we get back.”

      “Oh…” he said. “Well, good luck.”

      James thanked him and got inside the car. He glanced into his rearview mirror to see Vernon moving out of the way. Shifting into reverse, James backed out of the garage as the 165 horse-powered engine vibrated under the hood. The Firebird was loud, there was no denying it and no way not to get noticed. But James wasn’t stopping for anyone or anything. He backed into the road, ready to face the unpredictable. Vernon stood in his front lawn with his dogs circling around and waved. James put on his sunglasses and then gunned the car forward down the street.

      

      James continued through the back roads, avoiding the more populated areas for as long as he could. If he could get to the highway, he’d be in luck. He pictured lane upon lane of motionless cars, their engines quiet and still, with drivers and passengers alike standing around and waiting for help. There was always an off chance that the attack hadn’t spread that far. James traced back through his knowledge of electromagnetic pulses, trying to remember the approximate range of a single aerial explosion.

      A nuclear detonation could leave massive devastation. He recalled that much. The gamma rays could cover damn near half the country, depending. The damage would be determined by the amount of pulse waveform, voltage level, and detonation device. If his concerns were correct, the EMP strike must have been hugely powerful to disable not only the power grid but their vehicles and electronics. What country would have the guts to do this? As he turned down several roads, receiving curious glances along the way, James hoped that he was wrong. He hoped that it was something else.

      He swerved past cars blocking parts of a long residential road where people on both sides watched from outside homes. Their eyes followed his car with surprise, as though he was from the future. James felt uneasy with all the attention, and he knew that things were just going to worsen once he hit the main roads. He maintained his speed and kept his eyes on the street with vigilance. There were people everywhere, including children lingering on the road.

      James slowed and swerved around some empty trash cans in his path. From what he had seen so far, it looked like the world had stopped. If the situation wasn’t fixed, things would get much worse than he imagined. James was fortunate to have a working vehicle, blessed really. He and Marla could go anywhere. They weren’t trapped yet.

      He thought of his parents’ house in Pittsburg or Jason’s home in Raleigh, North Carolina. Perhaps he was thinking too far ahead of himself. Out of habit, he halted at a three-way stop, with forest ahead and the crossroad on both sides. He was a few blocks from the interstate. So far, he hadn’t run into trouble. He glanced at the fuel gauge. It was at half a tank, plenty to get to town and back. With so many vehicles spread about, he wouldn’t have any problem getting fuel when the time came. He found it both sad and amusing. The nervous laughter that followed was propelled more by fear than anything else. He turned left and saw a Buick station wagon parked crookedly in the middle of the road.

      Its hood was up like so many other vehicles. Farther ahead, a walking family turned around at the sound of James’s engine. As he maneuvered around the white Buick, he hoped that they’d move out of his way. The father guided his two young children and wife to the side of the road and began to flag down James. James couldn’t bring himself to speed past them, especially seeing the woman with a baby in her arms.

      He reluctantly slowed as the man paced toward the middle of the road with his hand up. James rolled down his window and came to a stop.

      “Hey, how are you doing?” the man asked, visibly out of breath. He looked to be in his early thirties with a chiseled face, thick brown hair, and glasses. Gripping the straps of the backpack he was wearing, the man leaned down with relief on his face. “We’re glad to finally see another car.”

      “Yeah,” James said. He pointed down the road, offering the man the only solution he had time for. “There’s a gas station about a quarter-mile from here. You just take a left at the end of the road.”

      The man looked back at his family and then to James, clearly wanting more. “Darn car just stopped all on its own, and I can’t get it running.” He then held up his cell phone, displaying a blank screen. “Tried to call AAA, but none of our phones work.”

      “It’s really strange,” James conceded. “Only a temporary glitch, I hope.”

      “I saw this explosion in the sky while I was driving,” the man said. “Then, everything just stopped.”

      “You saw that?” James asked. At least he knew he wasn’t the only one.

      “Yeah,” the man said, extending his hand. “I’m Bill Roberts. Nice to meet you.”

      James shook hands with the second stranger of his day. “James Weller. Do you live around here?”

      The man stared down the empty road and shook his head. “We’re from Idaho, trying to surprise my mom for her birthday. She has no idea that we’re coming.”

      “Ah,” James said. He then knew that he’d set himself up for the question that followed.

      “She only lives about ten, fifteen miles from here. Think you could give us a ride?”

      James thought to himself with uncertainty. “Where does she live?”

      “Edwardsville,” the man said.

      “I’m sorry. That’s in the opposite direction, and I’m really in a hurry.”

      The man took a step back and held his tongue, visible frustration on his face. He showed his blank phone again as if to make a point. “We’re stranded here with no way to communicate with anyone. You’ve got to help us.”

      “I wish I could, but I have an emergency right now,” James said.

      “I have three hungry children with nowhere to go,” the man retorted, laying it on thick.

      James apologized again, even as the man’s politeness shifted to anger. He then pointed to a park gazebo on the side of the road. There were benches and shade, all unoccupied. It was an ideal spot for anyone to rest and wait. “If you’d like to wait, I can come back. But I’ve got to go.”

      Realizing that James might not budge, the man switched his demeanor to that of compromise. “What if…” he paused and lowered his head, searching for a solution. “Can you drop me off at the gas station, so I can bring back something to eat?”

      James was a cautious person, not overtly paranoid, but the thought of Bill Roberts stealing his car did come to mind. He gradually agreed to the man’s request and told him to get in. Bill thanked him profusely and then rushed back to his family to tell them the news. James tapped his fingers against the steering wheel, waiting. Bill parted ways with his family, promising that he’d be back. James hadn’t mentioned the condition the Drive N’ Save was in when he had left there earlier. At least he’d be able to check on his Jeep. But all those people, he thought. I’ll be mobbed.

      Bill ran around to the side of the car and got inside. He thanked James again and closed his door.

      “Don’t mention it,” James said, driving off. He watched in the side mirror as Bill’s family moved to a bench and sat down, waiting for what might be a very long time.

      “I just can’t believe this,” Bill said, cupping his fist against his chin.

      James slowed at the stop sign, nervous about what awaited them at the gas station. It’d only been an hour, but there were a lot of stranded people there. “I saw the same flash in the sky,” he began. “I think this is intentional. Someone attacked us.”

      Bill turned to him, astonished. “You think so? W-what kind of attack?”

      “You’ve heard of an electromagnetic pulse, right? EMP?”

      “Yeah.” Bill then threw down his hands. “You think so?”

      “It’s the only thing that makes sense,” James said, turning left. As they passed a pair of old train tracks, he saw more and more cars ahead. The gas station was close.

      “What about your car?” Bill asked. “It seems to be running fine.”

      “Older model,” James said, avoiding specifics. He crossed the middle line in the road to avoid one car in their path, then veered over to miss another.

      Bill then gripped the dashboard in panic and shouted, “Look out!” as two young boys darted across the road.

      With the many obstructions in his way, James hadn’t been speeding, but the boys still surprised him. The tires screeched as he hit the brakes. The boys froze in the middle of the road, the grill of the Firebird inches from their faces. A man in the distance shouted for them to get out of the road, and they ran off without giving the car another look.

      “That was close,” Bill said, taking a deep breath. He released his grip from the dashboard and leaned back in the seat.

      “We’re fine,” James said, drifting forward.

      There were more vehicles in their way, while others appeared to have drifted off into the breakdown lane. They reached a line of cars stopped behind a dump truck. Drivers were out of the vehicles, some leaning against them, clutching their cell phones in hopes that normalcy would return. James didn’t blame them. He still carried his in his pocket out of habit, despite it being useless.

      “This is insane,” Bill uttered as they passed the cars. “What are we going to do?”

      James didn’t know what to tell Bill or anyone else for that matter. The gas station came into view, just as crowded as ever. Bill leaned forward in shock. “How far does this thing spread?” he asked.

      “Not too far, I hope,” James answered. Heads turned from all directions as they neared the parking lot. The Firebird was drawing attention now, standing out like nothing else. “Here we are.”

      Bill nodded but seemed hesitant to get out as they idled near the parking lot. The semi-truck was still there, along with all the vehicles he had seen before. “Power’s out in there too, I imagine,” he said, apparently stalling.

      “It was when I was there an hour ago,” James said. He looked beyond the semi-truck and saw his Jeep still parked snugly near the dumpsters.

      Bill pulled his wallet from his pocket and looked inside. “I hope they still take cash.” Bill handed James a five-dollar bill from his wallet when he glanced over. “Here. For your trouble.”

      But James pushed the money away. “Don’t worry about it.”

      Bill returned the money and then grabbed the door handle. “You will come back and check on us, right?”

      A determined group of men from the parking lot began their quick approach toward the Firebird. James knew he had to get out of there or face driving stranded commuters around all day. Or worse. “I’ll try my best,” James said. “I have to get my wife first.”

      Bill nodded, hesitant to leave, but the time had come. “What about other stations?” he then asked.

      James pointed to another one across the street. “Take your pick.”

      Suddenly, someone knocked on James’s window. James turned, startled. There stood a man who looked no different than anyone else. But in his widened eyes, James saw sheer desperation. Another fist slammed across his windshield as a man shouted at him. “I need a ride to the airport!”

      “Out,” James said in a loud tone that got Bill moving.

      He opened the door and stepped out as a small construction crew approached the car from behind. Bill thanked him again and closed the door. James flipped the lock and pressed the gas, jolting past the frantic traveler who had been at his window.

      He watched in his rearview mirror as the group got smaller and felt an immediate sense of relief. If this was a taste of what he faced a mile from his quaint suburban neighborhood, James could only imagine what awaited him in the city. He turned down the main road, two lanes divided by a median with opposite dual lanes on the other side, and drove toward the highway exit.

      He swerved around cars strewn in his path until he reached the entrance ramp, noticing an unfortunate accident nearly blocking his way. One car had slammed into the back of another, crushed against the guardrail.

      James wasn’t sure how or why, but he quickly acted to maneuver around it. With shattered glass and plastic and wires still covering the road, the collision looked recent. As he passed the wreckage, he saw a man pacing nearby with a bloody towel pressed against his forehead.

      On the side railing sat two women with their heads down in apparent pain. James heard no emergency sirens or ambulances. Their heads turned as James drove by, staring at his car in shock. Without warning, something struck James’s back window, startling him. It had sounded like a rock and left a tiny crack. He floored it and followed the curved entrance ramp onto the highway.

      Nothing blocked his path, but as he merged onto the highway, James saw a stunning sight: stopped vehicles spread across the lanes like an automotive graveyard. There were several cars parked on both sides of the road. He slowed upon seeing a crowd of people walking toward the city as though the road ahead had been closed. They were walking everywhere with no apparent fear of anything that might be moving.

      As he proceeded, it was getting more difficult to find space to move around between the three lanes. He reached a bridge with a concrete wall on each side. He was feeling more boxed in than ever while passing and swerving around cars, buses, cargo trucks, and semi-trailers all erratically blocking the highway. He was curious about not seeing even one working vehicle, not one vintage car, military transport, or government fleet.

      With each turn of his wheel, James remained vigilant of any people in his way. The last thing he wanted to do was to hit anyone. But he also had to be prepared for anything. If a mob formed and tried to block his way, there would be little time to react, and he was determined to get through.

      He moved through the narrow space between a bus and a moving truck and saw that the driver’s side door to the truck was left open and in the way. “No…” he said, worried. He tapped on his horn and then pressed it harder as he neared the open door, but no one responded. He honked his horn again when a man stuck his head outside the window and looked out, astonished to see a Pontiac driving between lanes and headed toward him.

      The driver swung back inside and closed the door mere seconds before James would have had to hit the brakes. Instead, he pushed through, increasing his speed past them and reaching a momentarily clear patch of road before the inevitable gridlock ahead. The downtown exit was a few miles away and the stopped traffic was getting even worse.

      There were lanes and lanes of cars, nothing moving, and people everywhere. James didn’t know how much farther he was going to be able to get. And strangest of all, he noticed an encompassing cloud of black smoke rising from the city. Something had happened. A fire? One thing was clear. Amassed foot travelers were no longer headed toward the city. Many had turned around, and they were all moving away from it.
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      His blaring horn seemed to cause most people to instinctively move out of the way. There were others, however, who weren’t so easily persuaded. James felt that the longer the search, the less likely the chance of finding Marla. The bronze Pontiac coasted just under twenty miles per hour as James repeatedly tapped his horn to clear the road. No one had been so bold as to directly block him yet, but James wouldn’t put it past anyone to try.

      He gripped the wheel with unflinching determination, prepared for any sudden obstacles getting in his way. A crowd ahead thinned as he drove between and around the gaps. Once clear, he accelerated down the road with the buildings of downtown in view. He was close. The thick smoke rising into the air seemed to be coming from central west, the heart of downtown. From afar, it looked bad, and he could only imagine what it was like up close. He slowed and maneuvered around vehicles blocking the road.

      The exit to Delingpole Central was close, but he couldn’t go as fast as he wanted, not without hitting something or someone. Swaths of people walked along the side of the road. He’d never seen anything like it. And there were still plenty who remained with their vehicles. The absence of police and emergency vehicles was stunning, too. He figured that it’d only be a matter of time, or at least he hoped so. He had passed countless people stranded and several accidents already. How much worse were things going to get?

      He veered into the left exit lane, closing in toward downtown. Passing a line of cars, he stopped at an intersection with vehicles on all sides and no working traffic lights. Worst yet, the smoke he had seen from miles away had drifted closer. He could smell it through his air vents. He moved around the three lanes of traffic the best way he could, bouncing against a median. Once clear, he drove cautiously across the intersection, mindful of all the cars around him, most but not all vacant.

      City Hall was only a few blocks away, though James wasn’t sure how close he could get. The road ahead was becoming more blocked and difficult to maneuver. He’d have to find a safe place to park and go on foot. It seemed to be the only plan that made sense. The smoke was getting thicker as he encountered more people fleeing the area, rushing past his car, many without taking notice. There was real fear on their faces, men and women alike. James drove around three lanes of full gridlocked traffic and barely enough room to maneuver through. On the right of his passenger side was a narrow alley between two buildings: the perfect place to park.

      A group of people rushed past him with terrified expressions. Something bad had happened or was happening up ahead, and no one was sticking around too long. All the vehicles in his path had been abandoned. Of course, Marla could have long fled as well, but he had to make sure. Without giving it a second thought, James exited the clogged highway ramp and turned down the alleyway, the rumble of his Pontiac echoing between the building walls.

      He parked in the middle next to a stack of crates. Ahead was a direct path to Main Street, which would offer little in the way of passage. It had to be 9 or 10 a.m. in downtown St. Louis. He let up on the gas, looking around to make sure nobody was watching him or the car.

      He parked halfway on the sidewalk to avoid completely blocking the alley. He then sat at the wheel for a moment with the engine idling. To turn it off brought fears that it wouldn’t start again. The first time might have been a fluke. Without the Firebird, they’d be on foot like everyone else, walking endless hours to get home.

      Seeing no other options, he turned it off. The engine ceased, and there was no going back. He opened the door and heard a stampede of footsteps rush by at the other end of the alley. He had begun to draw his own conclusions. Either it was a natural disaster or a terrorist attack. There weren’t too many other answers left.

      James locked and closed the door as ash began falling from above like snowflakes. The two buildings he stood between had back entrances, both closed and bolted shut. No one had come outside yet or seemed to notice him. For a moment, he felt safe, fortunate even to have found a spot to leave his car.

      He slipped on his jacket and moved quickly out of the alley. He stopped short of the sidewalk, where a steady stream of people hurried past him. He heard several faint sirens and thought, Finally. There were working vehicles, after all. He could also hear the distant whooping whir of an overhead helicopter, though it was nowhere to be seen.

      James turned down the sidewalk, approximately three blocks from City Hall, and walked against the traffic of people leaving the area. Off to the sides were one-way streets filled with empty vehicles. The noxious fumes grew stronger amid the thickening smoke drifting over the city.

      A group of businesswomen moved past him with their fists to their mouths, coughing with their heels and sandals clicking across the pavement. James glanced into the windows of buildings as he passed them. Everything was dark inside. The same went for a particularly frenzied hotel lobby where a line extended from the front desk to the nearby bar.

      He just had a few more blocks to go. The smoke was getting so thick, however, that it was harder to see. James reached the end of the street, holding a sleeve to his mouth and looking in hopes of finding the source. Far ahead, he saw the pluming clouds of black flowing from Third Avenue near the Hudson Building. He saw the glimmer of flames, buried underneath thick smoke. Ash continued to rain down from above. James squeezed his way through a crowd and darted across the road.

      He continued past an enormous church and deeper into downtown. The entire journey felt surreal. People passed by him with frightened, serious faces, engaging in little conversation, and only moving forward. Survival instincts were on display everywhere. Different scenarios passed through James’s head. Was it a bomb? Arson? A missile? James hadn’t a clue, and that scared him.

      His pace increased as he moved through another crosswalk, wiping his face of ashes. The dome-like structure of City Hall came into view. For the first time since his Pontiac miraculously started, James felt real hope. Marla had to be there. Maybe she knew what was going on. The answers plagued James. He stopped upon reaching the sidewalk and gripped the vertical iron bars of a nearby park fence, staring up into the sky. There were two helicopters now.

      His eyes followed them as they hovered past, unloading hundreds of gallons of water onto the Hudson building. Several other people stopped their quickened pursuit out of the city to stand and watch, eyes transfixed on the unusual sight. James had seen aerial water drops during forest fires but never in a highly populated metropolis. After dropping the water, they flew into the distance, fading from view.

      The smoke was only getting stronger and worse, but James trudged on, hurrying toward the front of City Hall with its grand bohemian architecture and cypress trees on both ends. From what he could see, it looked as though the building was being evacuated.

      James’s pace increased as he circled the front, trying to distinguish the many faces rushing past him. He began to call out for Marla with his hands cupped at his mouth. He spun around, looking in all directions where tall buildings, people, and vehicles merged in one giant blur.

      He walked back, scanning the area more closely. There were cars parked all along the spaces in front. He looked across South Tucker Street with its six lanes of stationary traffic. The clerk of court building across the street didn’t appear to have any power, nor did the justice center across from it.

      The police station was only a few blocks away. If their offices weren’t being flooded with desperate citizens right now, James didn’t know of another more likely time. Perhaps Marla and her team had gone there. He sat against a cement pillar and coughed from the increasing smoke in the air. He had to get his mind straight. The city was under attack. That much was clear. And he was probably putting himself in more danger just by being there.

      “Excuse me, sir!” James said to a suited man hurrying by.

      The man stopped for a moment and looked at him.

      “What happened here?”

      “Not sure,” the man said, shaking his head. “Power went out, and then an explosion went off in the Hudson building.”

      “A bomb?” James asked.

      The man began walking away as a female associate caught up and took his arm. “Your guess is as good as mine, pal,” he said, hurrying away.

      James thanked him and watched as they walked on. The building across the street was emptying out as well. A steady line of employees still poured out from both exits, fanning out in the street. They squinted into the daylight, staring at all the abandoned cars on the road. They moved quickly from the building, herded by others who seemed to grasp what was going on.

      James continued to observe them when he suddenly caught sight of a news van from Marla’s station parked on the end of the sidewalk in front of him. He jumped up and rushed over, full of hope. “Marla!” he called out again and again as he steadily advanced.

      The van’s back doors were open, and he saw some of the crew, standing there huddled together. Their attention was inside the van, and no one took notice as he ran up, calling again for Marla.

      He pulled the door open the rest of the way in a near frantic heave, startling them all. “Marla!” he shouted again. Like some distant dream, he saw her sitting inside the van near a series of blank monitors, fiddling with the knobs. She turned to him in disbelief as the two men outside stepped back.

      “James?” she said. “W-what are you doing here?”

      “I came to get you!” he said, between exasperated breaths.

      She moved toward him, crouched down and trying to process his sudden presence. “But I thought you were at the retreat.”

      James glanced at the two men outside the van. He recognized the clean-cut chubby man with the black puff vest as Dean Warren, Marla’s cameraman. Next to him, with his slicked black hair and light beard, was Raul Ortiz, the driver.

      “James?” Dean said, as surprised as Marla was. “How are you?”

      “Hey, Dean,” James said with a pat to the shoulder. “Raul,” he then said with a nod.

      “You drove?” Marla said, stepping outside as ash continued to fall around them.

      He pulled her in close and squeezed her. “It wasn’t easy, but I’m so glad to see you.”

      “I’m glad to see you, too.”

      James stepped back and spoke in a direct, emphatic say. “I came to get you out of here.”

      “The van won’t start,” she said, not seeming to grasp the urgency.

      Raul stepped forward, cutting in. “I’ve tried everything. Thought it was a bad battery, but we’re not the only ones.” He waved toward the line of vehicles beside them.

      “A bomb went off?” James asked.

      He could see that they were all still shaken and on edge. Raul had oil marks on his face and stains on his hands. Dean had a bruise on his cheek and was leaning against the van for support. Marla wore a light jacket, zipped up to protect her from the increasing ash in the air. James saw the anxiety and trauma on her face as she tried to recall everything.

      “We had just finished our interview with the deputy county commissioner outside the information center over there,” she began. “We were all wrapped and ready to go. Then an explosion happened a few blocks over, and we… we just. I don’t know. I told Dean to follow me, and then things just seemed to go haywire from there.”

      “My camera stopped working,” Dean said, pulling a shoulder camera from the van to show James. Its lens was cracked. “I dropped it, too, but I’m not paying for it!”

      “That’s the least of your concerns,” Raul snapped. “Wasn’t your fault. You were pushed over.”

      “Pushed over?” asked James.

      Dean sighed and looked away, ashamed as Marla elaborated, “I shouldn’t have asked you to get a closer shot. We were almost stampeded.”

      “It was no one’s fault,” Raul said with finality.

      “You saw an explosion,” James continued. “Did you see any bright lights in the sky? Anything?”

      “Bright lights?” Raul asked, skeptical.

      “No, this was a ground explosion,” Marla said.

      “And we don’t even know if it was a bomb,” Dean added. “Could have been anything.”

      But James knew better. This was no coincidence. It seemed well-planned and executed. St. Louis was in a panic, and for the first time, he began to realize the scope of the attack.

      “Listen, Marla,” James said, taking her arm; he then looked to her crew. “This could get worse. Let’s go home.”

      “Wait, you drove here?” Raul asked.

      James stared past him, hesitant to respond. “I was pumping gas, and then one big flash later, I’m on the ground and the power’s out.”

      “Wait? By our house?” Marla asked with deepening concern.

      “I’ll keep it simple,” James continued, addressing the whole group. “You’ve all heard of an electromagnetic pulse, right? They’re trying to take out our power grid.”

      “Who?” Dean asked outright.

      James turned to him, fit to be tied. “You tell me. You’re the news crew.” He took a deep breath, calming himself, and apologized. “I don’t have all the answers, but I’ve read about this. I’m sure you all have.”

      “Yeah, but an EMP?” Dean said.

      Raul turned to him. “You got a better idea, genius?”

      “Solar storm,” he answered. “It’s every bit as likely.”

      James took a step back with Marla’s hand in his. “Come on. We’re leaving.”

      “Wait,” Marla said, pulling her hand away. She turned to her crew, worried. “I’m not just leaving them behind.” She paused, observing the growing chaos around them. “This is why we’re here. This is news.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” James said, again taking her arm. “I’ve got a car; now let’s get out of here.”

      “Your Jeep?” she said, turning toward him.

      “No, the Firebird.”

      Marla covered her mouth and laughed in disbelief. “You actually drove it out here.”

      “Yes,” he said, growing impatient. “Now, please…”

      Marla looked at Dean and Raul, hesitant, and then back to James. “Can we at least take them back to the station?”

      James cringed at the thought. There would be no more rides for friends, strangers, or co-workers. He and Marla had to get home. He didn’t know exactly why, but he just knew it. He had to trust his instincts.

      More and more people were outside of the buildings along the street and leaving downtown in droves. James heard the distant aerial rumbling of more helicopters. The few signs of remaining technology were encouraging, but there was no denying that the city was in disarray.

      “If we do get out of here, and that’s a big if, we’ll try for the station,” James began. “We have fifteen miles of dangerous road to travel back home.” He pointed to the lanes of still traffic before them, vehicles frozen in time. “You think this is something. You should see the highway.”

      Marla took his arm in both hands, pulling him close. “Okay. We’ll all leave together.”

      Raul quickly shrugged her off. “I’m fine here.”

      “No, Raul, please,” Marla began.

      “I’m staying with the van, and that’s final. I’ll get her started soon enough.”

      James shook his head and tried to reason with Raul, having changed his mind and wanting to help. “The circuits are fried,” he said. “You can check for yourself.”

      “Well, I’m not leaving, either,” Dean pronounced. “We’re liable for this equipment.”

      “Forget the equipment,” James said. But he was about done with arguing about it.

      “Go on,” Raul said, waving him off. “Get out while you can.”

      “Come on, guys,” Marla said. “James is right. This is serious.”

      During their back and forth, James stepped away and scanned the area around them. He heard something faint but noticeable. The absence of engines, motors, construction, and sirens made it possible. Through the distant conversations of people leaving all around them, a rumble echoed through the air, followed by a tremor in the road.

      “Look!” James said, pointing ahead. Several blocks ahead, they could see fire bursting from another building. Marla and her team turned around, unable at first to see it. Then the flames leaped higher and brighter, and it was impossible to ignore. “Another explosion,” James continued. “Convinced yet?”

      Marla leaned close to Raul, speaking with authority. “Let’s go.”

      This time, he nodded in agreement without a hint of resistance. James could see the acknowledgment of danger in his eyes. Dean shut the back doors as Raul pressed the automatic lock on his key chain. Out of habit, he pressed the button repeatedly, but to no avail. Marla took her purse and linked arms with James as they left the van and walked quickly past City Hall. Raul and Dean soon caught up. They continued to stare down at their phones, trying to get them to turn on.

      “Where’d you park?” Marla asked.

      “A few blocks from here,” James answered. “Not far.”

      They reached a crowded sidewalk headed north in the direction James wanted to be. He glanced behind him to see the news duo keeping up, though completely immersed in their dead phones. He led Marla across the street. The roads had become walkways in all directions. It didn’t matter. People were in the streets, and some were sitting in cars. Riots and looting hadn’t occurred, and downtown seemed relatively free of panic. Fatigue seemed to be the clearer emotion on display.

      “Come on,” he said to Marla as they squeezed between the front of one car and the back of another.

      Raul suddenly stopped in his tracks, frozen, as something occurred to him. “My wallet,” he said, patting his pockets. “I left my damn wallet in the van.” Marla and Dean watched with concern as he spun around and quickly walked away. “I’ll be right back.”

      “Raul!” Marla said. “Forget it.” But he was already across the street and headed back to City Hall.

      “Come on,” James said with his hands on her shoulder. “He’ll catch up.”

      “It’s probably sitting right on the dashboard,” Dean added.

      James pulled Marla forward urgently. “Come on…”

      They crossed the road and reached the sidewalk in front of a quaint boutique and bookstore James had frequented several times. The lights were off, the door was closed, and no one was inside. The cart of free books that usually sat outside the front window wasn’t there, either. A Closed sign hung over the barred glass door. James considered it an ominous warning of things to come but couldn’t help looking inside as he always did when passing by. This time it was Marla pulling him away.

      “Guys, you hear that?” Dean asked as they skirted around several people who were going at their own slower pace. “Sounds like a police siren.”

      “Been hearing them here and there,” James said. “I have yet to actually see one cop car, which is incredible.”

      Dean then pointed to the road. “You mean like that one?”

      To their side sat a police cruiser parked in the road like every other vehicle, abandoned. The thought of a helpless police force seemed impossible to James. Surely, they had precautions for this kind of thing. He had seen some officers directing people away from the burning Hudson building, but they weren’t out in full force as he believed they should be.

      Roughly two blocks from the alley where James had parked, they reached a crosswalk where the First Baptist Church was located, an old cathedral that always got James’s attention. He wondered if people had fled there for refuge, though he didn’t see anyone outside. It was just a steady stream of people leaving the city in droves.

      Many of them covered their faces with their sleeves as a kind of air filter, while all around, people were gasping and coughing. The smoke had only gotten thicker. James and Marla crossed the road as Dean followed beside them. For a fleeting moment, escape was within their grasp. James could see the building his Firebird was parked behind. He hadn’t known it earlier but saw now that the old two-story brick building was vacant.

      A leasing sign was planted in front, and all its windows were boarded up. They hurried along, and what had followed was so instantaneous and deafening that James thought they had died. An earsplitting blast consumed all that he could see and hear. He flew to the pavement, pulling Marla down with him as a wave of heat rolled over them. His forehead smacked the concrete sidewalk as muffled screams echoed around him. He squeezed Marla’s hand and wrapped his arm around her back, pulling her closer. Smoke flowed into the air, creating an impenetrable haze.

      James opened his eyes, disoriented and unable to speak. Brick and shattered glass lay scattered on the road and sidewalk, but nothing had hit them. He saw bodies lying ahead, motionless. Some had a patch of fire burning on the back of their clothes. Others were covered in debris. The heat in the air remained, burning hotter and fueled by the wind. James looked ahead and saw that the old building was on fire. Only the front had blown out, and he believed from the detonation pattern that the blast was intentional. Someone had planted bombs throughout the city. That was the only logical explanation.
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      The blaze continued from a block ahead as James pulled up Marla and held her close. He brought her head up with both hands and stared into her eyes, asking her if she was okay.

      She nodded with her eyes still closed and placed a hand on top of her head, wincing. “I think I hit my head.”

      “I did, too,” James said.

      He looked around in a frenzy. Several people ahead of them were already on their feet, but just as many weren’t. James didn’t want to believe that his Firebird had been damaged, even as the front of the building burned. Of all the alleys he could have parked down. He held onto Marla and moved forward as her senses returned.

      “Dean! Where’s Dean?” she asked, stopping.

      James turned and tried to find him in the haze surrounding them. The road was covered in scattered bricks. People were getting up and limping away, arms around each other and dazed. Those who had been heading in the direction of the explosion had quickly turned and run away, finding another route.

      James urged Marla on as they crossed the street to the church to put some distance between themselves and the fire. It had been minutes and still no fire department. One particularly daring man took a wrench to a nearby fire hydrant, twisting it on as a powerful gush of water sprayed directly into the fire, dousing it.

      They reached a bench near the church gate and carefully sat down as James held Marla. She had ash on her face and a small cut to her head, but nothing serious. “Take it easy,” he told her, brushing back her hair. “We’re going to get out of here.”

      Her eyes suddenly widened as she sat up completely and looked ahead, frantic. “We have to find Dean and Raul. They have families, James. Children!”

      “We will!” he assured her while rubbing her back. “Just take a breath. We still need to make it to the car.” Looking ahead, however, he knew that option was getting less likely. The mere thought of his car being damaged filled him with anguish. But there appeared to be bombs placed all around them. Any moment, anyone could get blown up, depending on where they were. He needed a good escape plan. Their lives were depending on it.

      The water continued to spray from the fire hydrant, suppressing the fire and extinguishing the flames. James could wait no longer. He rose with a careful hand on Marla’s shoulder. “You stay here. I’m going to get the car.”

      “Don’t go,” she said, grabbing his hand.

      “Marla, honey, don’t worry. I’ll be right back.”

      She wiped a tear from her eye, nodding with heavy breaths.

      “It’s going to be okay,” he assured her. “Just one minute.”

      He left her sitting on the bench and left before he could change his mind. Fresh black smoke flowed from the old building, a familiar smell. James crossed the road as the fire from the giant hole in the vacant building was doused. The worst of it seemed to be over, but another explosion could happen at any minute, anywhere downtown. He veered past the intact building next door and circled around to the alley in the back.

      A smoky haze filled the air. James stayed low and shielded his face as he hurried behind the building. He stood at the alley and tried to see his car, unable to see much beyond the haze. Walking forward, James was prepared for the worst, though he remained hopeful. But the sight of his Pontiac devastated him. The side of the building had blown out. Part of it anyway. Bricks and concrete rubble covered the hood and roof. A cinder block had crashed through his window. Debris was everywhere.

      James halted just inches away from the damaged automobile that had been such a source of pride for so many years. He then approached the wreckage in near shock, surveying the damage. The windshield and driver’s side windows were blasted out. His fine paint job was now blackened across the hood and side. Building bricks covered the roof, denting it. James grabbed one of the bricks and tossed it aside in anger.

      Circling the mess of scattered rubble, he walked to the driver’s side, assessing the damage. A sliver of hope rushed into his consciousness. Though the car’s exterior and windows were damaged, they might still be able to start it and get out of the city.

      He opened the door as it squeaked on the hinges. The blast must have misaligned the framing, and he had to jerk it hard to open it farther and get inside. James brushed some glass off the seat and sat down. As he placed the key into the ignition, he stared ahead and closed his eyes, hesitant.

      “Come on,” he said, taking a deep breath. He turned the ignition, hearing a faint click and nothing else.

      

      James ran out of the alley and toward the church bench where he had left Marla. A woman was screaming as he ran past without concern of danger. People were standing about, some just getting up from having dropped to the ground after the blast. James saw an empty bench where he had left Marla. She was no longer there. He turned to his left and saw a mother with frazzled hair on her knees in the middle of the road, looming over a girl lying on the ground unconscious. James searched the road, turning his head both ways, when Marla suddenly appeared next to the woman, trying to calm her.

      “She has asthma,” the woman cried. “And I can’t find her inhaler.”

      Marla offered assurances as James hurried over. She checked the girl’s pulse and her breathing and lifted her from the ground. Her eyes slowly opened as Marla noticed a pink backpack strewn aside, unzipped a side pocket, and pulled out an inhaler.

      The mother snatched it up and wrapped her arms around the girl, pulling her away. “Thank God you’re okay.” Amid kisses on the girl’s face, the mother thanked Marla as they both helped the girl to her feet. She reached for her inhaler and held it to her mouth and inhaled after pressing the button.

      Marla watched the mother and daughter walking ahead. She turned to James, surprised to see him. “Where’s the car?”

      “It won’t start,” he said, reaching out for her. “Come on.”

      “Great,” she said, tossing up her hands.

      James pulled her close and led her along as they continued up the street past the old building, where flames had now turned to acrid smoke. She asked him where they were going, and all he could tell her was home. “We’ll have to go on foot.”

      She walked beside him, unsure of what to say. Her head suddenly whipped around as she called out for her news crew, but they seemed to have vanished. James pulled her along and kept moving. Marla suddenly slowed and lifted one foot as though she was in pain.

      “What is it?” James said, impatient and panicky.

      She grabbed the nearest railing and held a hand to her forehead. She had moved too fast and was getting dizzy. “I know a place we can go.”

      James looked around, confused. “What are you talking about?”

      “There’s a store around here,” she paused, thinking to herself. “A survivalist store. I did a piece about it months ago. Larry Atwood is the owner. I remember he specifically mentioned something like this happening.”

      “Is it still open?” he said, skeptical.

      “It should be.”

      James shook his head and wondered why they would deviate now to visit a store that served no immediate purpose.

      “He can help us,” she assured him. “He liked my piece and said if I ever needed anything from him to stop by. He might be the one person who actually knows what’s going on.”

      Whatever was happening throughout the city was still ongoing, with no end to the disarray, smoldering blast sites, and a litany of sirens in the air.

      “He has tons of emergency supplies,” Marla continued. “It’s only a few blocks, and it’s on the way.

      The road they were on had nearly emptied. Things were eerie and quiet. James glanced at the smoking hole in the building across the street where his car was parked. They moved along, filing toward the highway with so many other stranded people. No matter their occupation or status, everyone was equally trapped in a hopeless situation.
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        * * *

      

      Marla had trouble remembering the exact street the store was on. They took a few moderately empty back roads, and once they reached the store, James’s concerns began to ring true. Tucked away on a corner street sat the Survival Superstore. Its sign rested on the roof. There was no mistaking that they had found the right place. The windows and door were covered with steel shutters. There wasn’t a person around. Only a few cars were parked along the street.

      Beyond the store was a fenced-in construction site with unmanned vehicles and no workers around. The street looked deserted, as though it had been evacuated hours before. Perhaps Marla’s prepper friend knew something after all. After about five blocks of fast walking, they stopped and leaned against the building, already feeling exhausted.

      “Well,” James said, holding his sides. “At least we gave it a shot.”

      “Hold on,” Marla said, holding up a finger. “I hear something.”

      James went perfectly still and listened. Marla was right. There was a sound coming from behind the building as if someone was stacking things. They looked at each other, reaching the same conclusion. It was time to investigate. James followed the sound and walked around the building under the awning, reaching a half-open gate. Marla remained behind him, hands on his shoulders.

      They moved cautiously through the gate and peeked around the corner, where a man was outside loading up packs of canned food into an old station wagon. He was older, late fifties, and was dressed in a white, short-sleeved button-up shirt, jeans, and a black St. Louis Rams cap. He appeared as though he was going on safari. In addition to his color coordinating, he had a white beard.

      “What’s his name again?” James whispered.

      “Larry,” she whispered back. “Larry Atwood.”

      James stepped forward and called out his name. Before he could even introduce himself, Larry spun around from the back of his station wagon, pointing a shotgun at them both. James immediately put his hands in the air. “It’s all right! My wife knows you. We just came by to see if you were open.”

      Larry took a few steps forward and studied James with narrowed eyes, shotgun unwavering.

      Marla then appeared, removed her sunglasses, and spoke to him in a friendly tone. “Larry Atwood, you remember me, right? It’s Marla Weller, Channel 9 News. We did a segment on your store about a month ago…” she paused, waiting for his acknowledgment, but she only received silence in return. “You wrote me that real nice letter a couple of weeks ago, thanking me for the extra business.”

      Ever cautious, Larry lowered his shotgun and wiped his forehead. “Marla Weller? Yes. I remember. How can I help you?” He suddenly paused and pointed at James. “Who’s he?”

      Marla quickly placed a hand on James’s shoulder. “Oh, this is my husband, James.”

      Larry nodded. “Okay, James. Go back and close the gate, please.”

      James wasted no time and shut the gate as Marla approached Larry to talk. After locking it, James cautiously approached and observed Larry’s station wagon. It was an old Buick, at least forty years old. It seemed that Larry had the same ideas he’d had, though James didn’t want to pry just yet.

      “If you’ll excuse me, I’m very busy,” Larry said, closing his hatchback.

      Marla slowly stepped forward. “We need your help.”

      “Figured as much,” Larry said, taking off his hat with a sigh. “I heard the explosions. We’re under attack.”

      Though unlikely, James hoped that there was another explanation. “It’s terrorism?”

      Larry turned and headed to the back entrance of his store, opening it. “Come on inside, and we’ll talk. But only for a minute. I’m leaving very soon.”

      James and Marla exchanged glances and then followed Larry inside, closing the door behind them. Once inside the darkened store, they looked around to see countless shelves stocked with a wide range of supplies, from backpacks to hunting equipment and emergency food packs.

      “Was it an EMP?” Marla asked, placing her hands onto the front counter.

      Larry nodded from behind his open register, taking money out. “I’m almost sure of it.”

      “A building blew up right next to us,” James added. “It was a small blast, but it did plenty of damage.” He began to pace the store, growing increasingly frustrated. “Can’t the government stop this? Where’s the military?”

      Larry nodded along, scratching the scruff of his chin. “They’ll return order to the city eventually. Could be weeks. Months even.”

      James leaned forward, astonished. “Months?” He paused and took a deep breath, scanning the store.

      There were soot and ash on both their faces. Marla had a small cut under her eye, and his own eyebrows felt singed. Among the aisles and wall displays were all sorts of hunting attire, backpacks, and camo gear.

      He noticed emergency food supply containers stacked in the corner next to a shelf of MRE boxes. He’d eaten plenty in his military days. He then approached Larry with a straight question. “Your station wagon works?”

      Larry stared back, hesitant to respond. “Yes.”

      Sensing his goodwill running low, Marla quickly jumped in and changed the subject. “What else can you tell us about this whole thing? Anything at all would be helpful.”

      Larry tapped against the counter, thinking to himself, and then answered, “At approximately 8:30 this morning, an aerial electromagnetic pulse was launched over the city. Some of these missiles have gamma rays that can spread across an entire state. If that’s the case, we’re in for some trouble.”

      “I know they can disable the power grid,” Marla said. “But vehicles, too?”

      “Apparently so,” Larry answered. He then turned to James. “You asked about my car. Well, let me tell you. I’ve put a lot of work into that to withstand an EMP.”

      “I own a ’78 Pontiac Trans AM. It ran just fine until about five minutes ago.” He saw an intrigued look in Larry’s eyes. “I drove it here from the house after the EMP hit.”

      “And now it won’t start?” Larry asked.

      “No,” James said, throwing his arms down.

      “We were hoping that you’d look at it,” Marla said.

      Larry scratched the side of his beard and glanced out the back window where daylight shined onto the carpet. “Well, I’d like to, but I’m in quite a hurry, as you can imagine.”

      James stepped closer and tried to make a deal. “We’ve got some cash. Name your price.”

      Larry snickered. “No, thanks. I’ve got a long drive ahead of me.” He looked over their shoulders and pointed to the back. “Tell you what. Take some supplies with you. I’ve got some real nice backpacks that will come in handy.”

      “We appreciate that,” Marla said, keeping her friendly smile on display.

      Sensing their time coming to an end, James made one final plea. “Would you happen to be heading north on your trip?”

      “I am,” Larry said, nodding. “Why? You want a ride?”

      James and Marla exchanged glances and then looked at Larry with hope. James had been asked for rides, too, and knew the burden it placed on the driver. And if you gave one person a ride, you’d have to give another and another until you were no longer reaching your destination.

      “Is that a possibility?” Marla asked, speaking first.

      Larry studied them for a moment and then shook his head. “I’m sorry. My wife is waiting for me, and I need to stick to the schedule.”

      “What’s your plan?” Marla said, suddenly backtracking. “If you don’t mind my asking.”

      Larry brought his head down and sighed. “It’s simple, really. I’ve got a bug-out cabin about forty miles north of St. Louis away from all of this mess.” He paused and then looked at James with a question in mind.

      “You own any weapons?”

      James nodded. “We have a .45 pistol at home.”

      “You’re going to need it the worse things get.”

      Marla rocked forward on her stool. “We just want to get home.”

      “I’m sorry, but I’ve got no room,” Larry said.

      “Look, we don’t have a vehicle,” James repeated, hoping to hammer home the point.

      “I’m sure you’ll work something out,” Larry said, grabbing a box from behind the counter. He headed toward the door as though the matter had been settled, but James was far from conceding.

      “What if we’re on the way,” James said. “Could you just consider that?”

      Larry turned around and signaled with his head toward the store aisles. “There’s not enough room, you hear me? Now take what you need and leave. It’s closing time.”

      “Hold on,” Marla said, standing. James and Larry both looked at her as she continued. “I hear people outside.”

      She was right. There were voices beyond the back door. Larry rushed from behind the counter to the window. Ever cautious, he lifted part of his blinds and peeked outside. “Oh no…” he said, backing up.

      “What is it?” James asked, nervous.

      Marla remained quiet, though fear was evident in her face.

      “You two just stay right here,” Larry said, grabbing a shotgun near the door.

      “Wait a minute,” James said, walking toward him. “Larry, please.”

      But it was too late. Larry swung open the door and rushed outside with his shotgun, slamming the door behind him. James went to the window, trying to see what was happening. Marla rushed over and touched his back as he lifted the middle blind and looked outside. There stood six men lined up and staring Larry down. Larry remained at the rear of his car, keeping a steady aim. James knew trouble when he saw it.
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      James watched the scene unfold outside as Marla remained close and looked over his shoulder. From their view, it appeared that Larry had control of the situation. Most troubling, however, was the demeanor of the men. They weren’t afraid of Larry. Some of them even had smiles on their faces.

      “What are they saying?” Marla whispered.

      “Hold on,” James said, trying to listen.

      The group of middle-aged men had an undeniable roughness about them. Three of them were wearing oil-stained mechanics’ coveralls. They were unshaven and sporting ugly tattoos. Some were holding wrenches in their hands like weapons.

      “I don’t think they’re here for a friendly chat,” he continued.

      Marla gripped his shoulder as the tension increased outside. Larry aimed his rifle at a black man in the center, presumably the leader of the group.

      “I’m not going to tell you again, Richie. Get the hell out of here,” Larry said in an authoritative tone.

      James took a closer look and made a quick assessment. He recalled passing an auto shop on the way to Larry’s store. The men attempting to surround Larry must have been familiar with his store. It didn’t look like they were there to shop. They were there to steal.

      “Come on, Larry,” Richie said, holding up his hands. “We just want to see what you got. I know you’ve been preparing for something like this for a while.”

      “We’re closed,” Larry said, both hands gripping his shotgun. “Any of you want to make a move, go ahead. I’d take out maybe three of you with one shot.”

      “Don’t be like that,” Richie said as he took a careful step forward. “We just want some of them supplies you have.”

      “Look at his car,” his tall, freckled-faced, white counterpart announced while pointing ahead with his long socket wrench. “It’s all packed up. Are you planning on going somewhere?”

      Larry remained in place, unwavering as his finger caressed the trigger. James sensed that the situation could turn out a lot worse than it already looked. He wondered how far Larry was going to go to protect his property.

      “I’ve got to do something,” he said to Marla.

      “No,” she said, wrapping her arms around his waist. “You’re staying here.”

      He turned his head slightly back. “We can’t just stand back and watch this. There has to be another way.” He looked through the blinds again, hearing Larry’s voice raised.

      “It’s none of your damn business what I’m doing or why. I’ll give you ten seconds to get out of here, or someone’s getting shot.”

      Richie smoothly veered in front of the freckled man, all smiles. “Don’t you mind Eddie now. We’re all just a little nervous about what’s going on.” He paused and stared intently at Larry. “I know you know something. You’re the doomsday man.”

      “You’ve got five seconds,” Larry responded.

      Richie’s smile dropped, replaced with an angry scowl. “Listen to me, you crazy ol’ bastard! Put down that gun right now, or we’ll seriously mess you up!”

      “I guess you boys have a death wish,” Larry said.

      James immediately backed away from the window with his heart pounding. “That’s it. I’m going out there.”

      He moved quickly behind the counter and began to search the shelves as Marla objected, “No, James.”

      He crouched down, ignoring her, and continued to feel around until he found a plastic case on the middle shelf. A guy like Larry probably had an array of hidden firearms throughout his store. James had a gut feeling. “Larry needs a little strength in numbers. That’s all.” He rose from behind the counter and placed the plastic case on top, opening it. Inside, he saw a 9mm pistol with two full magazines next to it.

      Marla looked down, eyes wide. “Have you lost your mind?”

      James loaded one magazine and then pulled back the hammer, chambering a round. He kept the safety on. It’d been a while since he’d shot a gun, but it was one of those things you didn’t forget how to do. He glanced at Marla with a reassuring look but saw only fear on her face. He walked from behind the door and gave her a quick hug, promising that everything was going to be okay. She followed him to the door with increasing worry.

      “Please be careful. I’ll be watching from the window.”

      James stopped at the door, taking a deep breath, preparing himself for the confrontation. He opened the door and quickly stepped outside. All heads turned toward him in surprise. Larry, too. James held up the pistol and advanced with long strides toward the men. He positioned himself across from Larry, amid the uncomfortable silence. At first, Larry said nothing. Perhaps he was waiting for James to explain himself, or maybe not. The situation was clear enough: James was providing backup.

      “You heard the man,” James announced. “Leave!”

      “Who’s this, Larry?” Richie said with his smile returning.

      “Must be his boyfriend,” Eddie said, adding to the laughter among the men.

      “Get out of here,” James said, but no one moved. He then aimed the pistol in the air and fired, startling everyone within earshot.

      Larry turned to him, shocked, as the mechanics scattered.

      “And don’t come back!” James shouted as they ran past the gate, dropping their tools along the way.

      James looked at Larry, expecting gratitude. Instead, he was met with a blank stare.

      “What the hell you do that for?” Larry asked as he lowered his shotgun. “I had everything under control.”

      “I wanted to help,” James said. “It looked like you needed it. Well, not that you needed it. I just didn’t want to see anyone get shot.”

      The door suddenly swung open, and Marla rushed outside. “You scared them off?”

      “I did,” James said, turning to her with a cocky smile.

      “Wait a minute,” Larry said, narrowing his eyes. “Is that my pistol?”

      James held it up and shrugged. “Yeah.”

      Larry marched over to him and grabbed the pistol. James held out his hands, readily relinquishing it as Larry went back inside, slamming the door behind him.

      “I think it went well,” he said to Marla sarcastically.

      She took his hand and stepped toward the gate. “We should leave.”

      James remained in place, stopping her. “Hold on. Let’s find out about that ride.”

      “No,” Marla said, shaking her head. “Don’t push him.”

      “We’re not giving up that easily,” James said, “especially after what just happened.”

      The back door opened, and Larry stepped out, carrying two boxes. He walked to the car as James moved quickly to help and opened the rear tail gate. Larry set the boxes down with a sigh and then glanced between James and Marla. “I’ve given it some thought, and it doesn’t make much sense to offer you supplies with no way to get them home.”

      James listened quietly, careful not to seem too eager.

      “I’ll drive you home,” he continued. “God willing that we can make it.”

      Marla suddenly rushed forward, throwing her arms around him. “Thank you so much!”

      Unprepared, Larry froze in an awkward, surprised stance as he patted her back. “That’s quite all right.” He then stepped away and propped the back door open with a nearby brick. “Now, help me load up the car, and let’s go.”

      James looked at the gate as it slowly creaked open. “You think we’ll see your friends again?”

      “I wouldn’t worry about them,” Larry said. “But go ahead and latch that shut anyway.”

      James moved fast toward the gate and peeked outside to make sure the coast was clear. He saw the mechanics far down the road. They had left… for now. He thought of the dangers that awaited Larry once they reemerged with another working vehicle. He’d already witnessed the relentless pandemonium taking hold of the city. There had been fires and explosions, and no one knew just what was going on. The mere thought of his prized Pontiac, wrecked and abandoned, filled him with anger and sadness, but there were far worse things that had happened that morning.

      He stepped back from the gate and latched it shut. Turning toward the station wagon, he saw that both Larry and Marla had gone back inside the store. Curious, he approached the car and peered inside through the open windows. There were boxes and plastic containers that filled the entire rear section. There was still plenty of room in the back seat, and James was sure it was only a matter of time before that was filled as well. He had to hand it to Larry, the man was prepared. Then he thought about their own limited food supply at home. They were woefully unprepared.

      Larry and Marla soon returned, carrying two plastic bins with both hands.

      “Too bad you can’t take it all with you,” James said, approaching them.

      Larry closed the hatchback, shaking his head. “I would if I could. You saw what just happened here. Leaving this store behind is a huge risk.”

      James followed Larry back inside, conversing along the way. “You know, I was headed to a cabin this morning before all of this stuff happened.”

      “Really?” Larry said, faintly interested.

      “It was for a writer’s retreat,” James said.

      The severity of their situation still hadn’t settled in, even with everything that had happened in the past two hours. James didn’t even know what time it was. He and Marla had jobs. They had careers. They had a home and friends and family. They had lives to lead. The situation was unreal, but with Larry in their corner, however, it seemed that they had some hope after all.

      “You’re a writer?” Larry asked.

      “Yes sir,” James said, following him inside again, toward the aisles. “I write military espionage stuff. It pays the bills.”

      Larry handed him a box to take. “Then, I suppose you’re familiar with what an EMP can do.”

      James nodded and then searched the room for Marla. He wasn’t sure where she was until he heard flushing from the restroom. “I did glance through that commission report from a few years ago.”

      “2011,” Larry said, rising.

      “I think so,” James answered.

      Larry cleared his throat. “Unfortunately, it doesn’t seem like the government was prepared for this.”

      They continued outside to the car, where they placed more boxes into the middle this time. James kept an eye on the gate, fully understanding that Richie and company might return with guns next time.

      “Were those friends of yours?” James asked as they headed back inside again.

      Larry shook his head. “Don’t mind them. I’m sure they were just scared like everyone else.” Standing still for a moment, he looked around, making sure he hadn’t forgotten something important. “We best get moving before they come back.”

      Marla exited the restroom, drying her hands with a paper towel. “It’s so dark in there.”

      Larry moved quickly behind the counter, lost in his own thoughts. They’d packed close to half the supplies of his entire store, but there simply wasn’t enough room to take it all. James moved the few remaining boxes to the door and then checked on Marla to make sure she was okay.

      She smiled as she tossed her rolled-up towel into a wastebasket beside the counter. A new air of relief and confidence existed between them. There was now hope that they could get home. At home, they were safe.

      “I should never have gone to work today,” Marla said, scanning the darkened store.

      “You didn’t know,” James said.

      “Is this a terrorist attack or something else?” she asked.

      James wished he knew, but he didn’t. “We’ll find out.”

      Larry removed a painting from the wall, revealing a wall safe. He carefully spun the combination and opened the thick door. James approached the counter to get a closer look, but all he could see was darkness inside. Larry pulled out a zip bag resembling a pocketbook and stuffed it into his backpack on the counter. James didn’t ask what was in it, and Larry didn’t say anything. Whether it was emergency cash or passports, he could only guess. Next from the safe came another handgun. James caught a glimpse as Larry placed it inside his backpack with a few boxes of ammo for good measure.

      “I wouldn’t mess with you on a bad day,” James said, trying to ease the tension.

      Larry’s eyes shot upward at him. “What’s that?”

      “You’re armed to the teeth,” James said.

      Amused, Larry nodded. “Well, where I’m going, we’ll be completely on our own.” Larry zipped up his backpack and swung it over his shoulder. “My hope is that after a month, the grid will be back online, and we can start to rebuild.”

      James hoped that Larry was just being overly cautious. He was offering a worst-case scenario. Prepper/survival types like him lived and breathed that kind of stuff. He looked like the kind of guy who would enjoy a month in the forest away from civilization.

      “Do you really think it could be that long?” Marla asked.

      “If we’re lucky,” Larry said, opening the cash register.

      Marla stared down onto the carpet, resigned. It looked as though she was trying to make sense of everything. James was also trying to cope with their strange new reality. They were at Larry’s mercy. Once they left the secure confines of the store, they’d return to the growing chaos of the streets. There was no telling what to expect.

      James grabbed the two remaining perishable boxes on the counter at Larry’s behest. Marla was nervously biting her nails. For a moment, everything was quiet. Larry then crouched down and lifted a bulletproof vest, to curious glances from both James and Marla.

      “Are we ready?” he asked, slipping the vest over his arms as though it was nothing more than a jacket. “Time’s wasting.”

      James studied him for a moment. “Would you happen to have two extra vests?”

      “Nope, sorry,” Larry said without hesitation. “This is the only one.”

      “Great,” James said with wry sarcasm. He then turned to Marla. “Don’t worry, honey. We’ll be fine.”

      Marla walked past him and stopped inches from the open back door as a breeze flowed through the room. They could smell the smoke from outside. “Maybe we should wait a little longer.”

      Larry headed toward the door as though they didn’t have a moment to spare. “It’s now or never.” He turned at the door, about to step out, and noticed both Marla and James’s hesitation in returning into the madness they had narrowly escaped from. But James knew that they weren’t going to find another opportunity. Larry scanned the store for anything left behind. Aluminum shutters blocked every window from outside.

      It looked safe and secure, but there was no way to know for sure. One could only leave and hope for the best. The expensive-looking security system with cameras and sensors all over the inside and outside of the store had been rendered useless in a flash. Even with everything that was going on, it baffled James that the police were virtually absent.

      Were they truly on their own? The thought seemed frightening as it was unreal. But perhaps, James thought, they’d been conditioned to have too much faith in how things worked. People like Larry didn’t seem to wait around to find out.

      “Your car does work, right?” James said, walking toward the door with the two boxes.

      Larry just sort of looked at him as though the answer was obvious. “Sure does.” He continued outside, whistling without a care of the world.

      Marla soon inched her way outside as James followed. The back seat was nearly filled with the last boxes and totes from the store, and there was little room left to squeeze into. Larry opened the passenger side door in the backseat for him as James placed the perishables inside on the red carpet below.

      “I’ve done an inventory of every item,” Larry told him. He winked as James looked at him, curious if he was being given a warning. “Don’t look so serious,” Larry then said with a smile.

      James placed his hands on his hips and tilted his head. “We can’t thank you enough.”

      “Quite all right,” Larry said, getting into the car.

      James looked down onto the pavement, lost in thought, but Larry was already behind the wheel and ready to go. The engine roared to life with the quick turn of the ignition. Exhaust burst from the muffler pipe in the back as Larry revved the engine with deliberate timing. Ecstatic, James spun around to face Marla, only to find her standing near the door with a troubled expression. Larry hopped out of the car, clearly impressed with himself, and told James to open the gate. Before he did so, James noticed that Marla was staring at her blank cell phone in hand.

      “Are you ready?” he asked.

      Marla nodded with a smile and then moved to the side, pacing within a small circle. None of this was going to be easy for any of them. The road ahead was an unpredictable one. “I’m afraid, James. Afraid to leave this store. Afraid to do anything.” She looked at him with pleading eyes. “Does that make me weak?”

      James noticed the tension in her voice. He took her trembling hands into his and tried to calm her. “Look at me.” They’d been fighting for some time over the past month, but none of that mattered anymore. He hadn’t seen her this upset. And this time it wasn’t about petty differences at the office or the usual everyday stress. He saw in Marla’s crystal blue eyes the innocence and pain of the girl he had fallen in love with. “All we have to do is get home. That’s it. Then we’ll take it from there.”

      “Okay,” she said, nodding as his hand brushed the side of her face. “I’m ready.”

      “Good,” Larry interrupted from inside the wagon. “Now open the gate, and let’s go.”

      James led Marla to the car, where the only space left was the driver’s seat, window seat, and the seat in the middle. It’d be a tight fit, but they’d make it. James asked her if she wanted the window seat, but she shook her head. “I’m smaller,” she said.

      “I think you mean thinner,” James retorted.

      He opened the door for her and then hurried off to the gate as both she and Larry got in and closed the doors. James unlatched the metal gate and swung it open. Looking left and right, he saw no one around. The coast looked clear enough for them to make their getaway. Larry backed out the station wagon at an idle as James waited. The station wagon rolled past him with Marla at the window, head turned to face the rear.

      “That’s that,” James said, wiping his hands together. “Next stop, mad city.”

      Of course, if Larry knew his way around town, they could avoid the more populated areas of downtown altogether. He swung the gate closed and reached behind to lock it as the station wagon waited in the road. He still couldn’t believe the vehicle had started. There had to be others unaffected, too. Older model cars weren’t all that uncommon.

      James turned and hurried to the car, opening the passenger side. Marla scooted over to let him in. James sat against the plush red seat that matched the wagon’s carpet. It was, indeed, an old vehicle. They stared at the road ahead that ended at a three-way stop.

      “I can get us around the downtown hot spots,” Larry said. “But at some point, we’re going to have to get on the highway, regardless.”

      “Sounds fine to me,” James said as Marla inched closer to him, trying to squeeze in and get comfortable. She reached for the seatbelt on Larry’s side and buckled herself in across the waist. James followed suit and strapped in, hesitant to make a request, but Larry seemed to know already.

      “Something on your mind?” he asked.

      “It’s okay,” James said, holding up both hands. “It’s a stupid idea. Don’t worry about it.”

      “What is it, honey?” Marla said, squeezing his knee.

      “You want to check on your car, don’t you?” Larry said.

      James didn’t understand Larry’s interest in the car itself, but he seemed to empathize in a personal way.

      “No!” James said, cutting his hands across the air. “We have a mission to get home, and that’s all that matters.”

      “Okay,” Larry said, accelerating further. “Just want to make sure we’re on the same page.”

      As they reached the stop sign, James looked both ways and saw cars parked along the sides. It was normal street parking and thus hard to tell which cars had been abandoned and which ones the owners just hadn’t gotten to yet. There were small groups of people milling around in front of various shops and buildings.

      Past the business district was an industrial sector where several of the roads were paved with gravel, and beyond the usual workers, not too many people ventured. It was their best bet to circumvent the busier areas of downtown and reach the highway safely. However, James had seen and knew what awaited them there. And it had probably gotten worse since then. Crowds of people on foot had turned the lanes into their own walking paths, which made sense under the circumstances, but also very dangerous to travel through.

      They received some immediate looks from people as the station wagon turned left and continued down the two-lane road toward the industrial sector. Normally, a dated station wagon with faded-blue paint and wood-paneled exterior wouldn’t get a second glance. Now, eyes were watching them in awe from all over.

      “Well…” Larry said, advancing his speed. “There’s no turning back now.”

      “I suppose not,” James said as Marla gripped his hand.

      Everyone was looking at them. And then, gradually, people started moving, filing into the road. In their state of distress, their most natural inclination was to flag down the old car and ask for help. When that didn’t work, and it didn’t, James watched as stranded commuters became more desperate and bolder.

      One man ran out into the street, blocking them and screaming for them to stop. Larry swerved around the man, nearly hitting a parked car on its side, but just making it. He pressed the gas just a little bit harder as they sped down the road, almost daring anyone to try something like that again.
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      Bumpy gravel lined the road between the many warehouses that comprised the industrial sector. James, and probably everyone else in the car, had never heard such eerie silence coming from one of the loudest areas of town. This was a place where constant construction, prodding, digging, dumping, crunching, and pounding occurred on a near-daily basis. There were several tractors, lifts, cylinders, mixtures, and truck upon truck outside each site. Cars were parked in the lots outside each warehouse.

      Nothing had changed. The only difference was the sound—nothing was happening. And then, as they continued down the road, crunching gravel along the way, they could see people, lots of people. Several of them were at their own cars, hoods up and looking into the engines like most everyone James had seen earlier.

      Dust trailed from the rear of the station wagon. It was impossible not to notice their presence. Even so, however, they received fewer looks than expected. Most people still seemed involved with their own mechanical issues. And it made traveling through the industrial sector a better idea than they could have imagined.

      “You know how to get to the highway from here, right?” James asked, watching out his side of the window.

      “Yes, James,” Larry remarked. “I know my way around.”

      “Just wondering,” James said.

      Marla leaned forward and fiddled with the radio dials. “What I wouldn’t give to hear some news about what’s going on.” She tried to switch on the radio but only heard static.

      “Look in the back seat,” Larry suggested. “I’ve got another radio that might help.”

      James kept watching the road as Marla turned around, awkwardly reaching behind her.

      “Just right there in the middle. It’s portable,” Larry continued.

      She swept it up and turned around smiling, readjusting herself with the radio held in her lap like gold. James glanced at the small piece of plastic, unimpressed. If the EMP had destroyed the power to every piece of electronic equipment within range, what was the point of having a portable radio?

      “How does it work?” she asked him hopefully. “Or does it work at all?”

      Larry tapped the steering wheel and nodded. The long, dusty road seemed to stretch for miles, with endless warehouses and factories on both sides of the road surrounded by a chain-link fence. But for the time being, no one was bothering them, and that was all that mattered. There was nothing better than anonymity, especially during a time like this.

      “I kept that little guy in my wall safe,” Larry said. “Pulse, gamma rays, whatever. They’re not going to get through that.” He pointed. “Use the crank to charge it. Now it only picks up emergency signals, which is fine, because, in circumstances like these, that’s probably all you’re going to get.”

      He had barely even finished his sentence when Marla began turning the small hand crank with enthusiasm, winding it like a toy.

      “Uh, oh…” James said, staring ahead. “We’ve got company.”

      Ahead, through the dust, he saw two shiny red pickup trucks parked to the side and nearly blocking the road, with a van sitting crooked on the other side. It was their first actual vehicle encounter since driving on the road. All three vehicles looked as though they had simply stopped in mid-movement and drifted to the side.

      Marla, far too invested in the handheld radio, didn’t look up but kept on cranking away. Larry began to slow down a little. The vehicles were roughly a hundred meters ahead. Their hoods were open, which was no surprise. If this was all they had to deal with before getting on the highway, James was fine with it. The highway was another story altogether.

      “You see anyone?” Larry said, looking forward through his glasses.

      James squinted ahead and saw ten, maybe fifteen men standing in the road, smoking cigarettes. Several of them were wearing hardhats and reflective vests. Perhaps they hadn’t grasped the severity of what was going on and would just let the station wagon pass without incident. There was a small gap to maneuver through, not much, but just wide enough that no one would get hurt.

      “Might as well get used to this,” Larry muttered. “This won’t be the last time our path is blocked.” It wasn’t so much that having a moving vehicle put a target on their back. The station wagon was packed to the brim with months of supplies, from food and medical stores to purifiers, batteries, and all the necessities one would need during a disaster. “I’m going for it,” he continued as their speed suddenly increased.

      “I hear something,” Marla said, holding the radio speaker to her ear.

      “Hold on, Marla,” James said, staring forward with concern.

      “Quiet, both of you!” Larry snapped.

      The eyes of the group were on them as the car slowed to a cautious speed. The men of varying sizes had reflective vests and work helmets. They watched the car, curious, but no one made a move.

      James pointed to a gap between the vehicles. “Gun it through there while you have time.”

      It was a hard fact that they couldn’t stop for anything or anyone. Trusting people had gone the way of electricity, though they had placed their trust in Larry, and he seemed to feel the same way.

      Larry now seemed hesitant at the wheel, but their reaction window was growing slim.

      James noticed two of the vested men grabbing a street barricade on the side of the road and carrying it over. “Now!” he shouted.

      The car jolted forward as Larry hit the gas, speeding past the group, keeping steady, careful not to over-steer. In the frenzy of escape, they clipped the side of one of the men rushing out with the barricade. Marla screamed. James whipped his head to watch the man roll onto the ground in a cloud of dust. Larry swerved to straighten out the car across the uneven, rocky road. James watched from the back window as the construction crew chased the vehicle in a fit of rage. They soon faded in the distance along with their shouting.

      “We hit that man,” Marla said, shocked.

      “He’ll be fine,” Larry said, maintaining his speed. The way ahead was clear, and they were nearing the highway, a half-mile down the road.

      “We only clipped him,” James said. “And I’m sorry, but that’s what happens when you jump in front of a moving vehicle.”

      Marla swung her head in both their directions, appalled. “I don’t care what’s going on. You can’t just hit a man with your car. There are still laws and morals, and—”

      James quickly took her hand to calm her down. It wouldn’t be wise to lose favor with Larry when they were still far from home. He could easily continue his way without them, and James knew that was still a possibility. To his credit, Larry said nothing as James attempted to nudge her toward their new reality.

      “Listen to me, Marla. Those men were trying to commandeer this vehicle.”

      “I know,” she said. “It just feels wrong to leave them.”

      “We have no choice,” James said. “We’ll be home soon, so just stay calm.”

      Silence followed as they reached a stop sign with a paved road ahead. Beyond the trees and rural surroundings was a bridge in the distance. They were close to the highway, and James felt an undeniable combination of relief and dread. Whatever awaited them there would be far worse than the nearly desolate road they had just traveled. James was sure of it.

      For a moment, they just sat there with the car idling. Larry pulled a pair of mini binoculars from his jacket and held them to his eyes, scanning the area ahead. James rolled his window down and listened, hoping to hear sirens, and helicopters, or military jets racing overhead. Instead, he heard nothing beyond the drone of natural daytime buzzing around them. The crickets he heard and the birds who flew above had no care or knowledge of what was going on. This was a human problem. It was their problem.

      The radio crackled from Marla’s lap as her attention immediately returned to it.

      “Keep turning the knob,” Larry said, lowering his binoculars. “You’re bound to pick up something.”

      Marla held the radio close to her ear as she turned the small knob in the middle, trying to pick up the slightest frequency. James asked Larry what he saw through his binoculars and received a shrug in response.

      “Bunch of cars stalled on the highway. No surprise,” he said.

      “It was pretty bad when I drove through it earlier,” James added. “A shock I even got through.”

      “It all depends if people have cleared off the roads,” Larry said. “And if currently they’re leaving the city in droves, I’d say our chances are unlikely.” It almost sounded as though Larry was going to suggest that they wait.

      James wasn’t sure what timetable they were operating on. Traveling the highway was a risk no matter how they planned it. The vehicles were little more than road obstructions and hazards now.

      “I don’t suppose you know another way to get to Summerland Heights?” James asked Larry.

      “What’s that?” Larry asked.

      “The neighborhood we live in. Off exit ten.”

      Larry shook his head. “If you don’t, I don’t.”

      As they sat there idling, James glanced into the side-view mirror. No one had appeared yet, but he imagined that it would only be a matter of time before the crew from earlier caught up with them, if they were still being followed.

      “I’ve got something!” Marla said, holding up the radio with excitement.

      Larry’s eyes widened with surprise as he nearly yanked the radio from her hands but stopped himself short. “Turn it up. Use the knob on the side.”

      Marla increased the volume as everyone listened in anticipation. James leaned closer to Marla, trying to hear through the static and distortion as a man’s faint voice spoke through the tiny speaker.

      “…And no new details are known. But officials are working on setting up dozens of emergency centers throughout affected areas in some twenty major cities.”

      “Twenty?” James nearly shouted. Marla squeezed his leg for him to quiet down as the announcer continued.

      “An unprecedented number of attacks occurred approximately two hours ago along the East Coast and Midwest. Reports are coming in that areas of California and the West Coast have been affected, too. There are currently an estimated fifty to one hundred million people without power. In addition to the devastating blow to the nation’s power grid, reports also have detailed bombings and explosions that have further driven areas into panic.

      “No official word from government officials or the White House has been released, but residents are urged to return to and remain in their homes. Anyone who hears this message is asked to share information and coming developments accordingly.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Interstate 55 was a predictable mess. Abandoned cars in every lane, some parked in one of the four lanes and others along the side or shoulder of the road. And still, there were rear-ended vehicles and those that had crashed into the guard rail or wall. A certain uniformity existed, in that most had their hoods up and not all of them were empty. Larry’s station wagon passed a minivan with all its doors open and a family sitting inside with exhaustion on their faces.

      They passed several other cars with drivers and passengers, either sitting inside or outside the vehicles. Some people, it seemed, had nowhere else to go. For the first few miles of driving, the station wagon had received no more than passing glances from stranded commuters. Larry frequently switched between the middle lanes, avoiding vehicles in their path. They passed lines of people, walking, as a herd, in the same direction. Their heads were down, and most had sullen expressions: children bounced on their fathers’ shoulders; babies were being pushed in strollers. James thought of the first family they had passed and the father he had given a ride. He wished there was more they could do to help people. But he was no hero. He just wanted to get home.

      In the distance, on the opposite lanes of the highway, they saw moving vehicles heading toward the city. Not one or two, but a convoy of green military Humvees and cargo trucks.

      “Well, it’s about time,” James said, leaning forward.

      All their eyes went to the convoy as a barrage of stranded passengers hurried toward the vehicles, panic and hope in the air.

      “Did they come to get people?” Marla asked while watching the scene unfold.

      “Hard to say,” Larry answered. “Looks like the National Guard. They were probably dispatched to bring order to the city, not to give people rides.”

      As the convoy neared, James could see that Larry had a point. The five Humvees and three cargo trucks were filled with fully uniformed soldiers wearing vests and helmets. There didn’t seem to be any room to transport anyone else, but the crowd rushing to the side of the convoy hardly seemed to notice this.

      “Might even be riot control,” Larry added.

      “Why don’t they stop and help those people?” Marla asked. “At least tell them what’s going on.

      The lead Humvee slowed, but it didn’t stop. The desperate, stranded commuters maintained a careful distance from the moving line of military vehicles, though some got too close. Several soldiers atop the cargo bed of the first truck shouted at the people to get out of the way. Larry had slowed the station wagon considerably to watch as the convoy passed by. Everyone was curious as to what they were up to.

      “Maybe they don’t know a thing,” James said, answering Marla’s question. “Most of those soldiers on that truck look like kids. Who knows how quickly they were activated and on such short notice.”

      James turned to his side window and noticed an approaching crowd not chasing the passing military convoy but steadily surrounding their station wagon. Distracted, Larry had slowed to a near halt. Navigating around the obstacles in their path was a tedious process, and they hadn’t reached a point where they could accelerate to a normal highway speed. They had yet to even exceed 40 MPH. Now they were nearly surrounded, and it took Larry a quick moment to realize his error.

      “Holy shit,” he said, jerking the wheel to the side just in time to swipe along a line of motorcycles in their path.

      James gripped Marla’s hand and his side armrest. It seemed people were coming from all over, both men and women, completely normal-looking and unassuming except for the determination in their eyes. The shouts began along with the flagging, but Larry kept going.

      “Careful…” James advised him as they swerved between lanes.

      They finally reached a brief open stretch of road just as a leather-clad biker rushed in front of them, aiming a pistol at them.

      “Go!” James shouted.

      The wagon slammed forward, and they flew down the road, tires screeching. The bearded leather-clad biker stood defiantly in the middle of the road as they neared.

      “Get down,” Larry shouted.

      James brought a screaming Marla down with him as he ducked. They’d been mere seconds from hitting the biker when a shot rang out, crashing through the windshield. Larry spun the wheel around with more tires screeching and enough force to toss James and Marla from their seats—if they hadn’t been wearing their belts.

      With his face down toward his knees, James heard Larry holler and cheer. Marla’s face was buried in her lap, hair hanging down. He kept a hand on her back, holding her as the station wagon skidded across one of the lanes and came to an abrupt halt. Another gunshot rang through the air, but this one was different. From the sound of it, the shooter was now well behind them, left in the dust. But James could not be sure. He rose up as the car halted.

      Larry turned his head with a wild-eyed glare. “That was damn close!”

      James looked around and saw only a few cars parked on both sides of the road. Larry got moving again. They’d made it through some of the busiest parts, and the exit to Summerland Heights was only a few miles down the road.

      “Everything okay?” James asked him, curious. Before he could answer, James noticed a hole in the middle of the windshield, right in Marla’s path. He couldn’t believe how close they had come.

      Marla sat up and brushed aside the hair that had fallen in her face. “He shot at us…” Marla said in a lingering state of shock.

      Larry simply gripped the wheel with both hands and stared ahead, breathing heavily. “Should have run over that son of a bitch.”

      “Everyone’s okay, right?” James said.

      Marla’s eyes traveled to the bullet hole in the windshield. The color seemed to drain from her face. “This is bad. People are losing their minds.”

      “Going to get a whole lot worse before it gets better,” Larry added, as though he had to.

      “Thanks, Larry,” James said. “Now, our stop is two exits down. Could you take us there?” If they remained idling in the middle of the road any longer, he feared that the gun-wielding biker and his friends wouldn’t be too far behind them.

      Marla clutched the radio nervously as Larry seemed to come around and drove forward. The road ahead seemed to be clear of obstacles. There were a few cars and people around, nothing much. But no immediate danger existed as far as James could see. He asked Larry for his binoculars just to “spot ahead.”

      “I can’t believe this is happening,” Marla said as they continued down the highway. None of them could.
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      Upon reaching Summerland Heights, they noticed an abundance of bicyclists on the road. It was late afternoon by James’s estimate. Many people were undoubtedly still stranded at work or wherever they had gone for the day. The neighborhood had an eerie quiet to it, much like what he had witnessed before when the strike had first occurred. It had taken them almost an hour to return home, and though it had been a tense, dangerous drive, James was relieved to see that they were close. Larry had come through for them in every way. And James had Marla to mainly thank for that. Her quick thinking brought them to Larry’s store, and Larry had brought them home. But James would soon learn that there was more to his plan than a simple drop off. It seemed that Larry had formed a strategy.

      “Daytime driving is out,” he said as they turned onto Providence Boulevard, one of the main roads through town. “I’ve decided that I can only travel at night.”

      Along the road were stores and markets and gas stations, banks, and eateries. The Drive N’ Save wasn’t far, and James would be able to check on his Jeep, still parked out of direct view. The local roads had remained the same as in the morning, moderately congested with cars stopped at every angle, littered throughout the middle, side, and shoulder of the road in both directions.

      They passed the main supermarket plaza with its dozens of shops. There were people everywhere, not shopping or eating or wheeling out groceries to their cars. Instead, they were wandering. The banks had closed as had most fast food places or any store in sight. It didn’t take long, it seemed, for businesses to realize that closing their doors was in their best interest. They had no doubt sent many angry customers away, some making every kind of threat in the process. Things were getting ugly, and there was no denying it.

      “Normally, I’d say this is where the road ends,” Larry continued. “But I’ve got a long drive ahead, and I need to lay low for a bit.”

      “Yes, please do,” James said.

      “Stay as long as you need,” Marla added.

      “Thank you,” he said. “I’ll stay until nightfall. Don’t want my wife to get too worried.”

      They passed the Drive N’ Save on their left. The same big red semi-truck was parked beside all the gas pumps. James imagined its belligerent driver completely losing his mind by now. Heads turned all around them, watching the station wagon pass by at a steady speed. This area was noticeably less hectic than the interstate, but the road was no place to be, not when so many were left stranded.

      James pointed to the left turn lane at the upcoming intersection. There were cars on all four sides, none of them with drivers. The traffic lights were mere black bulbs without color. Larry slowed and veered into the turning lane. Marla looked around in all directions in silence. Evidence of the disaster was everywhere, and there seemed to be no escape.

      “And it’s happening all over the entire country,” she said.

      “I hear Canada is nice this time of year,” James said, half-joking.

      She turned to him with a disapproving frown. “Very funny.”

      They turned down a familiar neighborhood street, and for once, saw few people outside. Their house wasn’t much farther, and James could feel a certain peace and comfort return. They’d be safe at home, away from the madness.

      “If it’s as bad as they said on the radio, we might be looking at a hell of a war,” Larry said. His tone sounded foreboding.

      Marla shifted closer to James, gripping his arm. He could feel her shaking. “I don’t know what to do.” She looked up at him with real fear in her eyes. “What are we going to do?”

      James huddled against her back, trying to offer whatever comfort he could. He didn’t have the answers any more than she did. About all Larry could tell them was what they already knew. They were in serious trouble, the country was under attack, and their lives would never be the same.

      “We just need to keep it together,” he offered her. “We’ll get through this. Help will come.”

      Larry turned onto their street and saw dozens of neighbors, all outside. A gathering looked to be taking place down the block, people in crisis, trying to figure out what to do. It was an encouraging sight, reminding James how people could band together and help each other out in emergencies.

      He’d been so focused on getting Marla and returning home that he hadn’t considered how everyone else was affected. But self-preservation was natural. In others as well as themselves. It wouldn’t be wise to forget that. How long could they hold out?
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      The station wagon neared their quaint three-bedroom home, collecting curious glances from the scattered onlookers. Perhaps James could keep them at bay with a simple lie: the freak power outage only affected their small area and nowhere else. He waged that most people in their neighborhood had little idea of how widespread it really was. How many people even suspected an EMP? Larry had been strangely quiet most of the drive, as though he was deep in his own thoughts.

      “We can park in the garage,” James said to reassure Larry in case he was having second thoughts about staying. “They’ll forget about us soon, especially with everything else going on.”

      Despite his assurances, there wasn’t a single neighbor who wasn’t staring at them. They’d want answers. They’d want to know where James and Marla had been and how bad things were elsewhere—natural questions that anyone in their helpless position would ask. Larry accelerated faster as James identified the third house on the right as theirs.

      They passed Vernon’s house and saw the old man sitting outside on his porch, absent his Rottweilers. From his seat, he watched the station wagon with suspicion as they slowed and pulled into the driveway. Vernon acted as a watchdog of sorts, always keeping an eye on their house, which James appreciated until then. As an unofficial Neighborhood Watch leader, Vernon took great interest in the station wagon, a strange, new vehicle, especially as they pulled into the driveway. He moved forward in his chair with one hand on the table, ready to spring into action of some sort.

      “Oh, there’s Vernon,” Marla said as she waved at him.

      “He doesn’t look very happy,” Larry said, glancing over.

      “Don’t worry about him,” Marla said. “He’s harmless.”

      The car stopped, and James opened the door to step out. “I’ll open the garage, and you can just pull right in.” He stood outside and waved to Vernon, who was already on his feet.

      “Oh, didn’t recognize you for a minute there,” Vernon said with a laugh. He then stared at the idling station wagon, puzzled. “What happened to your car?”

      Barely able to hear him, James moved around the car from the front and stood at the edge of his driveway. “It’s a long story. Everything going okay?”

      Vernon shrugged and then returned to his seat. “Power’s still out. Some folks are saying their cars won’t start. Strange stuff.”

      “You tried yours yet?” James asked.

      “Nah,” Vernon answered. “Not yet.” The lack of urgency in his tone made it clear enough. Vernon saw everything as nothing more than an inconvenience.

      James pondered how much more to tell him right then, but Larry was calling out to him to open the garage. James turned and saw his neighbors across the street, Hank and Rachel, watching him closely from inside their darkened garage. Hank was at the circuit breaker, clearly still trying to get something working. Somehow, no one looked ready for news of war, judging by their attitudes.

      Once they realized that what happened was a direct attack, James was certain that panic would take hold. With the information on the tip of his tongue, he turned and hurried to the garage, unlocking the handle with the keys in his pocket, the same keychain holding keys for both the Pontiac and Jeep. He wondered if he’d ever drive them again. Stop thinking about the Trans Am, he told himself. You’re going to drive yourself crazy. Once unlocked, he heaved up the rolling garage door and stepped aside for Larry to drive in. It all looked very precise and calculated, and he closed the door as soon the station wagon was inside.

      James hadn’t accounted for the utter darkness that followed, but Larry turned on the headlights, allowing everyone to see. The station wagon seemed to be in perfect order, without a single malfunction, a miracle given their circumstances. The engine shut off as Marla exited the passenger side, rubbing her forehead.

      James asked how she was doing, and she replied, “Headache.”

      Behind the garage door and out of view of onlookers along their street, James felt immense relief. Part of him couldn’t even believe that they had made it.

      Larry stepped out of the car, wasting no time with his advice. “I’d keep your doors locked and all your blinds closed.”

      Even though James knew he was right, it still sounded odd.

      Marla moved around the rear of the station wagon and made her opinion quite clear. “I’m sorry, Larry. What are you talking about? These are our friends and neighbors. They need to know what’s going on.”

      Larry crossed his arms, his gaze steady. “You can do that, for sure. But once they know, and they will eventually, someone is going to come for this station wagon. It may not be your closest neighbor; it may be somebody you don’t even know, but word will get out.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” Marla said.

      James stepped forward between them. “Marla. You saw that biker take a shot at us. This station wagon is a hot commodity. There’s no denying that.”

      Marla looked from James to Larry and then back again in disbelief. “I’m not just going to hide what’s going on from them. Vernon has been a good friend and neighbor for years. Hank and Rachel helped us put insulation in the attic. Paul and Nancy—”

      James cut her off before she could go further. “I get it. We both do. They need to know what’s going on, and they will. Just… give it some time.”

      “I’ll put it this way,” Larry continued. “Talk to whomever you want when I’m long gone.”

      Marla looked at James, searching for a response.

      “Seems fair enough to me,” James said.

      “Okay…” she reluctantly uttered. “But you both heard the broadcast. We have to tell them.”

      James took her hand, seeing the hurt in her eyes. Marla never liked to see people suffer. It was nothing different from his own feelings, but she was the type of woman who also got upset seeing alley cats scrape for food.

      “Let’s go inside,” he said. “We’ll regroup and figure this out.” He then led her to the door as Larry followed, all of them stumbling in the dark. The matter appeared to be settled for the time being.

      James thought it best that they remain indoors. They couldn’t be the only people on the block with an emergency radio. Others had to have pieced together what was going on by now. He opened the door, and they went in. The house was stuffy and otherwise exactly as James had left it a few hours before. He thought of all the people stranded in the city or on the interstate, still trying to make sense of what was going on. He and Marla were very fortunate indeed.

      “Make yourself at home,” James told Larry as they walked through the kitchen and into the living room. He pointed to the couch in front of their flat-screen television, resisting the urge to turn it on. “Feel free to take a nap before your big drive.”

      Larry thanked him as he plopped down on one side of the couch. “Carol is probably worried sick about me.”

      Carol, James assumed, was his wife. James could share the sentiment. He’d travel to hell and back to get Marla, and that day, he’d practically done so.

      “I’ll make us something to eat,” Marla said from the kitchen.

      James walked toward the kitchen and saw Marla standing at the fridge, looking inside. “We should keep that closed as much as possible.”

      Marla nodded, grabbed some bread and lunch meat, and closed the door. “Do you really think it will take that long to get the power back?”

      “I don’t know,” James said, hands out and shaking his head. He backed against a counter and shared in the uncertain silence.

      Marla observed their kitchen table, the table where they used to share breakfast together, before their lives had gotten so busy. Daylight glowed from behind closed blinds. “I hope Raul and Dean and everyone else are okay.”

      “I’m sure they are,” James said. As he glanced over, he noticed tears welling in her eyes.

      “I’m worried about all of them now, even Kate.” She laughed nervously as James approached her with a hug.

      “They’re going to have to figure things out, just like we did.” He then kissed the middle of her forehead. “You’re shaking. Why don’t you lie down for a little bit and get some rest?”

      “That’d be nice, but I’ll pass for now,” she said.

      Suddenly, a knock came from the front door. Marla tensed as James and spun around, listening.

      “You stay here,” he said, leaving the kitchen in a hurry.

      Another knock had sounded, more urgent than before. He stared into the foyer, hesitant to make another move. Larry was on full guard, no longer on the couch but kneeling next to it with what looked like a revolver in his hand.

      “Put that away,” James quickly said.

      Larry shook his head and then lowered the piece. “Tell them to go away. You know nothing. You say nothing.”

      James turned to see Marla right behind him, inching toward the door. “I’ll handle this,” he told her as he hurried ahead and looked through the door’s peephole.

      Vernon was standing outside, and he was alone. He was wearing a hat and sunglasses and in his right hand was a cane. James didn’t know him to use one before. He certainly didn’t when he was walking his dogs earlier that day.

      “It’s okay,” James said in a quiet tone. “It’s just Vernon.”

      Another knock, louder this time. “James! Marla! Come on, open up!” Clearly something was wrong. Vernon was normally so laid-back; James had never seen him so worked up.

      He opened the door a crack and stuck his head outside. “Hey, Vernon. What’s going on?”

      Vernon backed away from the door, leaning on his cane, out of breath. “Sorry to barge in on you like this, but I need to talk to you.”

      James opened the door fully and stood aside for Vernon to enter. He didn’t look particularly well. “Sure, Vernon. Is everything okay?”

      Vernon took a step forward and winced. “Yes and no. It’s my own stupid fault.”

      James turned as Marla approached from behind, concerned. “Goodness, what happened? Please come in.”

      “Yes, please,” James added, extending his arm, waving him in.

      “You’re too kind,” Vernon said, limping forward.

      Marla held his shoulder and guided him in. James shut the door behind them. They entered the living room as Larry shifted to the other side of the couch, eyes narrowed and deeply suspicious. Marla walked Vernon to the couch and helped him sit.

      “It’s Rita,” he said with a jolt of pain showing on his face. “I think she needs to go to the hospital.”

      Marla gasped as she sat next to him. “Oh, no. What happened?”

      They knew that he looked after his sick wife, an at-home caretaker. She suffered from kidney problems and used dialysis treatment daily. “At first, I thought she’d be fine, but with this power outage, I’m getting worried.”

      The inevitable burden of their sick neighbor reared its head at the worst possible time. James didn’t blame Vernon or Rita. They had no control over the situation. They, like thousands of others, were now facing dire reality.

      “My car won’t start, just like everyone else, it seems. I can’t call an ambulance. I can’t do anything.” He paused to catch his breath as he rubbed his bad knee. “I heard her calling out from the bedroom, and stupid me, I ran and tripped in the dark hallway, hence the cane.”

      James stood across from Vernon and Marla, listening. He glanced at Larry and knew by his stone-faced expression that he wasn’t going to readily assist. In fact, it was probably the last thing he wanted to do.

      “I don’t know what to do,” Vernon continued as Marla held his arm, deep concern showing in her face. “I-I’m all out of options.” He suddenly perked up as though he’d found the solution. “Then I thought of that station wagon you pulled up in. You must have the only working vehicle in the entire neighborhood.”

      Marla’s eyes shifted toward Larry, hesitant. “Yes, but that’s not our car.” She held out her hand, introducing him. “It belongs to our friend, Larry.”

      James stepped forward. “We were stranded like everyone else, and he gave us a ride.”

      “Oh…” Vernon said as his head lowered. “But the car does work?”

      “Yes, it works,” Larry said, standing up with a stretch. “But I’m not in the shuttle business, sorry.”

      James had to give it to Larry; the man didn’t disappoint.

      Marla looked at him with near disgust but held her tongue. “We have to do something,” she managed to say.

      “You can just drop us off at the hospital,” Vernon added. “That’s all I ask. Please!”

      All eyes went to Larry as he slid his hand down his face with a big sigh. “I don’t think you understand, mister. It’s bedlam out there. We almost got shot by a group of stranded motorists. It’s not safe to drive. Period.”

      Vernon leaned back into the couch, thinking to himself. “Just how widespread is this thing?”

      “Could be the entire state,” James answered. “Or damn near half the country. Downtown is pure chaos, thousands of vehicles just stuck on the road, not a one of them working.”

      “My God…” Vernon said. He then turned to Marla with desperation in his eyes. “But the hospitals. They’ve got to have a backup generator, right?” The silence that followed didn’t exactly show much confidence in his assessment.

      “We don’t know,” Larry answered for everyone. “I don’t want to sound like the bad guy here. I sympathize, sir. I really do. The bottom line is that it’s simply too dangerous to be out on the road right now, especially for your sick wife.”

      “It’s a chance I’m willing to take,” Vernon said, defiant. “Now, I’m begging for your help here. I’ve got money. I can pay you for your trouble, just name your price.”

      Larry’s face then switched from apologetic to angry. He turned and looked at James. “This is why I told you not to open your doors. Do you see how this starts?”

      “Thank you, Larry,” Marla said, quieting the room.

      James hung his head as Larry said nothing more. The awkward tension in the air soon dissipated when James made a suggestion.

      “We have a generator in the garage,” he began, garnering their attention. “It’s a long shot, but it just might get Rita’s machine working.”

      Vernon placed his interlaced fingers against his chin and sighed. It may not have been the answer he wanted, but Larry did have a point. Between stranded vehicles and equally stranded passengers, the roads were a litany of hazards. Saint Louis Hospital, the nearest medical facility, was located within the heart of downtown, the very place they had barely escaped from.

      James knew that under no circumstance was Larry going to drive back there, and he certainly didn’t blame him. Vernon presented them with a near-impossible task in saving his sick wife before it was too late.

      “You’d never make the trip,” James said. “It’s that simple, Vernon, and I’m sorry, but that’s just the way it is.”

      “I’m not talking about the main hospital,” Vernon said, shifting in his seat. “We could take her to that clinic off Providence. What’s that, five or ten minutes away?”

      Larry stood up to leave the room, stopping halfway in the hallway, where he turned around and asked to use the restroom.

      James immediately looked at Marla as he left. “You can’t blame him. He’d have to be crazy to want to go back out there.”

      “I understand,” Marla said, “but we’re talking about Rita here.”

      “I had no idea things were so bad out there,” Vernon said in a vacant tone, as though speaking to himself.

      James paced the living room, trying to think of a solution to all their problems, but nothing came to mind. There was no quick fix, no number to call, or news bulletin to provide information. The emergency radio hadn’t offered a broadcast since the last one. And they couldn’t get bogged down in what they didn’t know.

      James believed that their best course of action was in working together. But they couldn’t bring too much attention to themselves. They’d already been seen with a working station wagon. Hauling a portable generator to his neighbor’s house in the open was one step further. “We could be looking at months of no power,” he finally said.

      “Why?” Vernon asked, astonished. He fell back onto the couch as though he’d just received a knockout punch. He was as clearly unprepared for the disaster as James and Marla or anyone else.

      “We can’t say for sure,” James admitted. “But it’s apparently happening all over the country, a direct attack on our power grids and mobility.”

      Vernon leaned forward, shaking his head in a state of denial. “No. That’s impossible. Not in America. Who the hell would have the gall to do something like this? They’d be annihilated.”

      “We don’t know,” Marla said, holding Vernon’s arm. “What’s important right now is helping Rita. Would you like to try our generator?”

      James didn’t even know if it worked. He didn’t want to give Vernon false hope, but it was the only thing they could offer. He heard the toilet flush and the sink run from down the hall, relieved that the plumbing worked. Though he didn’t know for how long. He and Marla needed to list their resources. They would need to ration. They would need to do so much, he didn’t know where to start.

      The supplies Larry had given them were a great help, but that was just the start. How long would their food supply last? What about medical and hygienic products? How far could they stretch those? The stunning lack of police or military on the street would only lead to inevitable looting. They owned only one handgun, and James had only shot it twice at the range. They had a few boxes of ammo but nothing more.

      “James, are you listening?” Marla said, breaking his train of thought.

      He looked over at the couch and saw Larry standing nearby. “I’m sorry. What?”

      “Larry said that he’ll help get the generator working, but that you guys need to get moving,” she continued.

      James’s face lit up. He turned and looked toward the garage, taken by surprise. “Let’s get it started and see if it works.” He left the room with Larry following, trying to remember where the red gas can was. They used it for the lawnmower, and last James remembered, it was full. Once they walked inside the garage, Larry spoke to James in a confiding manner. Obviously, his wheels had been turning.

      “I wanted to talk with you first,” he began as his hand glided across the warm hood of his station wagon. “Your neighbor is in a bad spot. You can help him, but it’s out of your hands.”

      “He knows that,” James added. “And we can’t blame him for trying.” He turned from the car and saw the generator in the corner next to his tool bench. They’d had the Westinghouse 6,500-Watt fuel-powered generator for many years. If it worked at all, he and Marla weren’t in as much trouble as he feared. Larry, however, was quick to offer a warning.

      “Generators are loud. There’s no way around that. You run it long enough, you’re going to have the neighborhood lined up at your door.” He suddenly switched gears to make the strangest request James had heard from him all day. “What do you think about coming to my cabin after all?”

      James tripped over some boxes, falling onto the tool bench. He regained his balance and turned around, not sure if he heard Larry correctly. “You were saying something about your cabin?”

      Larry stepped closer with his voice lowered. “Let me level with you, James. The governor will soon declare a state of emergency. After that, you can expect martial law.”

      James studied him for a moment, unsure of how to respond. “Martial law? That’s a good thing, right? It’ll help get things under control.”

      “I wish it were that simple,” Larry said, looking down. His eyes then tracked upward to James, looking as frank as James knew him to be. “You see, this isn’t some temporary emergency measure. We’re talking about the suspension of our rights. They’ll herd us up, take us from our homes, and hold us at remote camps where we’ll soon be nothing more than prisoners. How else would a government deal with the magnitude of this attack? They’ll say it’s for our own good, and probably mean it.”

      “Wait a damn minute,” James said, frustrated and waving him off. “You’re going off the deep end with this conspiracy stuff.”

      “It’s no conspiracy,” Larry said in all seriousness. “We’re talking the natural course of things, government protocol during a homeland attack. And we know it’s not just here; it’s everywhere.”

      “One broadcast—” James began, only to be cut off.

      “Who cares?” Larry said. “It’s the only thing we’ve heard so far.”

      Not wanting to prolong any kind of argument, James conceded with a shrug. “Okay. So, the government is going to put us into camps. Kind of makes sense. But why would you even want Marla and me at your cabin?”

      “I didn’t say anything about Marla.” Silence fell between them as James narrowed his eyes. Larry then leaned against his knees, having a good laugh. “You ought to see the look on your face. Priceless.” He rocked back as he drew a breath. “Kidding. I’m only kidding.”

      James crossed his arms, unamused. “Very funny, but my question still stands.”

      “Because we need help at the cabin, happy?” Larry said. “My wife and I aren’t getting any younger, and we could be stuck out there for a while. There are two rooms, and another couple could really help us out.”

      James wasn’t sure what to say. He hadn’t considered for a moment any option beyond hunkering down in the safety of their home. Larry offered refuge based on his theory that the United States Government would transform into an authoritarian state. Marla would be a hard sell. She wasn’t going to leave their home to hide in the woods, James was sure.

      “I appreciate the offer, Larry. I really do. I’ll have to talk to Marla first.”

      Larry nodded. “I leave tonight, so let me know.”

      James returned his attention to the generator and pulled it from the corner, dragging it across the floor. Larry moved beside him and crouched down to get a better look. The generator’s gauges were dusty.

      Its green paint was chipped and faded, and there were cobwebs on the bottom railing. James removed the fuel cap and glanced inside. It was dark in the garage, even with the door to the house open, and he couldn’t tell how much fuel was inside. He took the fuel can and began to pour. The liquid flowed, revealing that the generator hadn’t much fuel to begin with.

      “Also need help filling up my empty cans,” Larry added.

      Fuel spilled at the top, and James stopped. “What cans?”

      “The ones in my car,” he said as though the answer were obvious. “How do you think I’m getting around? With my Chevron card?”

      James put the pieces together as he set his own nearly empty five-gallon can onto the ground. “You mean to siphon the fuel from other vehicles.”

      “That’s right,” Larry said. “Have you ever done that before?”

      “Can’t say that I have,” James said, screwing the cap back on.

      What else was Larry going to ask him? Did he ever skin a rabbit? Of course, he imagined that Larry wanted to find out what he knew and didn’t know, especially since inviting him back to his cabin. If James was honest, he’d tell Larry not to waste his time. Marla would never go for it.

      When it sounded as if the tank was partly filled, James said excitedly, “Stand back and cross your fingers.” He lifted the handle of the pull cord and was about to yank it when Larry suddenly grabbed his arm and stopped him.

      “Before you even take the risk, listen to me.” The look in his eyes was alarming, and James wondered what could possibly have crossed Larry’s mind to prevent giving the generator a test run. “Even if your generator starts, which is unlikely, we don’t know if that will be enough to get this woman’s dialysis machine running. Its circuitry could be completely fried, just like everything else.”

      James lowered his arm as the disappointing thought began to register. If that were the case, they’d have no other choice but to transport Rita somewhere she could get help. Larry would undoubtedly object, but James no longer cared. Marla was right. They weren’t going to simply do nothing. All the frustrations of the day channeled through him as he gripped the pull-cord handle and then forcibly yanked it back, practically pulling the entire unit with him.

      After a brief chug, the generator shook and rattled to a glorious start, spewing exhaust from its rear pipe. James had experienced a lucky streak with some things, and the generator was one of them. He then gripped the side carry bar and looked at Larry, eager to get moving.

      “You ready? We can walk it straight through the backyard.”

      Larry hesitated, studying the generator before pitching in to help move it. He knelt and started reading something printed on a side plate hidden from James’s view. He then nodded to himself and grabbed the other handle with both hands. “Let’s do this.”

      They counted off and lifted the heavy bulk, hurrying through the kitchen and into the backyard. James began to realize that he and Marla could help Larry, and he knew it. If that were the case, maybe going to the cabin wasn’t such a bad deal after all.
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      The afternoon brought a smoky gray mist floating in the distance, but it hadn’t quite reached their neighborhood yet. Whether it was a sign of more explosions or fires or something else was impossible to tell. Those outside their homes, lost without electricity and technology, seemed uncertain whether to stay or leave. Where would they go? Bicycles were everywhere, pedaled by excited neighborhood kids, investigating the freak occurrence.

      There was talk of gamma rays, chemtrails, and the fog of a nuclear explosion that was responsible for everything. The realization that this was no average power outage began to take hold. Talk of a superweapon or mega bombs or dozens of other theories filled the chattering neighborhood street.

      James watched from behind Vernon’s privacy fence before hooking up and testing the dialysis machine. The low-grinding motor of the generator was loud enough, but it hadn’t yet garnered the attention of his neighbors. Most everyone looked too preoccupied with their own issues. The generator sat on the concrete slab outside the sliding glass door. Vernon and Marla stared at it as it spewed exhaust from its tailpipe. That it even ran was a miracle. James knelt to the side of the generator, looking at the four-outlet panel.

      “I’ll stand watch out here,” Larry said from the nearby grass. “You’d be surprised how quick one of these can get stolen.”

      “Yeah, sure,” James said.

      He supposed there was nothing wrong with being a little overcautious, especially now. Vernon opened his sliding glass door and hastened his step inside with Marla. James thanked Larry for his help and followed. Once inside, he saw that all the windows were opened, allowing for fresh air to flow through, unlike his own house. How nice it was. The kitchen and adjacent living room they had walked through were cluttered with filing boxes and paperwork everywhere—all over the tables, counters, and chairs.

      It looked as though Vernon’s cushy retirement home had been ransacked by auditors. The living room was furnished with vintage furniture upholstered in oranges and yellow, like something out of the 1970s. Paintings of old sailing ships lined the hallway.

      “Apologies for the mess,” Vernon said as they continued to the bedrooms. “I’ve been trying to get our finances in order with Rita’s growing medical costs. This whole power outage couldn’t have come at a worse time.”

      “Ain’t that the truth,” James said.

      They reached the two rooms at the end of the hall, across from each other. The structural design of the house mirrored their own in an eerie fashion. James had never quite noticed the similarities until then. They turned to the room on their left with its door closed.

      “I’ll just be a minute,” Vernon told them while reaching for the doorknob. “She might be sleeping.” He slipped inside and closed the door behind him.

      James then heard one of the Rottweilers bark. “So, that’s where they are.”

      Marla turned to him with a now perpetual worried look.

      “The dogs,” James said. “I was wondering where they were.”

      They could hear Vernon talking to Rita as he greeted his dogs. “James and Marla. They’re here to help,” he said. “We’re going to get your machine running in no time.”

      James wished that he hadn’t told her that, as there were no guarantees about anything. He glanced at Marla, who stood silent, listening. They hadn’t had a moment alone since escaping downtown together.

      “How are you holding up?” James asked, placing a hand on her back.

      “Fine,” she said, looking at him with an apologetic smile. “I never thanked you for coming to get me. That was very thoughtful.”

      “It was a no-brainer, Marla,” he said. “You’re my wife.”

      Marla looked down, though he could tell she was crying. There was still dirt on her face and a small cut under her eye that had crusted over.

      “You should take some time to get cleaned up,” he said, touching her cheek.

      “I know,” she said. “Mom and Dad. Our friends and family.” She paused and looked at him, hoping for answers. “Do you think they’re all okay?”

      James didn’t know any more than she did. “It’s nothing to worry about right now,” he told her and kissed her cheek. “They’re all fine.”

      Waiting longer than expected, James glanced back down the hall to the sound of the generator rumbling from outside. He didn’t like the attention it brought them, and Larry’s cautiousness or paranoia seemed to be rubbing off on him. Amid the boxes and dog toys on the carpeted floor, he hardly recognized the pristine and orderly home he and Marla had visited two years prior when Vernon and Rita had invited them over for dinner. It’d been too long, but their busy schedules certainly played a role.

      “There’s something I’ve been meaning to talk about,” James began, figuring he had a moment to bring it up.

      “What is it?” Marla said, turning to him.

      “I think we should consider our options here,” James continued. “Larry made me a rather surprising offer. Something we should consider.”

      Marla rolled her eyes.

      “Hear me out,” James said, defensive now.

      It wasn’t as easy as just telling her Larry’s offer. She had to be sold on it. Their resources would inevitably dwindle as the power grid was being repaired. How long would that take? They needed a long-term solution.

      “Larry offered to take us to his cabin. He says it’s going to be a lot safer there than anywhere else. Populated areas could get dangerous very quickly.”

      “I’m not leaving,” Marla said with finality.

      “Think about what I’m saying here,” James said, increasingly agitated. “We’re not safe—”

      “Why would he want us to come with him?” she interjected.

      “He said he could use our help. We’d work together until this is all fixed.”

      Marla tilted her head at him, amused. “Fixed? James, we don’t even know what’s really going on. Neither does Larry. Besides, I’m not sure if he cares for me anymore.”

      The bedroom door opened, and Vernon stood there holding onto the collar of either Rosko or Benny, James could never tell the difference. “You remember James and Marla, right boy?” Vernon said with an easy tone and smile. He then looked up. “They’re protective of Rita, but you’ll be okay.”

      “How is she?” Marla asked.

      Vernon opened the door fully and stood aside for them to enter. “More of the same. She just woke up. She’s hanging in there.”

      Thin curtains blew in the breeze of an open window. Rita lay in a twin bed in the corner, her head propped on multiple pillows. She was above the covers and wearing a long nightgown. He pulled one of the Rottweilers into the other room as its slobbery tongue hung from its panting mouth.

      Marla reached out to pet the other dog’s head as Vernon came in and got it. “Come on, Benny. You and Rosko are going to hang out in our bedroom for the time being.”

      James and Marla examined the room. Near Rita’s bed stood a towering dialysis machine with knobs, tubes, and buttons. Its large monitor screen on top was completely blank. On a nearby table sat bags of opened and unopened dialysis powder, along with a litany of prescription medicine bottles and treatments.

      Rita turned to them as her thin, tired face brightened with Marla’s approach. She wore a headband that held her light blonde hair back. Her large blue eyes seemed to recognize them both, though she obviously had little understanding of what was going on.

      Marla took her wrinkled hand and smiled down at her. “How are you feeling, Rita?”

      “Marla?” Rita said, astonished. “Goodness, it’s been so long.”

      “I know,” Marla said, wiping at her eye. “There’s no excuse.”

      “Well, I’ve been in bed for the past twelve hours. I think I’d like to go for a walk.”

      Marla squeezed her hand, nodding. “That sounds nice. We came here to have a look at your machine.”

      James fidgeted with its buttons, searching for the power. He saw that it was plugged in and couldn’t help giving it a try. He found a power button near the monitor screen and pressed it, not surprised when nothing happened. With the first step out of the way, he pulled the power cord from the wall and held it up as Vernon entered the room. “Do you have any extension cords to run this out back?”

      “Yeah, they’re in the garage,” he said, leaving the room with a hurried limp and his cane before James could even offer to help.

      James went to Rita’s bed to check on her.

      She looked thin, frail, and tired. Her hands were at her sides as she stared at the ceiling. “Feels like a dream,” she told them. “I haven’t seen you two in so long.”

      “We should have dinner again,” James said, attempting to lighten the mood. “Maybe next week. How about it?”

      “That’d be lovely,” she said, smiling and closing her eyes.

      “We’re going to try to get your machine running,” James said in a louder voice. “You just take it easy, and we’ll do our best.”

      Rita opened her eyes and nodded, thanking them.

      “How often do you use it?” Marla asked

      “Three times a week,” she answered.

      James glanced at Marla, hopeful, and then back at Rita. “When was the last time?”

      “Friday,” she said with an exhausted sigh. “It’s time. I need it today.”

      James and Marla said nothing at first at the risk of upsetting her. It was a long shot, regardless. Vernon returned with two reels of green extension cord. James quickly got to work. He took one cord and connected it with the machine.

      “This will only take a minute,” James promised.

      The generator worked, and now all they needed was one last miracle, certain that Rita was in serious trouble without it. He left the room and ran the cord down the hall, through the kitchen, and out back to the generator. Larry was standing guard as promised. James knelt next to the outlet panel with the end of the cord in hand. He looked up at Larry, hesitant to proceed.

      “Go ahead,” he told James. “What are you waiting for?”

      As he had done twenty other times that day, James closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “Here goes nothing.” He stuck the cord into the generator and then stood up. “Want to have a look?”

      Larry paused and looked around the backyard. “It’s safe enough out here. Let’s go.”

      They entered the house and went straight for Rita’s bedroom, where she, Vernon, and Marla waited in anticipation.

      “This is our friend, Larry,” James said to Rita, noticing her questioning look.

      Larry nodded with a wave and then went directly to the dialysis machine, examining it from top to bottom.

      “Is it working?” Vernon asked in near panic.

      James moved between them and further examined the machine. “We’ll find out soon enough.” Heart racing, he trailed his fingers across the knobs below the monitor and stopped at the power button on the side. “That’s it, right?” he asked Vernon. “No other power switches?”

      “That’s the one,” Vernon confirmed. “Just press it, and it should turn on.”

      James pushed against the green plastic button and held his finger in place. He waited and then released his finger. The machine stood there, as dead as before. The monitor was still blank. It made no sounds. Power source or not, it wasn’t working.

      “It’s plugged in, right?” Larry asked.

      “Maybe there’s a main switch behind it or something,” Marla said.

      “Hold on,” James said, raising his hand in frustration. “Let Vernon try.”

      Vernon circled the machine, examining it from top to bottom. “I’m pretty sure it’s just that one button, but maybe there’s another switch somewhere.” James and Larry joined the search but couldn’t find anything else, as a growing disappointment filled the room.

      Rita watched them with concern. James felt helpless, frustratingly so. There was nothing they could do. He leaned over and picked up the power cord to ensure that it was securely connected. Vernon pressed the button again and again. Marla watched quietly as she held Rita’s hand. Done with trying, Larry backed against the wall, shaking his head.

      James stood away from the machine with his hands on his hips, sighing in defeat. “I’m really sorry, Vernon. Rita.” He wanted to offer them an alternate solution, something that would put their fears to rest. But he didn’t have the answers. No one did.

      Vernon moved to the front of the machine, turning knobs and switches. “It’ll work,” he said in a near panic. “It has to.” He pressed the power button again and again before pounding the blank screen with his balled fist.

      James rushed over and caught him just as he fell back, distraught and inconsolable. “Easy there. I got ya’.” He helped Vernon regain his balance as Larry picked up his cane.

      Vernon looked around the room, catching his breath. “Just doesn’t make sense. Why won’t it work? What are we going to do?” His teary, desperate eyes looked directly at James.

      Larry moved toward the door. “I’ll turn the generator off now to conserve the fuel.”

      James nodded.

      He left the room as Vernon gripped both James’s hands, pleading with him. “You can’t turn it off. She needs her dialysis. It has to work.”

      “I’m sorry, Vernon,” James said. “It’s broken, just like everything else.”

      Vernon slowly released him and then limped over to Rita, where he stroked her hair and spoke softly. “We’ll figure something out. I promise.”

      “I know you will.” Rita then pointed to an empty glass next to her bed. “Could I get some more water, please?”

      “Of course,” Vernon said, taking her glass.

      He hurried out of the room as both James and Marla followed. James figured it as good a time as any to discuss their real options, limited as they were. From the kitchen sink, Vernon filled the glass with his back turned to them. What did he want her to tell him? They heard the generator motor wind down and shut off. Larry was soon back in the house, diligently rolling the extension cord around his arm, seemingly eager to leave.

      Vernon turned slowly from the sink, defeated, as his eyes shifted to the kitchen floor. “Rita and I have been married for thirty-five years. Doesn’t seem that long at all.” He paused and looked at them. “Treasure your time together every day.” He stopped again, choking up as his lip stiffened. “It’s not her time, damn it. Not yet. Do you understand me?”

      “I do,” James said.

      “Then help me!” Vernon shouted. He then hung his head low, ashamed. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to yell.”

      “It’s fine,” Marla said, approaching him.

      Larry entered the kitchen and set the extension on the table. “I think I’m going to lie down for a bit.” He left the kitchen without another word, and the reason was clear enough. Having no other recourse, they’d soon look to Larry once again and ask for a ride.

      “I’ll go talk with him,” James said after he had left.

      “There’s that walk-in clinic only a few miles away,” Marla said. “It’s our best bet.”

      Vernon eagerly leaned forward on his cane. “I’ve got five hundred dollars cash. It’s his. All we want is a chance here.”

      James was deep in thought. “Larry’s waiting until nightfall to travel. But… I’ll talk to him.” He left the kitchen, hurrying past Rita’s door where she lay in bed with her fate undetermined.

      He opened the sliding glass door and stepped out to see Larry at the foot of the generator. “Almost forgot about this thing. I’ll help you take it back,” he offered.

      And while it was a nice gesture, James was certain there was something more to his sticking around. They picked up the generator at both ends and carried it out of Vernon’s backyard and into James’s as Larry continued.

      “I’ve been doing some thinking, and I think I have a plan.”

      From James’s experience, that meant Larry might be having a change of heart.

      “I’ll give the old couple a chance. They can ride with me, but you know the drill.”

      “It has to be on the way,” James answered.

      “That’s right,” Larry said, nodding.

      He was glad to hear Larry make the offer. Rita might just have a chance after all.

      “I’m sure they’d be extremely grateful to hear that,” James told him.

      They continued through the open fence and carried the generator to the back deck, setting it down. Suddenly, they heard rumblings above. James looked up just in time to see three jets race across the sky, leaving a trail of smoke behind them.

      “Fighter jets,” Larry said, staring upward. “This is getting bad.”
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        * * *

      

      Dusk was on the horizon, with the increase of activity throughout the neighborhood. People were arriving on foot, immensely relieved to be home. James watched them through the blinds of his living room window. Their doors were locked, all their windows were closed, and there wasn’t a single vehicle in any driveway. From the outset, James’s home looked unoccupied, mainly at Larry’s behest.

      If he was to help Vernon and Rita, he had some rules in mind. They weren’t to speak with any other neighbors. They couldn’t answer their door. They couldn’t go outside. He didn’t even want them to open a window. Those were his stipulations. Only then would he help drive Rita to the nearest medical facility on his way out. They also had to wait until evening, and though Vernon expressed his concerns about waiting so long, they had little choice but to comply. Larry seemed to be their only hope.

      James sat near his window in the quiet, darkened living room as Larry lay on the couch, apparently resting. The bill of his hat was tipped down over his face, while his hands were folded at his chest. Marla was busy in the kitchen, getting some food together. None of them had eaten since morning. A box of crackers rested on the windowsill near James. He’d been munching on them for the past hour. He continued to watch the neighborhood drama unfold.

      It seemed that everyone was outside their homes with their cell phones in hand, despite them not working. Perhaps the best option was to relocate to the woods with Larry. There were far worse scenarios. Beyond the restless neighborhood, there was a radiant pink sky with an orange sun that was steadily dipping below the horizon. James wasn’t surprised to see the streetlights remain off. By now, they would normally be on. Strangely enough, several of them were solar-powered. Was that affected, too?

      James felt more irritable with each passing hour, though he kept it bottled up. He would have given anything for one minute of the Internet or cell phone access. Judging by the slamming of cabinets in the kitchen, Marla was beginning to lose patience as well. Larry, however, seemed perfectly calm and at ease. Enough to take a nap. Whatever the outcome, it was going to be a rough couple of days.

      Marla soon emerged from the kitchen with two plates in hand. She set them on the coffee table next to James and then lit one of the LED lanterns Larry had given them.

      “We better eat this before it goes bad. Enjoy.”

      James walked over to see a plate of rotisserie chicken with macaroni salad and coleslaw from two nights ago. Larry soon awoke with the aroma of food in the air and lifted the brim of his hat.

      “Something to drink? Soda, tea, or water?” she asked them both.

      “Any beer left?” James asked, hopeful.

      “Nope. Sorry,” Marla said.

      “Water’s fine,” Larry said, thanking her. She headed back to the kitchen.

      James took a seat on the couch and put some food on his plate. “It’s not getting any quieter out there. Everyone’s outside. I’ve never seen it look like that.”

      “Can’t blame ‘em,” Larry said as he took a bite of chicken. “What else can they do?”

      “What time do you plan to leave?” James asked. He hoped it was soon for Rita’s sake.

      “In a few hours,” he answered.

      Again, James wondered if Rita could wait that long. Vernon spoke of manually administering her treatment, which gave them some hope, but she needed medical attention, regardless. Her kidneys were acting up, he explained. And it wasn’t good. Marla soon returned with bottled water. She sat in a sofa chair across from them and made her own plate as they continued to eat in peace.
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        * * *

      

      By evening, Vernon and Rita had come over, dressed and ready for the trip. Rita was in a wheelchair and looked in no condition to travel, but they had little choice. Outside, the neighborhood gathering resembled a candlelight vigil, with most people in the streets and only a few retreating to their homes. James watched from his window, halfway open, and listened to the barrage of outside conversations taking place, expressing worry and frustration at the lack of response.

      “How long?” seemed to be the biggest question coming from their mouths.

      Vernon and Rita sat in the living room with Larry on the couch and Marla in her own seat. In her hands, she cradled the emergency radio, tuning between frequencies but unable to pick up any broadcasts. Larry told her that he had much better equipment at his cabin, part of his continual effort to convince them to come along.

      It was a hard decision to make. James didn’t want to leave their home any more than Marla did, but she seemed steadfast against it, unreasonably so. James was at least willing to entertain the notion. Once Larry left, they would be out of options. Vernon asked every ten minutes or so when they were leaving. He wasn’t trying to be a bother. Rita was obviously his primary concern, and he couldn’t help it.

      “You know anything about siphoning gas?” Larry asked him.

      Vernon shook his head.

      “I take that as a no?” Larry added.

      “I’m sure there’s nothing to it, right?” Vernon said. “Just suck fuel out through a hose.”

      Rita suddenly lowered her head with a moan as she clutched her sides. Marla jumped up from her seat and grabbed a quilt hanging on her chair, bringing it over. Vernon moved close to his wife and put an arm around her as Marla covered her.

      “I’m sorry, Larry. How much longer?” Vernon asked.

      Larry turned his head and looked at James sitting at the window. “What’s it looking like out there?”

      James peered through the blinds, observing the street. There seemed to be just as many people as ever, but he didn’t want to delay the much-needed departure. “It’s clearing up a little. I don’t even think they’ll care. Everyone is preoccupied.”

      “That’s what you think,” Larry said. “They’ll swarm my car like moths to light.”

      Vernon continued to rub Rita’s back as she winced in pain. “I’m sure there are other working cars out there. Older models just like yours.”

      Larry nodded. “Yeah. If you see any, let me know.” He suddenly rose from his comfy spot on the couch and made his way to the window. He lifted the middle blind and looked outside, making his own assessment. “Nah. They’re blocking the road as far as I can see. It’s not safe yet.”

      “What are we so afraid of?” Marla asked from her chair; Larry spun around, eyes ablaze as she then backed off, softening her tone. “If you don’t mind me asking.”

      James attempted to mediate once again. “Marla, you saw what we went through.”

      “Yes, but that was on the highway. We’re home now.”

      Larry turned around to look out the window. “Doesn’t matter.”

      Vernon suddenly cut in with his own chilling suggestion. “We need to do whatever it takes. I don’t care.”

      Both James and Marla looked at him, surprised at the force in his tone.

      The room got quiet as the once-dormant tension boiled to the surface. Hopeful, James listened at the window, but the crowd remained. He knew that it could be another hour or two before things quieted down. Larry was going to have to take a chance one way or the other. Rita depended on them. The silence between them continued, along with their endless waiting. A true miracle would have existed had the power and everything else just come back on. Instead, they sat in increasing darkness with only an LED lamp on the coffee table providing an illuminating glow.

      Then suddenly, they heard a distant drone of not one engine but several of them. They all gasped, and Vernon smiled. The whole street seemed to hush in an instant. Headlights soon beamed down the road as roars of hope and whistling and laughing swelled like a tide. James rose and opened his blinds halfway, peering to the side as a line of trucks drove down their street. He couldn’t believe what he was seeing. No one could.

      Larry pushed against the window as Marla and Vernon rushed over. Military cargo trucks had arrived, at least five of them all in a row. Their engines were running. Their lights were on. Soldiers jumped out the back of them and descended upon the street. At first glance, it looked as though hope had arrived, but James didn’t know for sure. No one did. Vernon rushed outside before they could stop him, right out the front door. Marla pursued him, only to be blocked by Larry as he slammed the door shut.

      “What are you doing?” she said, astonished. “Those are soldiers out there.”

      “It’s martial law,” he told her as his serious gaze shifted to James. “Just like I talked about. Now you can go with them or me. It’s your choice.” He remained in place, preventing Marla from leaving.

      She looked back at James, whose agreeable stance and attitude suggested that Larry had a point. She turned away from the door and stomped toward Rita.

      “You’re both crazy. We’re taking Rita to them now.” She grabbed the handles on the back of the wheelchair and pushed her toward the door where Larry stood like a barrier. “Move!” Marla seethed.

      Larry slowly shifted out of the way as though it no longer mattered. James glanced out the window and saw Vernon approaching a squad of soldiers who were walking the street. He pointed to James’s house, talking wildly and in a panic, but his words were drowned out by the surrounding motors. One of the soldiers stopped and appeared to be attentive to his plight. It could be just the break they needed. Larry, however, considered the sudden appearance of the military as something far more troublesome.

      “This is how it begins,” he told James, closing the door.

      James had been so distracted watching Vernon that he hadn’t even noticed Marla pushing the wheelchair down their driveway. He shouted for her to come back, but she wouldn’t listen. He catapulted from his chair and rushed to the door, prepared to chase her down, but Larry moved to block the way once again.

      “Now’s the time to decide, James,” he said. “I know you’ve got more sense than that. You go with the soldiers or me. It’s one or the other.”

      “I have to get Marla,” he said, attempting to move around Larry. He hadn’t noticed how bulky he was until then as he tried to shove him out of the way.

      “Listen,” Larry said, grabbing him. “It’s a roundup. I read all about this in leaked documents. Total control. You go with them, that’s it. You might as well be in prison.”

      “Excuse me,” James said, pushing him aside. As soon as James opened the door, Larry slammed it shut. They glared at each other, but Larry’s eyes were far more intense.

      “You get Marla. I’m leaving in two minutes.”

      With that, James swung open the door and ran outside into the headlight beams covering the street. A brief glance in all directions, and he saw families being led to the trucks and climbing aboard of their own will as barricades were being placed at the road entrances by the soldiers. Everyone looked relieved that help had arrived at last. He saw Marla and Vernon at the rear of one of the trucks, talking to a tall officer, who looked to be in charge. James had two minutes to make up his mind. He knew Larry wasn’t bluffing. It could have been a ploy by Larry to get them to come along with him, or he could be onto something. A decision had to be made, especially as he heard his garage door open and the roar of Larry’s engine from inside.
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      Marla woke in the dead of night in a moving car with little idea of how she had gotten there. Darkened billboards passed by on the quiet highway. The steady, rhythmic bounce rocked her forward as she tried to make sense of her surroundings. She soon realized that she was in the back seat of Larry Atwood’s station wagon. A blanket had been placed over her, and there was a pillow behind her head. She was even buckled in. Plastic bins were stacked to her side. Their headlights beamed onto the vacant road, illuminating their path, and there were no other vehicles to be seen.

      Up front, Larry was driving. James, her husband, was seated next to him. Larry had helped them both escape the city earlier that morning. She could barely wrap her mind around all that had happened. They didn’t notice that she was awake. She checked her jean pockets for her cell phone but couldn't find it. Her purse was also gone. Son of a...

      She remembered the power outage in St. Louis and the explosions that had followed. She had been right in the middle of it. She and James had gone to Larry’s survivalist store downtown, where he was one of the few people to still have a working vehicle. The high-altitude, EMP missile attack had damaged the circuitry of most other cars in and around the city. The impossible had happened, and chaos soon followed. Larry had gotten them home earlier, and she wondered what they were doing back in his wagon. Had something worse happened?

      The entire day flooded back: the mass hysteria outside the courthouse, the bodies in the road after the building explosions, and an entire city gripped by fear. There was no sense to any of it. One moment, she was at work, and then everything stopped. Downtown St. Louis had descended into madness.

      Vehicle engines shut off as though their batteries had died in unison. A barrage of collisions had followed, cars crashing into one another as their drivers lost control. Marla would never forget the sounds of crushing metal or the screams that followed. She could still smell the smoke from a building fire a few blocks from where she had been conducting an interview.

      They passed a sign for Interstate 55, traveling north. The car's speed ebbed and flowed as Larry swerved around abandoned vehicles in their path. She waited to hear what James and Larry were up to, but they weren’t talking. Earlier that day, Larry had made clear his plans to travel to a cabin in Willow Creek, fifty miles outside the city, where his wife was waiting. But Marla had agreed to no such plan. She began to suspect that the decision had been made for her.

      Her memory of the day was a confounding blur. She had no idea what time it was. She didn’t know how far the attack had spread or whether her parents were safe or anyone else. According to emergency broadcast reports, St. Louis had been hit with a nuclear electromagnetic pulse, launched upward of forty thousand feet in the air. The city was undergoing a mass evacuation for fear of a second wave of attacks.

      Larry had convinced James that their best option was in Winslow, far from the ongoing chaos. He was a self-proclaimed “prepper,” who seemed to have a grasp on what was going on. Both Marla and James trusted him, but she wasn’t ready to put their fate in his hands. What on earth was she doing in the backseat of his car?

      Marla rested her head back and glanced out the window as they passed a rest stop shaded in darkness. Semi-trucks lined the parking lot just as they normally did but without any lights. The wagon suddenly jerked to the side, startling everyone inside. Larry cursed under his breath and veered onto the shoulder, avoiding a jackknifed trailer across all four lanes. He then pulled back onto the road, where fewer vehicles blocked their way. Larry said something to James about “getting there before morning.” They were going to his cabin after all. Before she spoke up, Marla tried to remember how exactly she had gotten in the car. She thought back to the beginning of the day, where she was in the middle of downtown St. Louis before everything descended into hysteria.
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        * * *

      

      It was a normal Friday morning in the bustling city of St. Louis, Missouri, where some three hundred thousand people were beginning their day. The rising sun peeked over the iconic Gateway Arch amid metropolitan skyscrapers, highways, and urban sprawl along the Mississippi River. Downtown traffic crawled along through every busy intersection and street. Road and building construction droned from block to block, echoing through the air.

      Pedestrians shuffled past crosswalks and along sidewalks, hurrying to get to work. Children were sent off to school, shifts began, breakfasts were made, and a collective eagerness for the weekend filled the autumn air. Life was moving on, as in any American city. And in about thirty minutes, all of that was about to change.

      Marla Weller stood outside the steps of City Hall with her news crew in wait. Dean, her cameraman, checked his video settings as her assistant, Raul, gathered equipment from the back of their news van. Their segment was about to be broadcast on the Channel 9 morning news. Inside City Hall, a refurbished information center was opening. They were interviewing Deputy County Commissioner Gale Redding a day ahead of the grand opening. For Marla, it wasn't exactly a “hard-hitting” segment, but she did the stories she was assigned. She had worked for Channel 9 for over four years, waiting for a story that would accelerate her career.

      “All set,” Dean had said, lifting his video camera to his shoulder.

      Marla slipped in her earpiece, patching her to the station. Raul approached them from the van with some cables looped over his arm and handed Marla her microphone. Behind them was the courtyard leading into City Hall, an elegant four-story building. Its grand, Bohemian design resembled an old castle and was framed by two looming elm trees, growing across from each other in the front.

      Her cameraman looked around as they set up. “Is he supposed to meet us out here?

      “Inside,” Marla said, listening to her earpiece. “Let's move.” She hurried up the steps to the building and then veered to the left, where the information center was located. The double-door entrance was closed, but she gave it a quick knock and opened it.

      “You there, Marla?” her producer, Kate, said through her earpiece.

      “I'm here,” Marla confirmed through the lavalier mic on the collar of her dress shirt. She wore a skirt and heels, and had taken special care with her dark hair, brushed back behind long, trimmed bangs. She had applied her own makeup earlier, including the red lipstick she liked to wear on camera and silver earrings that caught light without being distracting.

      “We're winding down from commercial,” Kate continued. “Be ready.”

      “Got it,” Marla said, hurrying inside.

      Her eyes searched the lobby for the deputy commissioner, but she didn't see anyone. The information center was much bigger than she remembered, especially with its new additions. There was a historical archive, tourist info, computer center, and even a small art gallery. Just past the lobby was a lighted fountain. Classical music played overhead, adding to the sophisticated décor.

      Raul came up to her with a mirror, and she glanced at her reflection just to be sure she looked okay.

      “How much money do you think they spent on this place?” she asked.

      “More than enough,” Raul said, taking the mirror back. He not only served as her assistant, he was also her driver, technician, and mechanic. He was distinctive looking with his jet-black greaser hair and mustache. They glanced up at some wall-mounted, flat-screen televisions lined up as if in a sports bar, all playing the same welcome video.

      A group of suited county workers suddenly entered through a glass door, approaching a clerk who was at the desk. Marla searched the group but didn't see the deputy commissioner among them. Dean panned his camera around the elegant lobby, impressed with what he saw.

      “Pretty nice,” he said.

      “You like it?” a voice asked from behind them.

      Marla spun around, surprised but relieved to see the deputy commissioner standing there, smiling with his round, reddish face. He had on a tweed suit and black tie and wore his thin blond hair parted to one side.

      “Find him yet?” Kate's voice said in Marla's earpiece. “You're on in thirty.”

      Marla extended her hand to the deputy commissioner. “Mr. Redding. It's a pleasure. We're about to go live. Are you ready?”

      He immediately began fixing his hair. “Sure. I apologize for the delay. Some interesting developments are going on and—” he suddenly stopped himself and rotated his neck, prepared for the interview.

      Dean, in his corduroy jacket and green ball cap, took a step back and gave Marla a thumbs up.

      Marla then noticed a deepening look of worry on the deputy commissioner's face. “Is everything okay?” she asked just as Kate began the countdown.

      “Sure,” he said, waving her off. “Just got back from a rather strange security briefing.”

      “Anything you can tell us?” she asked.

      “Usual overcautious mumbo-jumbo,” he said, straightening his tie.

      “Move closer to the mural behind you,” Kate's voice said.

      Marla backed toward a mural of an old colonial settlement and looked into the camera as the deputy followed her lead. She could hear one of the morning news anchors, Terrance Delaney, speaking. “And now, Marla Weller joins us at City Hall for more. Marla?”

      Marla nodded and began speaking. “Yes, Terrance. We're in the new information center, where brochure stands aren't the only thing you'll find. The center was given an extensive makeover, with five impressive additions. I'm here with the deputy commissioner, Gale Redding. He has been with the county for ten years and the man behind most of the renovations. Mr. Redding, what can you tell us about your unique vision?”

      He lowered his cell phone with a nervous expression. “Yes. We're excited to finally have this ready for our grand opening tomorrow. The public is invited to join us for the grand opening…”

      Kate suddenly spoke in Marla's ear. “What's going on? He’s sweating up a storm.” Marla watched as Redding pulled out a white handkerchief, mid-sentence, and wiped his forehead.

      “Sounds wonderful,” Marla said, trying to keep things moving. “It's amazing how quickly the refurbishment took place. What was your role in the negotiations?”

      Redding glanced down at his cell phone, distracted once again. “I apologize,” he said, glancing from the screen. “I'm afraid something urgent has come up.”

      Marla nodded. “We understand you're busy, but what can you tell us?”

      “I'm sorry,” he said, backing away. “It's been a pleasure, but I need to go. Thank you.” He then pivoted to the side and walked off camera, stunning Marla in the process.

      “What is wrong?” she asked, frustrated.

      Redding halted. “I apologize, but I can’t talk right now.” He hurried off toward an elevator in the corner, vigorously pushing the button.

      “It looks like we've caught the deputy commissioner at a busy time,” Marla said, trying to save face. “This is Marla Weller, inviting you to the grand opening of the St. Louis Visitor and Information Center tomorrow morning. Back to you, Terrance.”

      “And... you’re clear,” Kate added.

      Marla yanked out her earpiece and looked to her crew in amazement. Dean pointed to the elevator where Redding was still standing. She ran over to him without her cameraman, eager to find out what had happened. He pressed the elevator button again, in an obvious attempt to escape, but it was moving too slowly for a clean getaway.

      “I do apologize, Mrs. Weller,” he said. “This is all unexpected.”

      “It's all right,” she said, catching her breath. “Can you please just fill me in a little?”

      “Okay,” he said in a hushed tone. “I'll tell you what I know, but you didn't hear it from me.”

      “Sure,” Marla said in anticipation.

      “It isn't much,” he was sure to add. “Like I said earlier, we've received some credible information about a potential terrorist attack. The threat level is up, and we're about to alert all departments. Happy?”

      “Where and when?” Marla asked.

      Redding leaned in closer with his friendly facade erased. “If I knew that, I wouldn't be standing around here, talking with you.” The elevator door opened, and he hurried inside, turning around to address her. “Good day, Mrs. Weller.”

      The doors closed, and Marla stood there, thumb on her chin and trying to make sense of it all. She marched back to the lobby where Dean and Raul were waiting with curious expressions.

      “Well. That was weird,” Raul said.

      Dean lowered his camera off his shoulder and placed it onto the floor. “What’s up?”

      “I don't know,” Marla said, looking beyond them to the outside exit. “I think we should go back to the station.”

      Raul glanced at his wristwatch. “We've got to be at Lafayette Park in an hour. Why not just head there?” They had a noon spot, covering the growing use of pesticides among the park's thirty acres.

      “Because something's not right,” she said, walking past them.

      She opened the exit and saw two security guards approaching. She held up her press badge as they stepped aside and let her through. Dean and Raul soon followed and joined her outside, where a sense of general unease was in the air. Marla took out her earpiece, done with reporting for the moment. She continued toward the courtyard where people were approaching and entering City Hall as though everything was normal. But the sudden increase of security guards around the building soon changed that.

      She looked around as traffic continued to flow from the street. Dean and Raul didn’t ask questions, but it was clear they were confused, just the same.

      “We need to hit the road if you want to make it to the next assignment,” Raul said.

      Marla nodded in understanding but gave no response while watching as more and more people filed outside City Hall with security guards at the doors. “Get your camera ready,” she told Dean.

      He lifted his camera up, unsure of where to point it. “What's going on?”

      “Yes, what's going on, Marla?” Raul added.

      “Quiet!” she said, carefully observing their surroundings.

      Stillness in the air drove her to believe that all was not well. She was prepared to step in front of the camera and voice her concerns, except nothing about the situation was clear. Agreeing with Raul, she walked down the steps toward their van, parked along the front entry. City Hall no longer interested her. She wanted to get out of there. But first, she had to give her boss a heads-up about what Redding had said. And even though there was no certainty to any of it, she didn't feel safe. And then she heard the blast.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            12

          

          

      

    

    







            Ground Zero

          

        

      

    

    
      A few feet from their news van, a sudden explosion ripped through downtown, loud and foreboding. Marla saw a fireball rip up into the air from a distance, sweeping in its vibrant ascent. She stumbled back, startled, and brushed against a tree. Tremors followed the blast, with an echoing boom. Regaining her balance, Marla hurried to the van, knowing that something had gone horribly wrong.

      Blocks away, past several buildings, smoke flowed with the glare of flames in the distance. Seconds later, a massive fireball rolled and expanded, billowing into a plethora of deep black smoke. One building was clearly on fire, maybe more, right in the heart of downtown.

      Marla fell back against her van and tried to get a better look while shielding the sunlight from her face. She could smell the smoke already, acrid and potent. With her news team, she watched, paralyzed, as people ran past the courthouse crowding the roads and sidewalks, trying to get away from the explosion. Her foot touched the pavement as she realized she was missing a shoe. She nervously brushed her hair to the side as panic began to settle. Raul and Dean took cover next to the van, crouching low in the increasing haze.

      “Dean, grab your camera,” Marla said, inserting her earpiece. Dean looked up as he reached for his camera on the pavement.

      “We’re under attack,” Raul said, opening the rear doors.

      He reached in and grabbed a pair of binoculars. Marla grabbed her extra pair of sandals as well. It had only been a minute or two since the blast. People were still fleeing City Hall, rushing past them and scattering downtown.

      “Kate?” she said, cupping the side of her earpiece.

      “What's going on down there?” Kate replied with urgency.

      “I don’t know,” Marla said, walking along the sidewalk. “We heard an explosion.” The smoke in the air was getting thicker, and it was getting harder to see.

      Raul held his binoculars up as they left the van and moved closer to the action. “Shit,” he said, looking up. “Looks like the Hudson got hit.” The Hudson Building was one of the oldest and most frequented buildings downtown, a ripe target for any terrorist attack.

      “We need to go live with this,” Marla said into her earpiece, hurrying past City Hall. She covered her mouth to abate the increasing smoke around them. “There was an explosion, and now a building’s on fire.”

      “Be careful,” Kate said, astonished at the news.

      Marla hurried with her crew to the next street over. Crowds of people gathered outside, eyes transfixed on the distant fire. She soon reached the next block a few blocks from the blast. The fire raged in clear view. She turned around, clutching her microphone, and signaled to Dean. “Let's go. Come on!”

      Dean fumbled with the camera and hoisted it onto his shoulder as people rushed past them on both sides. A horde of people stood in the middle of the street, blocking traffic and recording the blaze with their cell phones. Traffic was at a standstill as sirens blared from afar, growing closer by the minute. Marla moved around crowds of people so they could get a better shot of the building.

      “Are you ready yet?” Kate asked.

      “One minute,” Marla said, avoiding a pothole.

      She found a spot on the corner with the building in clear view, engulfed in ascending flames. Curious onlookers stood around and watched in silence. Police cruisers arrived on the scene with fire engines and ambulances soon following, their lights flashing. Marla stood in front of the camera and then turned around to get a quick look at the twenty-five-story building. She noticed people inside, standing at windows and trapped by the raging fire below.

      “Oh no…” she said, covering her mouth.

      Dean glanced at her from behind the camera. “Are you ready?”

      “Yes,” Marla said, spinning around to look at the camera.

      Terrance's voice suddenly came through her earpiece. “We're back with Marla Weller, who is live on the scene in downtown St. Louis, where reports of a building explosion have just been reported.” She glanced up and saw two helicopters racing overhead, far enough removed from the chaos below but headed toward the building. “Marla, you there?” Terrance's voice said.

      “Yes, Terrance. I'm on the corner of Fifth and Main in the heart of downtown, where an explosion occurred in the Hudson Building just behind us here.” She turned and pointed at the building as Dean zoomed in. “The building is on fire, and black smoke pours from a hole in its center. First responders have just arrived at the scene. As of now, we have no information on what caused this explosion, but I was told earlier this morning by the deputy commissioner that the city had received a terror alert.”

      She continued down the sidewalk, stopping outside a busy coffee shop closer to the chaotic scene before them. “It’s pure pandemonium right now with traffic at a dead stop, people fleeing the area, and just as many staying behind to get a good look.”

      As quickly as she tried to sum up the situation, a second explosion sent her to the ground. It was different than the building explosion. The blinding aerial blast had come from directly above them. The sky seemed to erupt in a massive mushroom cloud, blinding in its fury. Panicked screams sounded from every direction. No one knew what was going on. From the ground, Marla placed her hands over her head, squeezing her eyes shut, but a split second later, all that remained was the distant boom, fading beyond the skyline.

      “What was that?” Raul shouted.

      Marla turned and saw him behind her, lying face-down. There were people everywhere, all taking cover, either on the ground or behind a pole or newspaper stand. She quickly looked around for Dean and saw him crouched behind a parked car with his camera on the ground. “Are you okay?” she asked.

      He shot her a panicked glance. “Yeah, I think so. You?”

      Mala pushed herself up and slowly rose from the ground. “My ears are ringing.”

      She had a cut on her left knee as well. Her chin and palms stung from the hard fall. She observed the discolored sky and the yellow-tinted streaks layered across it, trying to make sense of it. An unseen crash suddenly sounded down the street, followed by another. It was the sound of vehicle collisions, traffic accidents occurring all around them like gunshots.

      “We should get out of here,” Raul said, backing away.

      Dean got up and looked through the viewfinder on his camera, confused. “It’s dead? I just put in a new battery.”

      “Maybe you broke it,” Raul suggested.

      Dean released the battery and tried another one to no avail. Marla could no longer hear Kate talking in her ear. Their transmission had been lost. The emergency sirens down the street were no longer flashing. The fire had been nearly extinguished, but a new problem existed. The vehicles around them had all died. Not one had its engine running. Car doors opened as perplexed drivers stepped outside. Silence gave way to distant cries from car accident victims.

      “Come on,” she said, urging her team to follow. “Back to the van.”

      “About time,” Raul said, hurrying ahead.

      The shops they passed all had their lights off. The trendy neon sign buzzing outside the coffee place only moments ago was out, along with the lights inside. They moved quickly around and between anyone in their way. They weren't far from the van, but danger seemed inescapable.

      All the traffic lights were out. Motionless vehicles filled the streets around them. There were countless collisions, cars with their front ends’ smashed into one another and glass and debris covering the ground. Marla hurried down the block, hoping to reach the van before something worse happened. A man with a bloody face rushed past her with a bloody towel wrapped around his arm. Street after street, it was the same thing.

      They soon reached City Hall as more and more people piled out of the building. Confused chatter filled the in the air with cell phones clutched in desperate hands. Their screens were blank, and none of the phones were working. Dean held his camera low as they maneuvered around the crowd and reached the open courtyard toward the van.

      Marla looked around for anyone she recognized, but the kaleidoscope of faces blurred, and it was impossible to tell them apart. Their news van was right where they had left it along the sidewalk. Raul was at the driver's seat already and having trouble starting the van. Marla swung open the passenger side door and jumped inside with relief. Raul hit the steering wheel, cursing. She glanced up as he turned the key again and again to the click of the ignition and nothing more. With all the other seemingly dead vehicles around them, Marla hadn't yet considered that they would be a part of it as well.

      “Come on!” Raul shouted, hitting the wheel.

      “Calm down,” Marla said.

      Raul whipped his head to the side. “Don’t start with me; I’m not in the mood.”

      Marla leaned closer to him, unwavering in her tone. “Just keep it together.”

      One glance around, and the situation only seemed to worsen. Drivers stumbled out of their vehicles, some injured from fender benders and other more serious accidents along the street. A smoking car lay on its side in the middle of the intersection, a block down the road. A cacophony of twisted metal stretched as far as the eye could see.

      Vehicles sat motionless and crooked, some jammed onto the sidewalk, others now being pushed along by determined drivers, though not getting very far. Marla saw a bicyclist zigzag through traffic, wasting no time escaping the area. And now, their Channel 9 Action News van was the latest casualty.

      Dean swung the back doors open and set his camera inside. Marla got out and went to him as he leaned against the van, out of breath and wiping sweat from his face.

      “How are you holding up?” she asked.

      He glanced at her, pale and shaken. “This is absolutely nuts.”

      Marla handed him a bottle of water from the front cooler. “Have a seat and rest.”

      Dean took the bottle and sat on the back of the van with a hearty sigh. Marla observed the chaos around them. If they couldn’t get the van started, they’d have no choice but to walk back to the station, some ten miles away. Raul approached them from the front of the van, increasingly upset. “I don’t know what’s wrong with the engine, but it’s not starting.”

      Dean and Marla looked at each other. Neither one of them had a clue.

      “We’re clearly not the only ones,” Dean said after taking a swig from his water bottle.

      Marla held up her cell phone, trying to turn it on, but nothing happened. There had to be some reasonable explanation behind it all. Searching for answers, Raul climbed into the back of the van and went to the video control panel. All the monitors were blank, the lights on the switch panel keys out. He pressed buttons and flipped switches in agitated disbelief.

      From outside the van, Marla asked Dean for his phone.

      He patted his pocket and looked at her, dismayed. “I think I dropped it back there.” He stood up and spun around, eyes on the ground.

      “That’s okay,” she said, grabbing her backpack from inside the van. “Raul?”

      “What?” he said, distracted.

      “Can I see if your cell phone work?”

      He turned around, dug into his pocket, and tossed it onto the carpet near her. She took the phone and saw a blank screen. They seemed to be getting nowhere fast as the situation just got worse. Dean switched batteries out of his camera again, but nothing would get it working.

      Marla dug through her backpack and pulled out a fresh set of casual clothes, more comfortable than what she was currently wearing. “We need to go back to the station on foot. It’s not safe here.”

      Raul grabbed a wrench from his toolbox and looked up at her. “Give me a minute here. I’ll get this thing running.” He low-walked out of the van and jumped onto the pavement. “Have a little faith.”

      “I’m going to change,” Marla said, hopping into the back of the van. She closed the doors almost immediately and crawled toward the blank video monitor station. She found solace in her moment of privacy, alone from the dangers that existed outside. She grabbed her pants from her bag and began to change. Adrenaline still flowed through her veins.

      She had cuts and fresh bruises on her legs, cuts on her chin, and the faint taste of blood in her mouth. In her moment alone, things started to make sense, and a theory formed. A deliberate attack had occurred, crippling their technology in the process. She pulled up her jeans and then put on a pair of socks, maneuvering within the limited space of the van and all the equipment surrounding her. She slipped on her sandals and grabbed a jacket, stuffing her business attire into the backpack. Suddenly a knock came at the back door, accompanied by Raul's pushy voice.

      “Hey, hurry up! I need some more tools.”

      Marla swung open the door, surprising Raul. “Why didn’t you take the entire toolbox?”

      “Deepest apologies, your majesty,” Raul said.

      Marla hopped out of the van, ignoring him. Raul climbed inside as she paced around. Dean sat on the sidewalk with his camera in his lap, twisting a top port with his screwdriver. Marla sat next to him, arms crossed, and looked out into the street, clogged with people and vehicles. Gone were all the blaring emergency sirens, distant horns, and the drilling of unseen construction crews. But everything looked different through the thickening haze that had spread even farther. Marla held her hand to her mouth, coughing as Dean stood up and set his camera aside.

      “Circuits are fried.”

      “Of course,” she said under her breath. It seemed no coincidence that their van didn’t work along with their phones and electronics. She just didn’t think such a thing was possible. She knew the term. She'd done an on-air report on it before, years ago: electromagnetic pulse or EMP.

      Dean turned from the van, growing impatient. “Are we going to walk back to the station or what?”

      “No!” Raul shouted, determined. “I'll get this van running, okay?”

      Marla and Dean exchanged skeptical looks. He was persistent, but she didn't know how much longer she could stand there, especially as people shuffled past them, some limping by in each other’s arms. She cleaned her face with a moist wipe and then stood up, just as Raul stepped out of the van, squeezing past her. He went around to the engine and began working under the hood. Marla had other ideas.

      She climbed back into the security of the van and sat at their monitor station, wedged into the corner. She began twisting the knobs and flicking on switches just to make sure. It had run on its own power unit, separate from the engine, and she hoped, just maybe, that it had been unaffected. But that didn't seem to be the case.

      She leaned back in the chair and sat silent as the chaos of the city surrounded them. Minutes passed as her thoughts trailed into a daze. She felt exhausted and stretched thin. A slight pain increased in her head. The migraines were coming back. She stared at the blank monitor screen for what seemed like an hour as Raul cursed and threw tools outside, unable to get the van running.

      Suddenly, a familiar voice called out to her from outside that got her immediate attention. She turned and saw her husband, James, of all people, standing outside. He was in a sweaty, panicked state, rapidly breathing as though he had run a marathon. Marla rushed out of the back and stepped out. He threw his arms around her, pulling her close. All she could do was ask him what he was doing there.

      “Thank God you're okay. I came to get you,” he said, out of breath.

      She didn't understand. He was supposed to be on the road to his writer’s retreat. None of it made any sense. He was quick to pull her away from the van and fill her in on whatever details he knew or thought he had figured out. The attack had spread far beyond downtown St. Louis, he said, all the way to their own neighborhood, roughly fifteen miles away.

      James had a solution. They were going to flee the area in his ‘82 Pontiac Firebird Trans Am, one of the few vehicles around that still worked. He couldn't explain everything. He only knew that they had to leave. So, they did. She followed James with Raul and Dean reluctantly in tow.

      They hurried past City Hall as more people filled the sidewalks, moving around cars that had stopped haphazardly, sometimes straddling lanes, often crashed into benches, light poles, fences and other vehicles. The Trans AM was well hidden, James explained. Once they left, however, he warned of the challenges they’d have getting onto the highway, especially with so many people walking on the roads.

      They passed lines of people with their cell phones raised, exposing blank screens. The angrier among them tossed their phones onto the pavement and stomped on them. Hoods were propped open on nearly every vehicle they passed. Everyone needed help, and no one seemed to know what to do. James pulled Marla along, not slowing down in the slightest. She turned and saw that they were beginning to lose Raul and Dean in the crowd. She begged him to slow down, but James wouldn't listen. A split second later, another blast rang out, and all Marla’s fears were confirmed. A wave of heat and smoke rolled upward, followed by a muted silence, further muffled by the ringing in her ears. They'd never get out of the city alive.

      The explosion had torn a hole through an old, vacant three-story building that caused minimal injuries to anyone within range. In the panic, Marla had lost track of Dean and Raul. Worst of all, James came to her with the news that his car would no longer start.

      They were stuck like most everyone else, forced to flee on foot. But Marla had a new idea. There was a man she had done a segment on a few months before. His name was Larry Atwood, and he ran a survivalist shop downtown, not far from where they were. They had no idea what to expect. After walking five blocks through chaotic downtown and a long stretch of road near the industrial sector, they found Larry loading his old Buick station wagon with supplies. His store was closed for the day, and he was in no mood to entertain. But they needed help, and they weren’t going to leave so easily.
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      After a chaotic journey on the cluttered highway, James and Marla miraculously made it home in Larry's station wagon. He had reluctantly agreed to drop them off as their home was on the way. Larry hadn't planned on hanging around for long, but he did plan to wait until evening to continue his journey north to Willow Creek, where his escape or “bug-out” cabin awaited. The roads were dangerous enough with their hazards and obstructions of blocked lanes and stranded commuters.

      Driving past the wreckage of the highway, they had seen two other moving vehicles, a pick-up truck, and a Chevy Camaro that looked about as old as Larry's 1983 white Buick Regal station wagon. The blackout had spread to their quaint neighborhood of Summerland Heights.

      James had his theories like anyone else. The ongoing disaster had the markings of an EMP attack or solar flare. He wasn’t sure what could have been so powerful to cause a blackout, disable vehicles, and destroy personal electronics. No one knew for sure.

      All they could do was wait. In addition to helping them get home, Larry soon offered to let them stay at his cabin in Willow Creek. They'd be safe there, he explained, and he could also use their help around the place. Larry and his wife were going to hunker down until normalcy returned. He also believed that the implementation of martial law was just around the corner. Individual rights, he explained, would be curbed to maintain order.

      “And what would be wrong with that?” James asked.

      “Our freedoms will be stripped. We’ll be rounded into relief camps like cattle.”

      “I don’t know,” James said with skepticism.

      Larry huffed with indignation. “We're at war, James. Everything changes, starting today.”

      As they sat in the house, behind closed doors and covering their windows, they faced another problem with their neighbors, Vernon and Rita. Rita needed regular dialysis treatments for her kidneys. The power outage had disabled her machine. They needed help, and that burden fell upon Larry to drive them somewhere. After a brief refusal, Larry relented. But just as they were about to leave, six military cargo trucks arrived on their street with their loud engines rumbling and smoke trailing from their exhaust pipes.

      The street turned into a public square of sorts, where theories on the blackout spread with increasing unease. The military intervention seemed to have come at the right time, quelling the general restlessness in the air. The large trucks arrived with their headlights beaming and engines rumbling. They looked like Vietnam-era vehicles or older. The tense, frenzied mood of the neighborhood changed to one of relief with their arrival. Uniformed soldiers climbed out of the backs of the trucks, while their civilian counterparts and government officials talked in small groups and paced the area.

      Larry warned James about going outside. Marla and Vernon, however, wouldn't hear of it. They had to get Rita help as her life depended on it. James stood in the living room as Marla pushed Rita outside in her wheelchair. Larry’d had enough and vowed to leave everyone behind. James even heard the station wagon’s engine start in the garage.

      He turned from the front door, torn on who to pursue, his wife or Larry. Marla continued down the driveway, pushing Rita, while the unseen station wagon's engine revved. He stepped outside just in time to hear a voice call out from a bullhorn among the government officials gathered by the trucks.

      The voice was calm and reassuring. “My name is Everett Watson, deputy assistant with the Department of Homeland Security.”

      James stepped outside and walked down the driveway, catching a glimpse of the official in his suit and tie, holding a bullhorn. His voice echoed over the low rumble of the idling trucks parked in a long line down the street.

      “A state of emergency has been declared for the city and its surrounding area, and you are now under mandatory evacuation by the state. Residents are urged to assemble promptly and come with us so that that we can bring you to a safe and temporary living area.” The deputy walked back and forth as people watched from their yards and driveways. “We're here to help. The power grid has been disabled throughout the state. This area, among others, has been deemed unsafe and a potential target for another attack.”

      Gasps rang out, followed by a slew of questions from residents, each drowning out the other. James heard his garage door open and turned around to see Larry walking to his station wagon.

      “You can’t leave now,” James said, approaching him.

      Larry turned around and shook his head. “I have to.”

      James pulled down the garage door. “Hold on! Just listen to me.” He suddenly noticed Larry's hand move toward the pistol at his side, just under his flannel jacket.

      “Make it quick,” Larry said. “I can't keep my wife waiting any longer.”

      “We'll go, okay?” James said, arms out. “But we've got to be smart. They could confiscate your vehicle. Did you think about that?” He stood inches from Larry's white-bearded face, desperate for anything that would work. “All I'm asking is that you give me some time to convince Marla that it’s the right call.”

      “Good luck with that,” Larry said dismissively.

      James stepped back with his head down, increasingly frustrated. “I'm trying to assess the situation. I don't know what to make of this evacuation business, but I don’t like it.”

      Larry crossed his arms with his patience waning. “I’ll give you ten minutes to get your shit together.”

      James thanked him as they returned to the living room where the Homeland deputy's voice echoed from outside. James watched from the window and saw residents lined up near the trucks with their bags packed. He saw Marla among the crowd, pushing Rita's wheelchair down the sidewalk.

      “I'll be right back,” James said, rushing outside.

      He ran toward the trucks as the deputy continued his briefing, “The threat is imminent, but we must evacuate in a calm and orderly manner.”

      Despite his suggestions, panic began to unravel through the street. People pushed their way to the trucks, shoving each other and shouting. Armed soldiers soon intervened, separating people and establishing single-file lines to each truck. James hurried down the sidewalk and nearly collided with another government official, who simply stared at him with blank indifference through aviator sunglasses.

      “Keep moving along, sir. The trucks are filling fast.”

      “Where are you taking everyone?” James asked him.

      The man answered with slight hesitation. “A secure area far from the city.” He stepped away, waving a line of people through.

      James didn't have a good feeling about any of it.

      The Homeland deputy walked beside the trucks, bullhorn to his mouth. “We have food and water and enough generators to power the entire camp. The sooner everyone loads up in an orderly fashion, the sooner we can leave.” He then stopped and observed the trucks as families climbed aboard. “Residents stay behind at their own risk, and the government will not be responsible for your well-being.”

      James passed a distraught woman talking to a tall, brooding army officer. “I haven't seen my husband all day,” she said. “My children had to walk home from school. What do we do now?”

      The officer placed a hand on the woman's shoulder as people shuffled past them. “Not to worry, ma'am. We're conducting another pickup in a few hours.”

      “What is the threat, exactly?” James asked, cutting in.

      “More attacks. Worse than before,” the officer answered stone-faced. “Please keep moving.”

      There was a clear uncertainty in everyone’s faces, military and civilian alike. Specifics, he imagined, would only create more panic. James continued to the third truck where he found Marla, leaning against an empty wheelchair. Two soldiers were helping Rita onto a wheeled gurney with Vernon nearby. He was speaking with a woman who looked like a doctor with her lab coat, latex gloves, and surgical mask hanging off her face.

      “She's past due for her kidney treatment,” Vernon eagerly explained. “Please help.”

      The woman nodded as she checked some boxes on her clipboard. “We'll do our best, I promise.”

      “Where are you taking her?” James said, stepping forward.

      The woman turned to him as Vernon went to Rita's side. “We have a remote treatment center where hospital patients are being evacuated to as we speak.”

      James couldn't believe what he was hearing. It seemed that no part of the city had been unaffected by the blackout. The woman left before he could ask her anything else. A soldier pushed Rita away as Vernon remained by her side.

      Wasting no time, James gripped Marla's hand and led her away. “We've got to get out of here.”

      “I heard them,” she said, distracted and looking around.

      “Marla, listen to me,” he continued, tilting her face up to his. “We don't know where they're taking everyone. Not a single official or soldier will tell me.”

      “It’s a hasty evacuation,” she said, dismissing his concerns.

      “We should go with Larry.”

      She stopped halfway to their house, arms at her sides and in disbelief.

      “He knows what's going on,” James continued. “And he’s offering us a safe haven far from all of this.”

      Marla shook her head. “I’d rather listen to the experts here, not Larry.”

      “I know, but—”

      She hurried back to the house without response as a ten-minute departure warning sounded from the Homeland deputy. She walked inside and closed the front door behind her. James chased after her, swinging the door back open. He went through the foyer into the darkened living room where candles were lit, surprised to see Marla talking calmly with Larry.

      “Perfect timing,” Larry said from the couch as James walked in. “I made us some tea. Let's all sit down and discuss our options.” He then poured three cups. His good-natured veneer was suspicious, but James agreed to a chat.

      James sat down on the couch beside Larry as Marla took a cup and blew on the tea.

      “It’s warm?” she said, curious, as she sat on a sofa chair.

      “One match and one propane stove burner are all it takes.”

      She held the flower-patterned cup and then carefully sipped. James took a taste, not expecting to like it, but Larry had brewed it well in record time. A relaxing silence passed between them, far removed from the chaos outside. Larry crossed his legs and sipped on his tea, addressing Marla directly with his pitch.

      “I understand your doubts, but let me assure you, it's not an offer I make lightly. And had you not come to my store, seeking my help, who knows where you and James would be now.” He paused and cleared his throat as the relative calm between them remained. “The truth is, Marla, I could use the help. Living off the land is not an easy task, and Carol and I aren't getting any younger. The power grid could take months to get back online.”

      Marla looked at Larry and then James. “We do appreciate the offer, but these officials seem to have a handle on things just fine.”

      “That remains to be seen,” James added.

      Marla’s head suddenly dipped as she tried to respond to his quip. “I don't know...”

      James inched forward on the couch with concern. “Marla? You okay?”

      She looked between them again as her eyes flickered, and her voice became groggy. “Yeah... I'm fine.” She then leaned forward with a strange, wobbly posture. She pushed her teacup away and slumped to the side, nearly falling off the chair. James rushed over to catch her, calling out her name. Her head bobbed and weaved as he held her up.

      “Marla!” he said, gently shaking her.

      Larry then spoke up. “We've got about twenty minutes before she wakes up.”

      James looked at him, enraged. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      Larry held up a calming hand. “It's just a mix of Dramamine, Nyquil, and some other choice ingredients.”

      James shot up from the couch. “You drugged her? Get the hell out of my house. Now!”

      Larry folded his hands together and calmly leaned forward. “I understand that you're angry, but it needed to be done.”

      James’s eyes widened in disbelief. “It did not. Now, get out of here!”

      Larry stood up without another word. He and James stared each other down as military trucks began pulling away from outside. Larry then left the room and headed toward the garage.

      James lightly patted Marla's cheek to try to wake her up, but nothing worked. He looked toward the garage and noticed Larry watching him from the door.

      “Lemon juice should do the trick,” Larry said. “Hold it to her nose, and she'll come to.”

      “You really are crazy,” James said. He rested Marla’s head against a pillow and hurried to the kitchen.

      “When she comes to, I promise she won't know what happened,” Larry continued.

      “That's not the point,” James said.

      “Be that as it may, this is your last chance,” Larry said.

      James glanced out the living room window, unable to make eye contact. The remaining trucks were filling fast and leaving them behind.

      “This is insane...” James said.

      “I agree,” Larry said.

      James turned from the window, irate. “I'm talking about you.”

      “It's for her own good,” Larry said with his usual air of authority.

      The gall in his tone nearly sent James over the edge, but he tried not to let his emotions get the best of him. “Spare me your diagnosis,” James said. “This is a violation, nothing else.” He sat down next to Marla and brushed back her hair; she remained unconscious with no indication of when she'd come to.

      Larry returned to the living room more apologetic. “I know you’re upset, but she would have never agreed to it. We have to get out of here before another attack happens, one we may not be able to walk away from.”

      James glanced back outside, where only one truck remained with a sizable crowd standing around it. People began shoving as soldiers split them into separate groups. James watched the growing unrest as three options came to mind. He could wait for the later pickup, he could take Marla with Larry, or they could stay at the house and do nothing. He gently moved Marla aside and rose from the couch, thinking.

      “We'll go,” he said under his breath.

      Larry stepped closer. “What's that?”

      James looked at Marla and took a deep breath. “I said that we'll go!”

      Larry then gave him a slight nod. “Pack what you can, but remember that space is limited.”

      James nodded and then glanced around the living room, overwhelmed. He rushed to the bedroom down the hall and pulled a suitcase from their closet and tossed it on the bed. After lighting two candles on top of their dresser, he began fishing out Marla's clothes from drawers and the closet, packing the suitcase with as many clothes as he could fit inside. By the time she woke up, they'd be on the road. And then? He dreaded what might happen.

      He grabbed a bag of items from their bathroom and stuffed the suitcase to the brim. The time was now. No matter how much he packed or thought about it, he knew that he'd forget something. Marla was always better at remembering. He grabbed their suitcases, blew out the candles, and left the room.

      Marla was still asleep on the couch, undisturbed. The trucks outside began to drive off in a rumbling convoy, continuing past his house. James went to the window and watched as the last one passed by. Several residents still lingered on the street, having been left behind for the next supposed pickup.

      As the convoy faded in the distance, James closed the blinds and backed away, calling out to Larry, “Why not follow them and see where they're going?”

      “The cabin is our only priority,” Larry said from the garage.

      He heard Larry's car doors slam shut like an alarm in his head. He then moved quickly around the house and did a sweep of all the windows and doors, making sure everything was locked and all the blinds were shut. Leaving home for an undetermined period was unsettling, especially under their current circumstances. He had no doubts that looting would become rampant within a few days of the blackout.

      James returned to their bedroom and went straight to the closet. His combination safe sat mounted on a shelf above. He carefully turned the knob three times left, right, and then left again, successfully opening it. Inside was his pistol case with ammunition, five thousand dollars cash in a sealed envelope, and their passports. He took everything out and placed it inside his backpack. Leaving the room, he closed the door behind him and went to get Marla. Larry entered the room in time to help. They carried her to the car, where there was barely enough room in the back. He placed a pillow under her head and a blanket from the house over her. After strapping her in, James then returned to the house to grab their bags and hurry to the idling car, where Larry sat at the wheel.

      He had mentioned a fuel stop along the way, and in the back sat a five-gallon gas can, hose, and funnel for siphoning. James lifted the garage door, revealing a darkened neighborhood outside. He could see the silhouettes of a few people up and down the street, waiting for assistance. Larry revved the engine and backed out in a hurry. James could feel the eyes of the neighborhood on them from every direction.

      He closed the garage door and ran to the station wagon, jumping into the front passenger seat. A neighbor called out to him from afar just as he closed the door. Larry then shot back in reverse. He switched on the headlights, revealing at least ten people standing in the street ahead of them. Larry shifted into drive and pressed the gas as they jumped out of the way in a panic.

      After they sped off, James glanced back to check on Marla. She was sound asleep with a blanket over her. He turned around, watching out the windshield, and wondered if he had made the right choice. The wagon continued down another quiet residential road, where every home was as dark as the night sky. Not a single streetlight was on. The highway wasn't too far off. They'd be heading north for fifty miles to the isolated countryside where he hoped to find some answers.
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      Marla glanced out the window and watched as they zipped past several cars abandoned on the side of the road. In one moment, everything began to come back to her: the massive blackout across St. Louis, the explosions downtown, barely making it home, and the evacuation of their neighborhood. Only she didn't know why she was in Larry's wagon again. The thought of mass casualties, untold numbers perishing, brought tears to her eyes.

      In the time she had been awake, Larry and James hadn't said much to each other beyond small talk. Every so often, Larry swerved left or right, narrowly missing obstructions, one after the other.

      “We’ll stop in a few miles for gas,” Larry said.

      James groaned as Larry laughed and told him not to worry about it. “

      “Easy for you to say,” James said.

      “You were an army mechanic, right? What's the big deal?”

      “That doesn’t make me an expert on siphoning fuel,” James said.

      “Sure, it does,” Larry said with another chuckle.

      “Where are we going?” she said, finally speaking up as the car they went silent.

      James spun around in his seat. “Marla. You're awake.”

      She tossed the quilt off her in anger. “Yes, and how did I get here?”

      James shrugged with a slippery response. “You must have passed out.”

      “For how long?” she asked, leaning forward.

      Larry and James looked at each other as Larry answered, “About an hour now. Maybe two.”

      “Is that so?” she said, leaning back in her seat. She looked out the window as they passed a traffic sign for Riverview and Glasgow village, north of St. Louis. They were headed north. “I’m assuming that we’re going to your cabin.” She was then met with an uncomfortable silence.

      “You gave us quite a scare,” James said.

      She felt too tired and disoriented to yell at them, despite her growing anger. “Larry, could you pull over, please? I need to... um, go.”

      He glanced at her with skepticism in the mirror. “Give me a minute.”

      “Fair enough,” she said, looking out the window.

      James turned around and smiled, but she ignored him. Larry steered the car to the side of the road and stopped. He left the engine running and turned off the headlights. There seemed to be no one else around in the darkness beyond abandoned vehicles.

      Larry looked at James. “You ready?”

      James sighed and grabbed the empty fuel can. “I guess so.” He opened his door and stepped outside.

      Marla followed and felt a cool breeze in the air. She leaned against the car for a moment and stretched. James was already walking off toward two cars in the distance. She hurried after him. The highway was empty on both sides.

      “We need to talk,” she said.

      He slowed but wouldn't turn around.

      She caught up to him and grabbed his arm. “What is going on? Speak to me, James!”

      “I've got to get fuel,” he said, setting the can down.

      She held onto his arm, not letting him go. “How did I end up here?”

      “You passed out,” he said, repeating the vague explanation Larry had offered. It still made little sense to her.

      “I’ve never just passed out,” she said, stepping closer. “And I did not agree to go to his cabin.”

      James held his arms out, defensive. “Look around you. Things are quiet now, but you wait a couple days or two. The looting and riots will happen like clockwork.”

      Marla backed away, stunned and disappointed. “You're hiding something from me.”

      James sighed and picked up the gas can. “I'm only trying to keep us safe.”

      Marla lowered her head, wiping a tear away. His betrayal, if that's what it was, felt like a deep blow. Before she could respond, he turned and walked toward a car parked on the side of the road. It looked just like her Camry, except it was silver and not blue.

      “Those military trucks showed up and people piled in,” he continued, kneeling beside the car. “I had to decide, Marla. They were evacuating our neighborhood. They said another attack is imminent.”

      She massaged her forehead, trying to sort through the blur of memories. “Why go to this cabin, when we could go anywhere else?” she asked instead.

      James shook his head and opened the fuel tank. “We don't know who has or hasn't been hit. We don't know if the next attack is going to be worse. We don't know a damn thing.”

      Marla swung her leg back and kicked the empty gas can, sending it across the pavement. James jerked up his head, stunned. Marla leaned against the car and took a deep breath with her arms crossed. James retrieved the can without saying a word. As he approached and their eyes met, she apologized.

      “I’m sorry too,” James said, unscrewing the gas cap on the car. “This is only temporary. I promise.”

      They stood quiet for a moment, under the night sky in the isolated, darkened highway. Marla then walked away from the car, staring up at the stars. A sudden breeze gave her a chill. In a month or so, there’d be snow, and the freezing temperatures would be nothing to take lightly. She hoped to see a plane or any kind of aircraft that would let them know that they hadn't been left behind. She circled her way back to the Camry as James pushed the plastic siphoning tube down into the tank.

      “Here goes nothing,” he said to her with a smile.

      Marla turned to see Larry’s station wagon parked in the shadows. He was outside and stretching. Her eyes then shifted past the back window to the front where the Camry’s driver's side door swung open. At first, Marla couldn't tell what she was seeing. Either the door had come open on its own accord or someone had been there all along.

      A man rushed out of the car toward them, shouting. Marla backed away as James dropped the tube and threw both hands in the air.

      “Not another move!” he shouted. He had something in his hand, pointed at the side of James's head. He looked somewhat young, early thirties or so. He had on an untucked dress shirt with its collar open and shirt hanging over his slacks. He looked desperate and confused.

      “We’re sorry,” Marla said, backing away. “We'll go now.”

      The man examined James and the fuel can below, putting the pieces together. “You... you're trying to steal my gas? Is that it?”

      “No,” Marla began. “We—”

      James suddenly cut her off. “We thought it had been abandoned.”

      “You thought what?” the man said. “I was just taking a nap. Is that all right with you?” His eyes were exhausted and frantic. His index finger stroked the trigger of his pistol as though it could go off at any second.

      James nodded as his body remained perfectly still. Marla stood at the rear of the car, trying to mask her fear.

      “This is all a misunderstanding,” she said with a hand out. “No harm done, right?”

      James stood and froze as the man thrust the pistol barrel into his back. Marla backed away with her hands out, trembling.

      “Don't fucking move,” the man said. “Last warning.” He ran a hand through his thick, disheveled hair and looked at them with tired but manic eyes. “What do you need fuel for anyway?” he continued. “Nothing runs! I’ve been sitting here for over twelve hours. On my way to Springfield, Illinois, for a wedding.” He paused for a moment and laughed to himself.

      “We don't want any trouble,” James began, careful not to make any sudden movements.

      “Answer my question,” he said, jabbing the pistol into James's back. “Why are you stealing fuel?” He hadn't seemed to notice or hear the distant idling station wagon, but James knew it wouldn't take him long to make the next connection.

      “We're stranded. Just like you,” James said. “I thought maybe a full tank would help.”

      The man lowered his pistol and almost began talking to them like normal people. “I don't know what the hell's going on, but I'm not leaving my car. I'm going to wait until cell phone service returns, and I'm going to call AAA.” He went through his list of priorities as if he were reading them to himself.

      “I don’t think that’s going to happen anytime soon,” James said.

      “Oh yeah?” the man said, switching to anger. “What makes you the authority?”

      James turned his head back with his hands in the air. “It was an electromagnetic pulse. An aerial EMP or something like that.”

      The man lowered his pistol, skeptical. “Interesting…”

      “Just one of many theories,” James said, inching away. “I do apologize for the inconvenience.”

      “Shut up!” the man said, pressing the pistol to his back. “Where are you off to? What's the hurry?”

      Marla glanced toward the station wagon and saw the metallic glimmer of something in the distance. Suddenly, a blaring shot rang out through the air, blowing one of the man's windows out. She screamed and hit the ground, flat on her stomach. She looked over and saw James wrestling the man for his gun, rolling around on the pavement.

      They shouted at each other, punched and kicked with grunts and cursing in between. Then came a swift right hook into the man's jaw, stunning him. He dropped the pistol and held his face in pain. James backed up and rose to his feet, aiming the gun downward, not taking any chances.

      “You stay right there,” he commanded. “Don't make a move.”

      The man rolled to his side, grunting and holding his face. James extended his leg and quickly pushed the gas can toward Marla with his foot. “We'll find another car.”

      The man had managed to sit up and continued to hold his face. He glanced up at them both with sheer contempt. “Okay. Where'd that shot come from? He pointed to his shattered passenger window and looked around as James did the same.

      Marla scanned the darkness near the station wagon as Larry soon entered their field of vision, holding a hunting rifle. “You're awful lucky, my friend,” he said to the man. “I was aiming at your head.”

      The man squinted, confused. “Who the hell are you people?”

      Larry approached James and lowered his rifle. “The rear aperture must be busted. I'll have to look at it when we get to the cabin.”

      Incensed, Marla spun around to confront him. “Are you crazy? You could have shot one of us.”

      Larry glanced at her, dumbfounded, and then back to James. “You both looked like you needed help.”

      The man leaned back on his elbows. “Just take my fuel if you want and leave me be.”

      Larry responded with a swift kick of his boot into the man's side. Marla gasped as the man curled up, grunting in pain, and told Larry to back off.

      Larry tapped the fuel can with the barrel of his rifle. “You heard the man. Let's go.”

      James nodded and repositioned himself eye-level with the gas tank. He slipped the plastic tube into the tank, took a deep breath, and then sucked on the end until fuel finally passed through and into his mouth. He yanked the hose away, spitting out a mouthful onto the ground, and then held the end, flowing inside the can like a spigot.

      The man remained on the ground, as Larry kept his rifle aimed at him. In his confused state, he looked around and finally noticed their idling station wagon ahead.

      “Holy shit,” he said with an astonished look. “Your car runs?” His eyes shot upward to Larry.

      “Congratulations,” Larry said, turning away. “You've solved the case.”

      The man then made a desperate plea to come along that was met with silence.

      Marla's focus shifted from James to Larry. She knew what their answer would be, but wanted to see if they were prepared for the guilt she was sure to follow.

      “We can't leave him here,” she said with conviction.

      “There's no room,” Larry said, assuming the matter decided.

      Marla looked to James, but his attention was focused on the steadily filling gas can.

      “Please,” the man continued. “You can drop me off anywhere else.”

      “No,” Larry said, walking away.

      James pulled the tube out from the gas can as it dripped onto the pavement.

      “We can't just leave him here,” Marla said, following Larry.

      Larry looked from the man to Marla and back again. “There's no room, for the hundredth time.” He then walked away without another word. Marla watched him, in awe of his callousness. Once he made it back to the vehicle, Larry called for James to bring the fuel can and get moving.

      James rose to his feet and walked away with Marla as the man pushed himself up and followed. “Don’t be like. I have a family!”

      From the outside the car, Larry aimed his rifle again at the man and told him to keep his distance. The man halted and folded his hands together, begging Larry to reconsider but receiving no answer in return. James walked with Marla to the other side of the wagon and opened her door.

      She glanced at the man standing in the road, calling out to them as Larry sat in the driver's seat and closed the door. It could easily be her asking for a ride. James helped her into her seat for a hasty departure. He looked down and noticed the hole in her jeans and scrapes on her knees.

      “You're bleeding.”

      “I'm fine,” she said.

      “Hurry up!” Larry said from behind the wheel.

      James kissed her forehead and then closed the door.

      “At least give me back my gun?” the man pleaded, keeping a safe distance from the car.

      James paused in thought as though he was considering it. “Fine,” he said. He ejected the magazine and tossed the pistol into the grass. The magazine soon followed in the opposite direction. He then got inside and slammed the door.

      They drove past the man, leaving him in the distance. Marla turned and looked out the back window and saw him run to the side of the road to retrieve his gun. He soon faded from view, and they continued without words, the growl of the engine as their speed increased on the open road. Marla was lost in her own thoughts and barely noticed James trying to hand her two Aspirin. She glanced down and grabbed them, taking both with a drink of bottled water.

      A vast open field passed by under the moonlight. They were a mere twenty miles from the state line. Somewhere along the way was Larry's cabin, supposedly tucked within the wilderness and impenetrable to attack. If she believed half of it, she'd be at ease. She tried not to think of the man they left behind. She told herself that they weren't bad people and that they would have helped him if the circumstances were different. She stared at the passing field, even more uncertain about what lay ahead. If only she could sleep again and wake up somewhere else. Anywhere but in Larry’s station wagon.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            15

          

          

      

    

    







            Arrival

          

        

      

    

    
      They soon reached rural Missouri after an hour on the road. At a normal highway speed, the trip wouldn't have taken near as long, but they’d had hazards to consider, and Larry had to drive cautiously. The inside of the wagon reeked of gas fumes from the can. Their headlights beamed down an empty two-lane road surrounded by black forest. The rustic landscape was a welcome change to the chaos in the city they had fled, and James held to his belief that they had made the right decision.

      Larry drove fast and steady, nearing their destination. He warned them that there would be some off-road driving toward the end. But once they got to the cabin, he assured them, they'd rest easy at least for the night. An untold number of casualties had followed the building explosion and the chaos that followed, and there was no way to find out what was happening. There were no phones or Internet to keep them informed. Larry's wagon didn't even have a radio. James was going through cell phone withdrawals, amusing to think about, but serious to experience. He felt cut off from the world, but they were also alive, and for the time being, safe.

      James considered their long-term options. Marla would only tolerate the cabin for so long, if at all. Larry’s crank-operated emergency radio had worked off and on during the trip. The news it brought them was deeply troubling. Blackouts had spread throughout multiple states. The EMP attacks were hardly exclusive to St. Louis. It was happening all around them, but James didn't want to believe it. No country would dare attack the United States in such a manner. The very idea was absurd.

      They drove up a steep hill and continued past a wooden sign barely legible in the darkness. James could see faded white letters that said, Willow Creek. He expected Larry to swerve to the right and take them off the road at any moment, but they just continued up and down, over sudden steep, then gentle hills as the pavement became less stable, more rutted and rockier.

      They passed open fields, lakes, and thick forests. Large mountainous structures could be seen in the distance as shadows. With the window slightly open, the outside breeze felt good against James's face. He closed his eyes, rocking his head to the side, trying to clear his mind of uncertainties, of which he had many. He turned around to check on Marla. Her head was turned toward the window in a blank stare.

      “How are you doing?” he asked.

      “Fine,” she answered, though the shortness of her tone indicated otherwise.

      James expected as much while remaining hopeful that she’d come around to the idea eventually. Larry glanced at Marla through the rear-view mirror and offered a caveat of his own.

      “We have some old radios. Good chance they're still working.”

      Marla feigned a smile and then resumed window watching. The car slowed as they approached a dirt road on the right.

      “When was the last time you talked with your wife?” James asked.

      “This morning,” he said. “Before the attack. We were going to spend the weekend here. Just so happened she was at the cabin a day early to spruce up the place.”

      “Who do you think is behind all this?” James asked outright.

      “China? Russia? North Korea?” he began. “Your guess is as good as mine.”

      They turned onto the dirt road, the ground even shakier than before. The wagon dipped and rose along the potholes, rattling over the rugged terrain. James gripped his armrest as the car slowed and then sped forward between clear spots. They traveled through sharp curves and steep gullies that brought them deeper into the forest.

      A cloud of insects appeared across the beams of their headlights. Tree branches scraped against the roof. The already rugged path seemed to get worse the deeper they drove into the forest. Branches grew lower, and the brush was uncleared along the rough, seldom traveled path. The road was no longer visible, dirt or pavement. They were driving through grass, leaves, and brush.

      The engine revved as they ascended another hill and then dropped onto a new and bumpy path. James squinted ahead and saw what looked like faint tire tracks, which he assumed Larry was using to guide him. Or maybe he knew the way by heart. They soon reached a straight path, running between rows of pine trees on both sides.

      Up ahead sat a small cabin, partially concealed under the branches of looming trees. There was a Ford pick-up parked in front. The eerie sight of a single darkened cabin in the middle of the forest was less than inviting. But Larry had been true to his word so far and had managed to get them there.

      “Is your wife, Carol, going to be okay with this?” James asked.

      Larry waved him off. “She won't mind. Don't worry about it.”

      “I hope you’re right about that,” Marla added, speaking up for the first time in a while.

      A litany of questions had entered James's mind, but he didn't want to bombard Larry all at once. From outside, the cabin looked deserted. Larry parked next to the truck and shut off the engine. In the calm of the forest and the settling of dust, they sat for a moment and listened. Larry was the first to get out as James soon followed. He stretched his arms toward the sky and breathed in the fresh air. Marla opened her door and got out, looking around in the darkness that surrounded them. Crickets chirped, their sound melding with the rustling of small, unseen animals, scurrying in the woods. Owls hooted in warning.

      James turned around to check on Marla. “Everything okay?”

      “It’s quiet out here,” she said, tucking her hands in her pockets.

      “Sure is,” Larry said, walking around to the back of the wagon.

      The cabin itself was sitting a few feet above the ground, built on concrete piers. There was a small front deck with an entry door to the cabin in the middle and windows on each side. It had an arched, mansard roof and chimney. It seemed quite small, but workable for their temporary situation. James reminded himself that anything would be better than a shelter or government camp. Tiny sticks and leaves crunched under his shoes. Branches swayed from above in the cooling air. For James, the cabin had potential. It could really work if they let it. Marla would come around in a few days. She'd have to.

      Larry had told James that a creek wasn't far from the cabin, where they could draw plenty of fresh water. They even had a garden in the back and were working on a water well. It was everything they could need, as he had put it. But the coming winter would change all of that, if they were still there. The chill of the autumn air in late-October was a constant reminder.

      “It's very nice,” Marla said, surprising James with her optimistic tone.

      “Thanks,” Larry said. “Carol and I have owned it for about five years now. Our little home away from home. She's retired now and likes to help me around the store. Can't wait for you guys to meet her.” He opened the back and then stood for a moment, thinking. “Let me go check in with her first before we go barging in there.” He walked past them, slapping James on the back.

      They watched gingerly as Larry walked up the steps to the cabin deck and went to the door. He unlocked and opened it a crack, slipping inside.

      James put his arm around Marla and pulled her closer. She placed her head on his shoulder, and for the moment, it seemed like all was forgiven.

      “I know this is strange,” he began as they watched the cabin. “Just give it a chance.”

      Marla nodded and then stepped away, pulling her bag from the back seat. “I'm trying the best I can, James.”

      James dipped inside the back seat and grabbed his bag as well. In his haste, he hoped he had packed enough clothes for them both. Marla was picky about what she wore, and he fully expected the grief that would follow.

      They turned toward the house as a flicker of light appeared through a bedroom window. James grabbed his backpack from the front seat and closed the door. He hadn't told Marla yet that he had brought their emergency cash with them or their passports and his handgun. But none of it mattered now. Marla leaned against the hood and stared up at the night sky and its blanket of stars. “It's beautiful.”

      James nudged closer to her and took her hand. “So, you forgive me?”

      “Don't push your luck,” she said, looking upward.

      The cabin door suddenly opened as Larry stepped outside with a lantern, glowing with light. He walked down the steps and approached them, speaking in a quiet tone. “Okay. It's late. Let's unload the wagon and get off to bed.”

      “Sounds good to me,” James said, clasping his hand.

      “Listen,” Larry quietly continued. “Carol's in bed. She knows we're here, and she'll see us in the morning.”

      “And she's fine with us being here?” James asked again, wanting to be sure.

      “Yes,” Larry said as though it were no issue. “I'll show you to your room first.”

      James grabbed both his luggage and Marla's as she took some smaller bags. They followed Larry inside as he led the way. The air was stuffy, and their feet creaked on every floorboard. There was a small living room and an adjacent kitchen, open and practically connected, and then a hallway beyond that. Dust motes floated through the air, visible in the beam of light.

      Inside, the cabin was even smaller than expected, but it did have two separate bedrooms, as Larry had said. He led them past a closed door, then to the end of the narrow hall where their room sat on one side, and a bathroom the size of a broom closet, on the other. Larry entered the room and immediately went to an end table, where he lit the wick of a sizable lantern.

      Inside the minimally furnished room was a double bed, neatly made with two pillows. A wardrobe stood in the corner next to a window, blinds closed. It looked cozy enough for the two of them. James followed inside and set their luggage at the foot of the bed as Marla followed.

      “I hope you like it,” Larry said, backing away from the lantern. “We've got a working generator, but we only run it when we have to.”

      “Makes sense,” James said, pressing down on the mattress. Its springs squeaked. It was an old bed, but their conditions could be worse. They could be in a gymnasium somewhere, sleeping on floor mats or a hundred other unpleasant scenarios.

      Larry waved them over. “Let's get the rest of the stuff.”

      They walked past the other bedroom as James pictured Carol lying in bed and listening to their footsteps. They continued through the living room, where James noticed a fireplace and two small couches positioned across from each other, a rug in the center. The interior was anything but cluttered. Once outside, Larry dug into the back where endless boxes and plastic bins awaited. He then began pulling boxes out and stacking them outside the wagon.

      “Any preference on where you want these inside?” James asked him.

      Larry pointed ahead. “Just put it all in the living room. I'll sort through it in the morning.”

      James lifted the first two boxes stacked together and waited as Marla placed another one on top, adding to the weight. He hurried past them and went inside, placing them in the corner of the living room where there was space. Marla soon followed with two boxes of her own. Then came Larry with his canned food box, which was plastic-sealed.

      He moved past them, right to the kitchen, and placed the box on the counter. It was early Saturday, three in the morning, and they were loading a cabin with supplies. All James could do was laugh about it all to keep his sanity in check. As a team, however, they worked well, unloading supplies until the wagon was emptied. Larry rolled up the windows and locked the doors, ever cautious, and then disappeared into the darkness behind the cabin.

      James wiped the sweat from his brow and asked Marla where Larry had gone. He suddenly emerged with folded camouflage tarp, asking for assistance. They spread out the tarp as James helped him place it over both vehicles, concealing them—at least in the nighttime. Despite their remote location, Larry told them that hikers and campers came through the creek and that they weren't completely hidden out of view. Then they all went inside the cabin, done for the evening.

      Larry set his lantern atop a small circular table near the kitchen. James wanted nothing more than a hot shower, but it was the middle of the night. Was there enough water? Would it be heated? Larry pulled out a chair from the table and sat, pointing down the hall. “Get some sleep, and we'll reconvene in the morning. Carol will make breakfast.”

      James pictured some kind of stock non-perishables but was surprised when Larry pronounced that they’d be having pancakes. He rose from his seat and extended his hand to James and Marla, shaking both of their hands. “We're safe for now. I can guarantee that.”

      He walked off, leaving them in the kitchen area. The bedroom door down the hall shut, and that was the last they saw of Larry for the night.

      “Come on,” James said, heading toward their room.

      Marla pulled at her T-shirt, airing it. “I need a shower.”

      “You and me both,” James said, helping her up.

      They walked to the end of the hall to where their room was. James approached the bed and kicked off his shoes. Marla closed the door behind her as James rocked back and collapsed onto the bed. The mattress squeaked something awful, but it was comfortable enough. Marla laughed as she placed her suitcase in the corner. She eventually joined him, lying on the other side, but under the covers. They said nothing else to each other as they fell asleep.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            16

          

          

      

    

    







            Day Two

          

        

      

    

    
      James woke the next morning in a strange, unfamiliar room with daylight glowing behind the curtains of a nearby window. Marla lay next to him on her side away from him. The door was closed, and he could hear movement outside. He glanced up at the vaulted ceiling where wood beams ran above. They weren't home on this Saturday morning; they were in Larry’s cabin.

      He'd have given everything to wake up and find that everything had gone back to normal. But things would get better. They had to. He gently touched Marla's shoulder. She turned over in response and lay on her back, staring up at the ceiling and its long wooden beams.

      “Morning,” James said.

      She arched her back, stretching. “My back hurts. Springs dug into me all night.” It wasn't the most comfortable bed, but it was better than nothing.

      “Want a massage?” he offered, feeling as though it was the least he could do, but Marla declined. He shifted to the edge and placed his feet onto the hardwood floor.

      An appetizing aroma traveled into the room from the kitchen. Someone was cooking. James remained still for a moment, in no hurry to leave the privacy of their room just yet. They had yet to meet Carol, and he still wasn't sure what she'd think of their presence.

      “Are you hungry?” he asked, getting up.

      Marla nodded. “I’d like to take a shower first.”

      “I'll go ask Larry,” James said. “He had mentioned a water heater. Guess we’ll find out.”

      Marla got out of bed herself, wearing a long T-shirt that went to her thighs. “So, how long are we staying here? I’d hate to think I have a say so.”

      James held a hand up. “Marla, please. Let’s start things off on the right foot.” He paused and looked at the door before answering. “I haven’t determined that yet. A couple days. Maybe a week?”

      She approached her suitcase in the corner, offering no immediate response. “I don’t know.”

      James went over to her and pulled her close. “It’s going to be okay. Trust me.”

      They hugged as she nodded along, soon returning to her suitcase.

      James grabbed his bag and placed it on the bed, pulling out some clothes for the day. He then approached their window and looked outside, observing the tranquil forest around them. There was a garden in the back with sweet potato, tomatoes, and nicely ripening and carrots, their feathery tops growing close together in the fertile ground. The garden itself was protected by surrounding chicken wire, though James didn’t know what good that would do them in the winter.

      Marla sifted through the mess of clothes, finding some jeans and slipping them on. Once semi-dressed, she ran a brush through her thick hair, smoothing it out. James opened the curtains completely, allowing sunlight into the room. It must have been eight or nine in the morning by his estimate.

      Marla opened their door and headed straight into the small bathroom across from them. He stuck his head out of the room and looked toward the kitchen, where unseen food sizzled from the stove. He heard the toilet flush, followed by the faucet turning on and off. Marla soon stepped out, drying her hands.

      James rushed in after her and closed the door. A standing shower, sink, and toilet were packed inside the small bathroom, like that of a camper. James soon returned to the hall and saw Marla in the kitchen talking to a woman he assumed to be Carol. The woman stood with her back turned to him, her gray hair tied up in a bun. She wore a blue-plaid shirt tucked into her blue jeans. Marla glanced at James upon his approach. The woman turned her head, exposing bright blue eyes and a warm smile on her slightly worn face.

      “You must be James,” she said, extending her hand. “I'm Carol, Larry's wife.”

      James shook her hand, smiling back. “Yes. Very nice to meet you.” He looked past her and saw that she was cooking pancakes on one of the only two burners on their small, propane-operated stove. There was a countertop, a faucet, and some cabinets behind her.

      “It'll be nice to have some company here for a little bit,” she said. “I was just telling Marla here how I've been cooped up by myself for the past day.”

      “Sorry for our unannounced arrival,” James said. He tried not to stare at the food, though he couldn't wait to dig in.

      Carol shrugged as she flipped a pancake on the stove, which was browning on the edges and puffing in the center. “Don't worry about that. We're glad to have you both here to help. It's not so easy with just the two of us.”

      James looked around the living room. With its minimal furnishing and barren walls, it looked even smaller in the daytime. “Where is our super survivalist, anyway?”

      Carol turned toward the front door across from them. “He's outside somewhere.”

      “How long do you plan to stay out here?” he asked.

      “Long as it takes,” she answered. “Could be a month. Could be longer.”

      James glanced at Marla as she stared ahead, hardly pleased with any such notion.

      “You really think so?” James asked.

      Carol nodded and divided the food between four different plates already set out. “This is more than some EMP attack; I'm sure of it,” she said. “The power grid is one thing, but I don't know anything powerful enough to disable vehicles. That's science fiction stuff.”

      Marla then spoke, “We don't have any idea how far this has spread. We heard some reports on the radio, and they talked about it like it had affected half the country.”

      Carol turned from the counter after preparing each plate. “And that's why Larry and I are thinking long term.” She walked to the table and set down three plates in front of each chair. James sat as Marla followed his lead. He stared down at the pancakes and bacon, ready to gorge.

      Carol returned to the kitchen, where sunlight beamed through a tiny window above the sink. “Can I get either of you a cup of coffee?”

      “Yes, please,” James and Marla said in unison.

      James scratched at the scruff on his face from two days of not shaving. He saw a mini-fridge in the corner next to the pantry door. There were vents throughout the cabin but without airflow. Was there heat? He'd give anything to be able to make a call on his cell phone. At that point, it'd be nothing short of a miracle.

      Carol poured their cups and set them on the table. “Go ahead and eat before it gets cold. Larry will be soon enough.”

      Marla sipped her coffee as James ate an entire strip of bacon in one bite. It wasn’t bad. Carol seemed to watch them at first, curious by their presence. She then sipped from her own coffee mug and let out a big sigh.

      “I always knew it'd come to this one day,” she began as James and Marla looked at her, attentive. “We'll have to ration our resources out here, but the good news is that we have a generator and a water pump outside. The hot water comes and goes.”

      Marla swallowed a mouthful of pancakes and then spoke. “Larry had also mentioned something about an old radio that might pick up some frequencies.”

      Carol set down her mug, nodding. “We do have that, but I’m not sure if any of it works.”

      The door suddenly swung open, and Larry entered the cabin. He had on work gloves, overalls, a ball cap, and sunglasses. His gloves were covered with bits of grass and weeds. He pulled his hat and sunglasses off and then looked around the room out of breath. “Ah, good morning.” He closed the door and tossed his gloves onto a nearby table. He then pulled his boots off, setting them aside and approached the table.

      Carol looked at Marla with her own explanation. “Don't mind Larry. He's just been clearing some of the brush that tends to build up around here.”

      “How'd you sleep?” he asked, heading straight for his food at the table.

      “Pretty well,” Marla said.

      “Great,” Larry said, seeming pleased enough.

      “I’m not used to this, though,” Marla added. “The forest can be a scary place at night.”

      “Don't you worry,” Larry said, chuckling. “It just takes some time to get used to.”

      James found himself observing their surroundings more closely, looking to see what kind of locks were on the windows and door. There was only one apparent entrance into the cabin, but in each room, there were windows, fortunately, small enough to prevent a bear from coming through, but he did wonder about the elements.

      Carol suddenly interjected. “Larry reminded me about that news segment you did on him a few months ago. We both enjoyed that very much.”

      “Thank you,” Marla said, cheeks blushing. “It was a fun piece.”

      “Larry also told me you guys had a heck of a time getting out of the city.”

      James thought of the explosions and the fires and, worst of all, the noxious fumes in the air. Particularly chilling as well were the panicked crowds shifting through downtown, nearly trampling each other in a race to escape. He couldn't believe they had managed to make it home, let alone to a secluded cabin far from the chaos in town. He leaned back and squeezed Marla's shoulder.

      Larry finished his plate before anyone else and then looked at James. “How about I show you around after breakfast?”

      “Sure thing,” James said. “

      “Can we go to the creek?” Marla asked to the sudden silence of the room.

      Larry glanced at Carol with a nervous expression and then back at Marla. “In due time, Marla. I think Carol has some plans of her own.”

      “We can go see the creek later,” Carol said with a friendly smile. “There’s much work that needs to be done.”

      Larry rose to his feet, stretching. His tall, lanky frame loomed over them as a breeze blew inside from the open screened-in living room window. “Don't make us wait all day, James. Let's get moving.”

      James ate the remainder of his pancakes in a hurry as Carol watched him, amused. “Don’t mind him. He’s regimental. Just takes some time getting used to.”

      They shared a laugh as the portable emergency radio sat atop the kitchen counter with its light flashing red and a low crackling noise coming through. No updates could be heard so far that morning.
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        * * *

      

      After a brief shower, James got dressed and ready for the day. He met Larry outside the cabin, where the weather was cool and breezy. He'd been poised for a tour of their surroundings. The vast forest beyond had a serene quality and an undisturbed feel. As he scanned the trees above, it felt as though they were the only people in the world. They walked between the station wagon and truck together and then circled to the back of the cabin where Larry first showed him their portable gas-powered generator.

      “We bring this inside at the end of the day,” Larry began. “Can't take any chances.”

      James wondered why, if the cabin was truly isolated.

      Larry then showed him the garden out back. Most of the vegetables looked ripe and ready to be picked. He spoke proudly of the garden and credited much of it to Carol. “She’s a natural.” Just as soon as they had approached the garden, Larry showed James their mechanical water pump, planted outside, directly behind the cabin. “This is very important out here,” he said, placing his hand on the railing.

      James examined the pump, nodding along. He then looked up into the sky, staring past the branches of the trees above the cabin. Birds chirped, and the trees swayed in the breeze of their sunlit morning “Beautiful day…”

      “Come on,” Larry said, leading him toward the forest. “We’ve got a lot of ground to cover.

      “Do you own this land?” James asked, following him as they approached a rocky path into the woods.

      “Up until where the property line ends,” Larry answered.

      From where they stood, James could see his bedroom window and the tiny window in the kitchen. Every so often, something scurried from under the cabin into the nearby bush.

      “Bought it through a business associate of mine a couple of years ago, a Native American man. Much of the land used to belong to his people.”

      “Where'd they all go?” James asked.

      Larry turned to him with a blank look. “I'm not sure.”

      He turned and continued down the path away from the cabin and further into the woods. James followed, keeping up with Larry’s brisk pace down the slope, and consumed with the quietness of the natural world all around them. Larry led him through a descending curved path to a point where they could see the hills below. A dead tree lay across the ground, its bark colorless and not a branch attached.

      They reached what seemed to be the bottom of a hill and walked a narrow dirt path on flat ground. Larry seemed to know exactly where he was going. He, no doubt, planned to call the forest home for the time being and knew it well. For James, it felt like nothing more than a relaxing nature hike. Larry slowed a bit, gradually stopping and then turned to his side, stroking his beard. His attention was focused on a section of the woods where endless trees, large and small, extended as far as James could see.

      “You see something?” James asked.

      Larry stared ahead for a moment longer before responding. “Nah. I was just wondering where that old campsite used to be.”

      James knew nothing of what he was talking about and simply nodded. “Do you see many people out here?”

      “Not if we're lucky,” he answered. “We might run into a camper or hiker. But with everything going on, I wouldn't expect it. We have to be vigilant, regardless.”

      “Agreed,” James said.

      They couldn't have been more isolated than in Larry's remote cabin. James believed that the most they had to worry about were roaming wildlife. The tranquility of their surroundings gave a sense of comfort and security. He only hoped that it'd last.

      Larry resumed walking with James beside him. There was the sound of trickling water in the distance, a stream or creek not yet visible. The straight path soon led to an embankment that appeared to be natural. Below it ran the creek, with water glistening in the sunlight and appearing to be only a few feet deep but was probably much more. They moved down the slope across a ground scattered with rocks and stopped at the edge of the creek. It stretched for about twenty feet across, where the forest continued upward into rolling hills.

      Larry knelt and dipped his hand into the water, swishing it around. “The creek is the lifeblood of this forest.”

      James stared into the small, rippling waves of water flowing past them. Stone in hand, Larry rose and skipped it across the water, nearly to the other side. “Good fishing here, too.” He then pointed across the creek to the other side. “Carol and I once camped right over there before we bought the cabin. Sort of just fell in love with the area soon after.”

      James burrowed his heels into the pebbled ground and squatted. He cupped his hands and splashed the cool, refreshing water into his face. “What's the water system for the cabin?”

      “We're connected right into the springs. The cabin has damn near everything you could need in our current situation.”

      After splashing some more water onto his face, James stood and stretched his arms. Larry turned and continued walking beside the creek. James walked alongside him on the pebbled ground, observing the reddish-brown, leaf-covered branches of the maple trees, pines, and oaks around them. The flowing creek below looked inviting enough to dive into, but he knew that they had work to do.

      Larry stopped in a shaded area of the embankment that overlooked a wondrous green valley below. The land sloped between two mountainous ridges. There were tall, wavy grass swayed amid bedrock and pine trees. James had seen nothing like it. They looked to be on the cusp of a wilderness paradise. Larry leaned against a tree, basking in the scenery. James reflexively searched his pocket for his phone, wanting a picture. He stopped and reminded himself once again to forget about his phone.

      Larry cleared his throat and then motioned toward the valley and all around them. “This area is good living. We're blessed to have found it.”

      “It's beautiful,” James said in agreement.

      “There's a fair amount of work to be done out here as well,” Larry then began in a more serious tone.

      James had known the discussion of work would be coming sooner or later that day. Work was one of the main reasons they'd been invited to live out there. Larry had been upfront about his intentions from the beginning, and it only made sense that they’d be put to work. It was an even exchange for the most part.

      “There's hunting, skinning, fishing, peeling, cooking, and gardening. You name it,” Larry began. “This is what it means to hunker down. This is what living off the land is all about.”

      “I'll try my best,” James said.

      Larry turned to him with a stern finger in the air. “All those emergency non-perishables we brought are a last resort. We'll ration a little at a time. Everyone pitches in, and there shouldn’t be a problem.”

      “How many guns do you own?” James asked, slyly changing the subject.

      The question seemed to take Larry by surprise. He studied James, almost suspiciously, and then answered in his usual, vague way. “I have enough guns and ammunition to defend this cabin with. Let’s keep it at that.”

      James glanced out into the valley, admiring its vast beauty. “Do you have a map of the area?” he began. “I was curious where the nearest town is.”

      “I do,” Larry answered. “Nearest town's Winslow. It's five miles west.”

      The town's name had eluded James. It must be small, or he might have noticed signs on the way up, but he still wanted to see it, regardless.

      As if sensing this, Larry stepped into his path with another stern warning. “I'm only going to say this once; don't venture off without letting me know. And stay away from populated areas. That's the rules.”

      James opened his mouth, only to be cut off. He tried hard not to be offended by Larry’s manner.

      Sensing he might have overstepped, Larry explained: “Because you could be followed. Rules keep us safe. Rules keep us alive.”

      As they continued walking, he then let Larry in on his overall plan, hoping to establish an openness between them. “We only plan to stay for a week or so,” he began.

      “Then what?” Larry said, snapping a twig off a branch.

      “We hope that the threat level would go down, and we could return home,” James said.

      Larry tossed his twig away. “I wouldn't expect that to happen anytime soon.”

      James looked at him with disbelief. “How can you be sure?”

      For the first time since meeting Larry, James began to doubt his judgment. To spend weeks on end, hiding in the woods with no real understanding of what's going on, was absurd.

      Larry stared out into the valley. “I never claimed to have all the answers, James, but when I make a plan, I stick to it. I owe Carol that much.”

      “You've got a working car,” James responded. “Why not take it across state lines?”

      Larry just shook his head. “It's that kind of thinking that creates unnecessary risks.” He paused and stepped closer to James. “The roads are hazardous. I'd either get jacked for my vehicle or mobbed. We don't know how far this thing has spread or how long it's going to take to fix it. And until we know, we stay here.” His words stopped, with growing anger seeping into his tone.

      “I understand,” James said.

      “Then why not stick to the plan?” Larry asked as though he was hurt by the idea of their leaving.

      James thought to himself, searching for an answer but couldn't come up with a satisfactory response beyond feeling homesick. He wanted his life back. He wanted normalcy, and the sooner, the better. “Because we have family and friends out there,” he finally said. “And we want to make sure they're safe, too.”

      “So do we,” Larry quickly said. “I've got two sons out there with no idea on their status. You don't think that's tearing me up?”

      “Where do they live?” James asked with increasing concern.

      “Pittsburgh and San Antonio. They might be okay; we just don't know.”

      “Do they know about the cabin?”

      “Sure,” Larry said with a shrug. “Won't do them much good from where they're at.”

      James turned toward the creek as a splashing sound caught his attention. He saw what looked like a large-mouth bass, shuttling underwater and swimming between the rocks. He approached the rippling water and saw more fish dart past, scurrying toward the bottom.

      “We're kind of friends now, right?” James asked Larry, adding a small, wry smile.

      Larry looked at him with slight confusion. “Uh. Yeah, sure.”

      James stared into the undisturbed forest just past the creek. “Can I look at your map? I'm just curious about what's out here.”

      He waited for an answer and then faced Larry, who was looking in the same direction he had been. “Larry?”

      “It's back in the cabin. I can loan it to you,” he said, almost reluctantly, it seemed.

      James thanked him and then tilted his head up, looking into the cloud-filled sky. He hoped to see or hear an airplane or helicopter, anything that indicated an aerial presence and a reminder that they weren't completely alone.
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      Marla paced the bedroom, trying to get her thoughts together. James and Larry had been gone most of the day, and she had spent most of her time with Carol. Their hosts were nice enough, and Carol certainly knew a lot, but Marla needed some time alone. She missed her news team. She missed her parents and friends. From outside the room, she heard Carol sweeping. They had spent the morning together, inventorying food rations. Carol was going to show her the garden out back later. The day so far had been a nice, peaceful change from what she was used to. But cabin life was a hard adjustment to make, especially when she didn’t know what was happening in the real world.

      Marla walked to the window and peeled back the curtains. The garden outside was sizable and had plenty of vegetables that were nearing ripeness. The spaded, evenly divided soil was enclosed in chicken wire. She looked out into the forest and ground-covering of leaves, all seemingly uncharted with a small path that led down a hill. The sweeping outside her room ceased. Marla went to the door and slowly opened it, looking down the hall.

      “Feeling any better?” Carol asked from the nearby bathroom, startling her.

      Marla backed away with a gasp, holding.

      “Oh, I'm sorry. Didn't mean to scare you.”

      Marla smiled. “No, it’s okay.”

      Carol wiped her hands on a towel. “Would you like some Aspirin?”

      “I took some earlier, thanks,” Marla said. “What's next on the agenda?”

      Carol tugged at her overalls as though she had been anticipating the answer. “Gardening.”

      “Sounds good,” Marla said, knowing the answer already.

      She followed Carol down the hall and glanced inside her and Larry’s bedroom as they passed it. There were coat hangers on the wall and a neatly made bed. There was also a small rack near the door with several keys hanging from it. They went through the living room and out the front door, where it was cool and breezy. The trees and their swaying branches offered shade between the drifting clouds. Parked out front were Carol’s pickup and Larry's station wagon. All Marla wanted to do was get behind the wheel of either vehicle and drive far away from everything, but she kept such thoughts to herself. They walked behind the house, passing a large blue tank with a hose running at the bottom.

      Approaching the garden, Carol put on a pair of gloves and grabbed a shovel from a nearby bucket. She opened the makeshift, waist-high gate and stepped in. The garden was set up in an open space, allowing direct sunlight to shine on it. They had a plastic watering can and another bucket within the same area. Against the cabin leaned a rake and another shovel. Carol knelt next to the sweet potatoes and tossed Marla a pair of gardening gloves.

      “You can start by helping me pick off these caterpillars.”

      Marla's own gardening experience was minimal, but she considered herself a quick learner. Carol pointed to some fresh tomatoes in the corner and asked if she could start there. Marla knelt next to them and saw small black caterpillars, barely noticeable at first glance, eating the leaves. She pulled them off as Carol plowed into the dirt with her tiny shovel, humming along the way.

      “Make sure you crush their heads,” she added. “No point in pulling them off otherwise.”

      Marla nodded as she held one seemingly harmless caterpillar between her fingers. She winced as she crushed it. She found another one and did the same as her mind drifted to thoughts of home. Their neighbors had climbed into military trucks the night before. She’d lost her news team in the chaos of downtown. There was no telling how many people were injured or dead. She couldn’t make any sense of it. All she could do was tell herself that the situation was manageable.

      “Afternoon, ladies,” Larry's voice called out from the nearby bushes.

      Marla looked up to see him and James emerging from the forest, having returned. James looked tired, and there were smudges of dirt on his face. They had been gone for hours most of the day, doing whatever it was that Larry wanted to do.

      “Welcome back,” Carol said, standing up. “Did you catch us a nice buck to skin?”

      Larry put an arm around her, squeezing her closer. She took her sun hat and swatted at him, laughing. “No time for that today. We'll catch something nice by the creek tomorrow.”

      James approached Marla, surprised at her rustic appearance, dressed in an old T-shirt, jeans, and wearing work gloves. He extended his hand to help her up. “Working hard, I see.”

      Marla stood and brushed the dirt off her jeans. “Having a blast. What about you?”

      “Larry was just showing me around,” James said. “Took me to the creek and this beautiful valley. It's really nice out here.”

      “I’d certainly like to see that,” she said. “How about taking me for a walk?”

      James took her arm, laughing. “Sure. I’ve only been walking all day.” He paused and turned to see Larry helping Carol with the sweet potatoes. “But… I suppose.” He then led her away toward the path into the wood as Larry took immediate notice.

      “Going somewhere?” he asked, standing.

      “Marla wants to see the creek,” James said as they continued.

      “Don't be gone too long,” Larry said in a fatherly tone.

      He resumed helping Carol as James and Marla continued down the path under the growing shade of tree branches. They held hands traversing down a rocky slope that led to a narrow path, seemingly carved from the forest.

      “The creek’s just beyond here,” James said.

      He was moving fast, but she managed to keep up without a fuss. The dirt path with its sporadic weed patches and gopher holes soon curved and then inclined upward Marla felt better the farther they got from the cabin. As they reached the top of the hill, with the creek below, she realized why. She was tired of acting like everything was normal.

      The glistening creek below was visible far into the distance in both directions, flowing like a vein. Marla stood, mesmerized, as James placed his hands on her shoulders. She turned to him and noticed him studying the land as if surveying the property in all directions. He then spoke in confidence while scratching his scruffy chin.

      “Larry has a map. There's a town not far from here. I think I'm going to check it out.”

      Marla nodded. She didn't see why any of it needed to be secretive until James began to elaborate further.

      “You see, Larry has made it very clear that he wants us to not stray too far from the cabin—”

      “Why not?” Marla interjected.

      “Because he's concerned that if anyone sees us, they'll follow us and find the cabin.” James held up a hand in Larry's defense. “I understand, but that’s no reason not to explore a little.”

      Marla looked down in thought while taking his hand. “We just need to be careful.”

      “I want what's best for us,” he said. “As soon as I can get my hand on a vehicle, we'll drive up north to Canada if that seems like the best place to go.”

      Marla thought of the car keys dangling on the hooks in Larry and Carol's bedroom, but betraying the couple who had taken them in wasn't something they would do.

      “Anything else?” she asked as crows cawed overhead.

      “Not now,” James said. I just wanted to let you know what I was up to.”

      They walked hand in hand down the hill, returning to the path. The quiet forest offered a sanctuary unlike anything they could have hoped for. They could always stay put and listen to Larry. Marla had come to terms with their options if any still existed. But now James was up to something else altogether. Whether it would bring them any closer to home, they didn’t quite know.
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        * * *

      

      Dinner was served that evening with some unexpected fanfare as Larry unveiled a bottle of red wine. With all four seated at the table, James scooped into a bowl of fresh lettuce and tomatoes from the garden. A nearby wall had several charts and graphs written out with daily regiments and times. Larry and Carol were two of the most meticulous people James had ever come across. Living off the grid, away from civilization, offered full autonomy along with responsibilities large and small. Survival itself was based on routine.

      After pouring wine into each glass, Larry held his up and offered a toast.

      “To the support of friends during difficult times. May the Lord keep us in His fine grace.”

      After their cheers, James sipped from his glass and set it down. With the weekend they'd been having, he could have drunk the whole bottle in one sitting. He had to remind himself what day it was, which wasn't hard with the hanging wall calendar next to them marked with an X over each passing day. It was Saturday, October twenty-first.

      That evening, he said very little, lost in his own thoughts, planning his next move. Their hosts seemed in good spirits, expressing thanks for their help around the cabin so far.

      Larry turned to James while taking a bite. “We'll hit the creek at the crack of dawn tomorrow. Sound good?”

      “Could we try your radio tonight?” Marla asked.

      Larry thought to himself, chewing slowly. “Sure.”

      “It’d be nice to know what’s going on,” Marla said.

      Larry cleared his throat and leaned closer. “Half the country's power grid has been disabled. That's the closest estimation we can make.”

      “There have to be some updates by now.” Marla folded her hands in front of her and thanked them for dinner.

      “Our pleasure,” Carol said, standing up. She began gathering their plates and taking them to the kitchen sink.

      “Well,” Larry said, tapping against the table. “I'll get the radio and we'll see.” He stood up and went to the bedroom, footsteps echoing across the room. James stood behind his chair as Marla called out to Carol, asking if she needed help cleaning up.

      “No, no. That's fine. You guys relax.”

      She turned on the faucet and began washing the dishes off. Outside, the sun was going down with an increase of wind that rattled the side of the cabin. The faucet turned off as Larry emerged from the hall, carrying what looked like a stereo receiver with a hand microphone and an emergency radio twice the size of the one he had given her earlier.

      James and Marla moved out of the way to give him space as he set the receiver down on the table and put the radio next to it. Both models looked to be at least ten years old or so. The receiver was a bulky rectangular box with vents at the top of its metal casing and knobs and switches in the front. Their emergency radio looked decades-old, with its tuning board, switches, a single round speaker in the front, and crank lever on the side.

      “This is my four-way alert radio. Gets a hell of a signal,” Larry said proudly, extending its antenna. “It self-generates power, obviously. It can also act as a charging port for other electronics.” He paused and looked around. “If anything else worked.”

      James pointed to the receiver, eager to see it working. “You think we'll reach anyone?”

      Marla lunged for the receiver and instinctively grabbed the hand microphone.

      Larry laughed as he gently took the mic back. “Patience, now. We've got to plug this one in first.”

      James turned and saw a power strip in the kitchen with several appliances plugged in. He unwound the receiver plug before Larry could even tell him anything.

      “Go ahead and plug her in. Let's see if this works.”

      Marla gripped the top of her chair as James knelt next to the power strip. Carol watched from the sink, biting her lip with obvious anticipation. Larry scratched around his white beard and adjusted the red bandana on his head. He plugged in the radio, and a little spark made them all gasp with an intake of breath.

      Larry looked at Marla, then flipped a switch on the receiver and backed away with his face beaming. There was static! Everyone watched Larry in anticipation as he turned the channel knob. Red digital numbers flashed as soft static continued to sound from the receiver. A needle swayed back and forth on a circular signal gauge. James was astonished that it had worked. Judging by the silence in the room, everyone was.

      Sitting close together and leaning in on their elbows, they gathered around, with Larry still searching for a frequency on the old receiver. “There has to be someone,” he said. “This thing should be able to reach at least an eighty-mile radius.”

      “When was the last time you used this?” James asked.

      “It's been some time,” Larry said, his full attention on the dial. He pressed a few bottom switches and eventually settled on a frequency setting of double zero. “Here goes nothing,” he said, taking the hand microphone. With the click of a side button, he spoke. “This is Roller Beast One. Roller Beast One. Copy, over?”

      James recalled his own military radio jargon back in the day but still found Larry's call sign amusingly odd. Larry waited a moment and then repeated himself. Carol had moved right next to him with one hand gripping his leg. James thought they should have started radio calls first thing that day, but their hosts had a regimen to stick to. Now it was radio time, and so far, they had nothing. He lowered the hand mic, seemingly defeated. The room was silent but for the whistling wind outside.

      “Hello?” a faint voice said over crackling static.

      James froze in his seat as Marla pulled his hand closer, squeezing.

      “Hello? Someone there?”

      Larry’s face lit up, and he resumed his radio call. “Yes, this is user Roller Beast One out of Missouri. Who am I talking to?”

      Static nearly drowned out the voice at the other end. “Yes... Bedford... Bedford Indianapolis. Name's Jim.”

      “How are you doing out there, Jim?” Larry said directly into the hand microphone.

      James feared that they'd lose their new caller as his voice kept going in and out.

      “No power...” he said. “I'm in the basement with my family. It's a... out there.”

      “Say it again, Jim?”

      “I said, it's a mess!”

      “Same situation here,” Larry said. “No power, cars, cell phones, or the Internet.”

      James leaned over. “Ask him if he knows of any areas not affected.”

      Larry gave him a strange look instead. “I'm sure if that was the case, he wouldn't be walled up in his basement.”

      “Just ask him!” Marla said.

      Larry sighed and then spoke into the mic. “Jim, are there any areas you know of that aren't affected?” They waited as static crackled over the air.

      Just when it seemed that they'd lost him, Jim spoke up. “No... I haven't left since the arena explosion. That was yesterday.”

      His words suddenly registered with James. “Holy crap. Arena explosion. Like sports arena kind of thing?” He turned to Marla and saw that she had tears welling in her eyes. Any news that confirmed the widespread nature of the attacks was detrimental to their cause and hope for any escape. By the sounds of things, they stuck.

      “What else can you tell us?” Larry asked, urgently.

      Again, they waited with no guarantee that Jim would answer. A reply soon followed before the transmission dropped completely. “Lots of looting going on already. Remarkable. Military wants all... for selective service. Mandatory...” Jim then said no more.

      Larry called out several times before giving up. “Did you get all that?” he asked Carol.

      James glanced over and saw that she had been writing inside a notebook on her lap.

      “I can probably fill in the blanks on that one,” Larry said to the group. “Sounds like they're instating some kind of draft.” He then reached for the radio and began turning the crank knob on the side. “It's got new batteries inside, but we just want to be sure.” He set the radio back on the table and flipped the switch.

      The display screen lit up with the tuning arrow in the middle. They had two working radios now, or so it seemed. One for communicating and one for alerts. At that moment, James began to have second thoughts about leaving within a few days. A week or so, and then maybe he'd begin exploring the area. Larry turned the tuning knob just as before, searching for any signal. This time, however, they could barely even hear the static. He turned the volume to its highest level, but it made little difference. Across the bandwidth, it was dead air. And outside, it had only gotten darker, which could be good. Signals were said to travel better at night, something to do with the ionosphere, so they could try again later.

      Larry moved the dial back as everyone leaned in closer for a good listen. Surprisingly, it sounded identical to the alert announcer from the day before. However, that repeated message seemed to have changed or at least been updated. They listened as Larry carefully turned the volume to its loudest.

      The announcer's voice sounded distant, as though it were traveling through a tube with pops and hisses, like an old, scratchy vinyl record. James thought of families gathered around their cabinet radios, listening to the president's address that followed the attack on Pearl Harbor. They were living history now, uncharted in its scope. The only thing he knew for sure was that no amount of history could help them now. They were completely on their own.

      “Avoid coastal states east of the Mississippi. Be wary of driving across state lines. Roadblocks and checkpoints have been established for your protection. Areas that suffered a complete blackout, grid failure, and vehicle mobility are minimal.”

      Everyone leaned closer as the announcer continued.

      “Residents are urged to stay indoors or evacuate according to the local decree. I repeat, if your city or town has not been attacked, you still need to take precautions. FEMA strongly urges residents to find their nearest emergency relief center. Civilian men and women are also advised to sign up for the selective service immediately, per Department of Defense protocols. War is expected to be declared at any moment.”

      The message ended and started over before offering any real details. There was no clear message or instructions given. For a moment, it appeared that the government didn't know what to do.
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      The evening had brought more questions than answers. After dinner, James and Marla retreated to the bedroom after a long day. The quiet stillness of the cabin took some getting used to, especially when the rustling sounds of the night began. James stood at the end of the bed and went through his open suitcase. Marla lay on her side of the bed, facing away from him. He wasn't sure if she was sleeping or not, but she hadn't said much after dinner. The latest news was unsettling, to say the least. The situation was worse than they could have imagined, and he feared that they wouldn't be leaving the cabin anytime soon.

      James had taken Marla to the cabin with no clear plan in mind. And in the days that followed, he was going to have to own up to that. Two days away from home, and he was already getting restless. He went through his suitcase, placing clothes into the nearby drawer. Marla had her eyes closed. He then walked slowly to her side of the bed and gave her a kiss on the cheek as her eyes opened.

      “How are you holding up?” James asked.

      “Hanging in there,” she said, looking past him at the wall.

      “Can I show you something?” He returned to the dresser before she could answer, pulling a map from the top drawer.

      Larry had given it to him after dinner. Of course, James's stated reasons were curiosity alone, not a plan for leaving. As far as Larry knew, he had no desire to venture away from the cabin. James unfolded the map and placed it on the bed, smoothing it out.

      “This is our surrounding area,” he said, just above a whisper.

      Marla leaned in, searching for a familiar name. Most of the map encompassed nothing but forest. The small town of Winslow was in the lower right-hand corner, eight miles east of them according to the map’s legend. James had a compass, he just needed to set his coordinates.

      “When the time is right, I'm going to go out and find the nearest town. From there, I can see how they're doing and get more information.”

      Marla sat up and examined the map as her finger ran across the sprawling forest depicted below. “I want to go, too.”

      “Not yet,” James began. “If we both go, Larry will get suspicious.”

      “Just tell him the truth,” she said.

      James glanced at the door, nervous for a moment as he heard footsteps down the hall. “I will, eventually,” he whispered. “We just have to consider our options.”

      Marla seemed to understand as she made no outright objections. They both wanted answers, but they had to be smart.

      “I'm not leaving right away,” James continued. “In a few days, I'll tell Larry that I want to walk around a bit on my own. And when I leave, I'll see how they're holding up in town.” He waited for her to comment, or better yet, encourage him, but her eyes remained fixed on the thin, white curtains covering the window.

      “We need a car,” she eventually said.

      James leaned back against the wall, shifting Marla's legs across his lap. “I'll try my best, but things are different now. We have to accept that.”

      Every step made would have considerations for their safety. The scattered broadcasts they heard only gave them some idea of what had happened and the true danger surrounding them. Hunkering down took discipline and patience. It also took a fair amount of detachment.

      “How do you feel about the cabin so far?” he asked, bracing himself for the answer.

      Marla rocked back against her pillow with a sigh. “We can make it work for a few more days. Larry and Carol have been very nice, and we shouldn't take it for granted.” She grabbed her cell phone on the nearby nightstand and examined it. “I keep thinking that I have a text or missed call, but it’s always the same blank screen.”

      James placed a hand on her leg. “Don't torture yourself. Put it out of sight like I did.”

      Marla set the phone down with an idea. “What if we found a landline phone?”

      “I don't think it would matter,” he said, “but it’s worth a shot.”

      From down the hall, he heard Larry and Carol go into their bedroom and close the door. James shifted closer to Marla, trying to hold her. “This is what hunkering down is like. And for now, this is what's going to keep us safe.”

      Marla closed her eyes, facing away from him. “I know that, James. I know.”

      He sat up again and studied the map, moving his finger along the trail. There was a state road, miles west of where they were at, an area Larry had marked with an X. The road traveled north toward the top of the map. Along the way, there were several tiny unidentified structures in one area. “State Road 55. That'll take us right into Illinois.” He paused and looked closer at the area of unidentified buildings depicted on the map, wondering what they were.

      He folded the map and placed it in his nightstand drawer, determined to study and memorize it over the next few days. The lantern continued to burn, leaving trails of smoke in the air. James turned the lamp’s side knob, lessening the flame but not completely turning it off. He shifted in their small bed, trying to get comfortable. His arm went around Marla as she lay flat on her back, eyes closed. James kissed her cheek and saw a slight smile.

      “Good night,” he said, pausing, “I love you.

      Marla nodded and whispered back, “I love you, too.”

      He rested his head on the pillow near her as his eyelids gradually shut, and a comforting quiet remained. In his mind, he had visions of the surrounding landscape, including its vast hills and valleys. If he did everything right, he'd navigate through the forest with no problem. He could get supplies or find out new and useful information. Then he saw the town of Winslow. Homes were vacant, with furnishings and belongings scattered outside on the front lawns. A haze of smoke drifted down an empty rural street, the result of a fire far in the distance.
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        * * *

      

      Sunday

      

      A week had passed since James and Marla's arrival at the cabin. In that time, the daily routine that followed was much the same. James would spend a little time with Larry during the day, hunting or fishing, while Marla and Carol worked near the cabin. At the end of the day, the emergency broadcasts were also the same, urging residents to find a relief camp nearest them. Over twenty major cities had been evacuated along the East Coast, spilling over to other areas.

      Affected power grids had yet to be restored, resources were dwindling, and no end was in sight. There was talk of selective service enlistment mandated in affected counties. But there were no real answers to any of it, which James found unacceptable after so much time. That morning, he decided to give his plan a try.

      After breakfast, James and Larry stood out on the front deck, drinking coffee. Marla and Carol were inside, and there was no better time to begin the conversation. James leaned against the wooden railing, facing the cabin as Larry sat opposite from him, looking out beyond.

      “I'm struggling here, Larry,” he said with a sip of coffee. He paused and saw slight confusion, followed by a suspicious eye. “Nothing to do with you or Carol,” he quickly said. “You guys have been great. I just feel so trapped and confined.” He scratched along the scruff on his face and then pulled at the collar of his flannel jacket. It was chillier out than usual that morning. He had on pants and a jacket just as Larry did. “I'd like to take a hike just to clear my head.”

      In response, Larry studied him with careful eyes. “It's only been a week. Don’t go cracking up on me.”

      “It's more than that,” James said, hoping to reach a compromise. “Marla and I have been at each other’s throat. Even before this, there was a lot of building tension.” He then set the coffee mug down and cleared his throat, feeling Larry's piercing stare. “I just need to get away for a few hours. Have some time on my own.”

      Larry massaged the temples at his forehead and then threw his arms down. “You want to go for a walk? Do it. No one’s stopping you.”

      “I appreciate your understanding,” James said. “It'll only be for a few hours. Unless there was something you needed me for.”

      “Nah,” Larry said, standing up. He walked to the door and then turned around as if remembering one of his own rules. “Don't venture off too far now. Stick to the areas I've shown you.”

      “Of course,” James said.

      Larry walked inside as James followed. Carol was in the kitchen, washing dishes at the sink. James continued toward the bedroom, whistling innocently along the way. Opening the door, he saw Marla at the window. The curtains were open, and sunshine beamed inside. Her head never turned, even as he crept inside. Closing the door, he approached, speaking just above a whisper.

      “I'm going to head out soon,” he said.

      She turned around, curious. “Larry’s okay with it?”

      “No objections,” James said, squeezing her shoulders. “I'm going to try my best to get us a car.” They kissed, and he went to a chair in the corner, grabbing his backpack. Inside was bottled water and some snacks along with his map, compass, and pistol. He kicked off his sneakers as he sat on the end of the bed. Marla continued to watch out the window as he put on a pair of hiking boots.

      “Nearest town isn't too far,” he said. “About eight miles.”

      “Don’t get lost,” she said, walking over.

      “I won't.” They kissed again before he left the room.

      They walked out together toward the kitchen, where Carol was sitting at the table with a paperback book in hand. She glanced up to see the backpack over his shoulders. “Larry tells me that you’re going on a hike?”

      “Just for a little bit,” James answered. He continued to the front door with Marla following. They exited the cabin and saw Larry on the porch.

      Larry looked up at them, surprised as he lowered a book. “Going already?”

      “Figured I'd get started while it's still early,” James said.

      Larry wished him luck and waved as he and Marla walked off the deck and toward the side of the cabin.

      “Be careful,” Marla said, squeezing him tight.

      “I will,” James said.

      He headed behind the cabin, waving to her. Except for this time, he'd turn and go the other way once out of sight. Winslow was in the opposite direction of the creek and everything else, a course that he and Larry had never taken. James walked down a rocky path leading into the expansive forest and could already feel a sense of confinement lifting from him.

      

      The backpack bounced against his shoulder, with its water bottles inside. James hurried down the uneven terrain off the beaten path and finding a spot in the shade of a dozen trees, where he would begin his real journey. He lifted his pack up and set it onto the ground. Kneeling next to it, he pulled out his compass and map from the front pocket. He had to maintain a consistent direction of 320 degrees northwest. He even had a small handful of pebbles he planned to use for a pace count.

      He hoped to find a rural town largely unaffected by the blackout. There were a lot of farms out there. People were self-sufficient by nature. Feeling confident in the mission, James continued down the thickly overgrown path through dense brush and rows of pine trees, his focus shifting between his compass and the view ahead.

      He tried to maintain a brisk pace despite the rough terrain, and the continual downhill slope assisted him with that. Though James knew it wouldn't be the same story walking back. The trip home would be just the opposite. That was where most of the work was going to be. He soon came upon a clearing, seemingly empty, where the tall grass and weeds had been flattened or dug out.

      He continued along the large circle, which resembled a crop circle at first glance. There were several different fire pits dug into the ground, and James soon realized he was walking by one of the campsites Larry had warned him to stay away from. But there was no one around. They hadn't seen a single person anywhere in their travels through the forest over the past few days. Most people, he assumed, had either evacuated the area, found refuge elsewhere, or were hunkering down like they were.

      James kept a steady downhill pace through the thick grass and patches of dead autumn leaves. He stepped over twigs and branches in his path, while moving completely around a dead fallen tree, snapped at the bottom as if hit by lightning. He stared down at the compass in his hand, trying to maintain the proper degree and direction, dropping pebbles after so many pace counts along the way.

      Even with the slight breeze in the air, trees peacefully swaying, he was sweaty and out of breath. Maneuvering through the brush, he came upon a familiar dirt path with tire tracks. It was the very path that led to the cabin. All James had to do was follow it down to the road at the end of the hill and he'd be somewhere close to town. He was making progress. In his pockets were his wallet, cell phone, and keys. He didn't know why he brought any of it other than out of habit. His hiking boots dug against the rocky dirt path, crunching along the way and leaving footprints behind.

      From his vantage point, he could see farther down to where the road curved around the hill and the ground leveled out below. Miles from the cabin, he hadn't heard or seen any vehicles from afar or aircraft above. He had seen little wildlife on his journey so far. Following the narrow path with trees on both sides took James slightly off his directional pattern as the compass arrow veered north. He'd readjust on the road when he was only a few miles from Winslow.

      James soon found himself on level terrain, following a long line of tire tracks leading out of the forest. Through hanging branches, he could see a horizontally stretched road ahead. Beyond the road was a cornfield, one of many in that area. The sight of civilization was a breath of fresh air, and he found himself smiling.

      James quickened his pace, holding his compass to the side as the backpack slapped against him with every hurried step. He continued down the path, insects buzzing around him. He estimated the time as close to nine or ten in the morning. The week had blurred together so much, and it wasn't easy to keep track of the days. He needed an escape from it all if such a thing were possible.

      The road slanted upward where the road was in clear view. James pivoted to the side, behind some bushes upon hearing some kind of rumbling in the distance. His mind raced with possibilities. Was it a single vehicle or a convoy? The sound became clearer as he crouched for cover. Multiple engines roared in the distance, loud and unruly. James looked all around him, trying to figure out which direction they were coming from. The roaring increased. James whipped his head to his left and saw a blurry figure moving fast down the road, trailed by several others.

      

      Upon closer inspection, James could see they were motorcycles. They were moving fast. Rubbing his eyes, James watched them, transfixed. There were at least a dozen bikes, storming down the road like torpedoes. The riders all wore black leather and no helmets. James immediately rose and stared ahead in amazement. He hadn't even made it to town, and already things were different. He rushed from behind the bushes and hurried forward, attempting to wave down the bikers. He stumbled down the hill and ran out onto the road. The bikers were already far past, their blaring engines howling down the road. They hadn't noticed him, and perhaps that was for the better. The haze of exhaust lingered in the air.

      He stopped in the middle of the road, weeds sprouting from its cracked pavement. He leaned down, stretching and catching his breath. Soon things were quiet again, and there were no other vehicles. He moved across to the other side of the road, pulling the folded map from his pocket and leaning on a guard rail. Unfolding the map, he held his compass out and then measured the distance to Winslow at an estimated fifty 290 degrees west. He had roughly five miles to go. He pulled a bottle of water from his bag and sucked it down while resting against the guard rail. He sat for a moment, examining both sides of the road. After a quick breather, he stood up and walked left, carefully keeping to the shoulder out of habit, and reenergized knowing that the town of Winslow wasn't much farther off.
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      Beyond the town sign were homes in view on both sides of the desolate road. James kept to the side of the road, holding a pair of binoculars. He scanned ahead and saw a few scattered mailboxes and vehicles in the driveways. The homes were fairly spread apart, and far ahead, he could see the hanging lights of an intersection. Of course, they weren't working, and James was disappointed that he hadn’t encountered anyone during his journey into the town, other than the bikers he’d seen passing by.

      He scanned the street ahead and saw a sign for a vacant gas station and a small plaza across from it. The road he was on veered off in two directions with a grass median separating them. James stuck to the left side and walked by several homes shrouded behind woods, with long dirt driveways and No Trespassing signs hanging from wooden fences. He passed several more on smaller lots, then grew excited when he spotted a quaint house on the corner of a rundown intersection, with an old blue Cadillac, its top down, sitting in the driveway.

      James looked at the cluttered yard and knew something was amiss. A television lay flat on the ground with its screen cracked down the middle. Beyond that, he saw dresser drawers scattered about with clothes everywhere. He walked up the driveway and kept a careful eye on the front porch for anyone who might come out. He stopped near the Cadillac and called out toward the house. “Hello? Is anyone there?” He waited, but there was no answer. He turned and peered inside the open Cadillac. Below the already cannibalized steering wheel, a mess of wires had been pulled out.

      James looked to the porch and saw a busted front door. He ventured closer to explore, making his way up the porch steps. He called out again as he looked inside the house. There was furniture slashed open and tables and lamps flipped among the shattered glass shards, and holes punched in the walls, as though a rowdy bunch of vandals had had a field day. He quickly left the house and went back down the driveway, moving on. The street was quiet, with no sounds of engines or people. He felt completely alone.

      A few abandoned vehicles sat on the road ahead, among them, a white Ford Falcon crashed into a telephone pole. He walked past a two-story Victorian-style home with a vast yard surrounded by wooden fencing. On the side of the house was an empty stable.

      He continued down the seemingly desolate street, glancing at a few sporadically placed homes on both sides of the road. They all had sprawling yards with forest behind them. James kept to the sidewalk and slowed to examine one small, square home with a flat roof, far behind a chain-link fence. Its front door was open, and there was a Mercury Sable in the driveway, at least ten years old. Its gray paint had faded sunspots. Children's toys littered the sizable yard. Like some abandoned nuclear test village, there was no one around.

      James passed the next seemingly empty house at a four-way stop. Beyond the narrow intersection, he saw a field on one side with cows grazing in the distance. Across the street was a sign indicating a police station a half-mile up the road. He pulled out his binoculars again and spotted another intersection ahead. Below the non-functioning traffic lights, he saw two cars smashed into each other.

      He lowered his binoculars and moved on, boots against the pavement, passing a speed limit sign riddled with bullet holes. He wasn't sure how old the damage was or if street signs were normally used for target practice around there. He increased his pace, determined to reach the police station. There had to be someone around who had answers. James peered into the brush at his right, where insects flew away upon his approach. Pine trees whispered overhead, lightly shading his path. He paused for a moment, leaning down to stretch. His backpack felt heavier by the hour, despite its lighter weight. It had warmed up since morning, and he was already sweating.

      He took the ball cap off his head and fanned his face, readjusting his sunglasses. He tapped the pointy end of his walking stick against the sidewalk. He'd been gone at least two hours by his estimate. He soon arrived at the intersection with the car collision in the middle. The smashed-in truck and the Subaru Outback were both unoccupied. Glass was shattered and broken out of their windshields, bits covering the oil-stained road.

      He followed a curve and passed an old three-story brick building surrounded by a barbed-wire fence. Vines trailed the front of the building, obscuring an already faded sign. Most of the multi-paneled windows were smashed out. Weeds sprouted from tiny rocks that once constituted a parking lot.

      Gripping the chain-link fence, James examined the building. There were several No Trespassing signs affixed to the front and on the fence itself. He looked at the gaping windows and absent glass. Whatever it used to be, it was no more. He turned from the building and kept walking. Even before the EMP, it had not been a pretty or prosperous town.

      “Where the hell is everyone?” he said under his breath while moving quickly down the road.

      He followed the next curve of the endless sidewalk and saw another building ahead on the right, across the street. He moved faster and was able to make out a sign in the front lot surrounded by bushes. There was a police logo and a few marked cars parked. Across the street from the station sat a quaint gas station with a big yellow sign. Its doors were closed, and no one was inside.

      James hurried across the road toward the police station, eager to talk to someone. The front doors were locked, much to his dismay. All the windows had bars on them as well. James pulled the entrance handle and then banged against the door, rattling it. A sign hung on the door from inside, displaying hours of operation and the name of the sheriff and deputy.

      “Anyone in there? Hello?”

      He backed away from the door, disappointed. He then circled the small building, passing the two police cruisers parked in the shade. They were covered in leaves and debris from the trees around the lot. He opened one driver's side door and saw that the car had been cleaned out of any police equipment. There were no weapons, laptops, uniforms, or anything else inside. It was just the car and its divider cage.

      He closed the door and went directly to the next car. Its driver's side window was smashed out, shattered glass covering the vinyl seat. James carefully opened the door and saw a crowbar lying below the ravaged steering wheel. With its array of wires hanging out, it was clear that someone had already tried to start it.

      James continued around the small building, passing an air conditioning unit, but couldn't find a way in. There was no way inside, so James gave up and returned to the street. He didn't know the answers, but he did see refuge in the form of a grand church across the way, with its gothic steeple stretching to the sky.

      Up an entrance ramp, the double-door entrance was closed. There were no windows in the front. The lower half of the building was stone, its upper half, dark brown wood. Its vast green lawn was still surprisingly trim. There was a long, horizontal sign planted in the lawn for the First Winslow Baptist Church. The marquee below had bible sections listed and the date of the next service, dated two weeks prior.

      James hurried through the grass and toward a lot where only a few vehicles were parked. Along the side of the church were long stained-glass windows, blocking visibility inside. He stood for a moment and watched the church for any movement. He turned to see a minivan parked nearby in the otherwise empty lot. It was old enough, he believed, to warrant a second look. Through the dusty windshield, he saw a dozen empty cigarette packs scattered across the dashboard. He opened the door and peeked inside.

      There were no keys in the ignition. Wrappers and soda cans littered the floor. There were blankets on the seats in the front and back. Clothes were everywhere. It looked as though someone had been living inside. He checked the middle console for keys and then sifted around in the trash on the floor. Suddenly, the church doors flew open, crashing back onto the stone wall and making a loud and startling noise.

      James ducked down and watched from behind the steering wheel as a woman ran outside, her long hair blowing in the wind. She made it down the ramp and across the concrete, tumbling over into the grass. On instinct, James went for his pistol just as four men emerged, following the woman. They were bulky and big, with shaved heads and with visible tattoos along their arms. One had long hair braided down his back. They looked out of place in a small farming community. They approached the crying woman with confident strides as she struggled to get up.

      James peered around the van with his pistol drawn. One of the men wasted no time delivering a swift kick to the woman's side. They circled her as she screamed in pain. James gripped the side of the van door, trying to decide if he should intervene. Four against one?

      Damn it, he muttered, raising his pistol. He had expected a random encounter with the locals, but nothing like this. After a deep breath, he walked forward, leaving the concealment of the van behind. The woman screamed again as another man kicked her. There was no more second-guessing the situation. James knew that he needed to do something, or they might kill her. He ran forward with his pistol in the air and fired once. The four men stopped and turned their heads in his direction in angry confusion.

      “Get away from her!” he shouted, aiming at them.

      The men continued to stare while making no moves.

      “Back up,” he repeated as he drew closer, “with your hands in the air.”

      The men took a few steps back with their hands halfway in the air, sheer contempt on their tattooed and pierced faces.

      “This ain't none of your business, pal. Take a hike,” said the man with the long, braided hair.

      “I don't think so,” James said defiantly.

      “We just wanna talk to her husband,” a heavy-set man in the middle said.

      They all wore dark, ill-fitting clothes, resembling some of what he had seen ransacked in the other homes. The culprits, he surmised, were standing right in front of him.

      “Just get out of here,” James repeated with another shot into the air, startling the group.

      The woman trembled on the ground, holding her side and wiping tears from her eyes.

      He wanted to rush to her aid but couldn't take his attention off the men. “Go!” he shouted. “And don't come back.”

      But the men did just the opposite. The man in the braids scratched at his goatee and stepped forward, amused. “You got enough in there to take us all out?”

      “Would you like to see?” James asked, aiming directly at the man.

      “Let's go,” the heavy-set man said with an elbow to the braided man's side. “We got better things to do.”

      But the braided man only stared at James with unblinking eyes and a sinister smile that exposed a silver grill across the front row. James's finger caressed the trigger. He’d never shot anyone before and didn’t know if it was going to be his first. The heavy-set man grabbed his counterpart's arm, urging him to leave once again.

      The braided man then pointed at James. “This ain't over.”

      The group ran off toward the road without looking back, soon disappearing in the direction James had come from. He stood watching them in hopes that they wouldn't return, whoever they were. His attention shifted to the woman as he lowered his .44 and helped her up.

      “Are you okay?”

      The woman struggled to get up while holding her sides. She got to her feet and remained crouched over and out of breath. James kept a hand on her back and gave her a minute, though his questions didn't cease. “Who were those men, and why were they attacking you?”

      The woman appeared to be in a state of shock, so he asked her name.

      “Abby,” she said, sniffling.

      “I'm James,” he said. “I'm not from around here... I'm just passing through.”

      Abby stood of her own accord, wincing in pain. “Nice to meet you. And thank you.”

      James guided her toward the church. “Would you like to go back inside?

      “I just need a minute,” she said. “I'll be fine.”

      He waited patiently while resisting the urge to bombard her with questions. She suddenly put her hand on his shoulder for balance, squeezing her eyes shut with a gasp. For all he knew, her ribs had been broken. There had to be a doctor or someone he could take her to.

      “Do you have a working vehicle?” he asked.

      Just as she shook her head, a voice called out from a distance, shouting her name.

      James looked up, startled, and saw a man rushing toward them in a beige police uniform, short-sleeved shirt, and slacks. He approached from the road, gripping a shiny silver pistol, its barrel the size of a canon. James immediately backed away as the man leaped over a set of bushes in a frenzied sprint.

      James concealed his pistol and kept some distance between him and Abby. She clutched her sides and moved slowly toward the uniformed officer as they met and embraced, arms around each other.

      “I'm so sorry, baby. I just saw a few of those bastards running away. What happened?” For a moment, he didn't even seem to notice James’s presence or care.

      “It's okay,” she said, voice trembling. “They left before I could say anything.” She turned and signaled to James. “This man saved me.”

      The officer turned his attention to James and slowly released Abby, staring through the thick shades of his dark sunglasses. He had a slim frame and short, dirty-silver hair neatly trimmed around the sides. There wasn't an ounce of stubble on his semi-wrinkled face. Even amid a crisis, he looked to be a man that kept up his appearance. “Well then,” he said, stepping toward James and extending his hand. “Thank you very much.”

      They shook as the lawman maintained a suspicious demeanor. It was clear that James was an outsider, but he was sure Winslow had had its fair share of those over the past week, including the very men James had nearly sparred with. James quickly introduced himself and noticed a sheriff star pinned to the man's chest.

      “Sheriff Davis,” the man said. “A pleasure to meet you.”

      After their brief introduction, the sheriff quickly sidestepped toward Abby and held her as she hunched over, still in a visible state of pain. He whispered something to her and then kissed her cheek while rubbing her back. “Come on, let's get you inside.”

      James followed them, uninvited, back inside the church. He had many questions to ask the sheriff.

      “They were looking for you,” Abby said in an exhausted tone. “I told them you weren't here.” She stopped suddenly as her voice wavered. “And they took me outside and... I thought they were going to kill me.”

      They stopped at the ramp as she began to cry. The sheriff pulled her close. James stood awkwardly to the side, looking away.

      “We'll get you inside, and you can lay down,” the sheriff said.

      She nodded as her crying faded to sobs.

      “Who were those men?” James asked.

      The sheriff looked up, not too eager for questions, but he did offer a concession. “Let's go inside first. I've got a few questions of my own.”

      James followed as Sheriff Davis guided Abby to the entrance. He assumed she was his wife. Davis looked to be in his mid-fifties, possibly older, and Abby, with her long, dirty blonde hair and youthful freckled face looked to be ten or so years younger. She limped toward the double doors. She wore jeans, a matching jean jacket, and sneakers on her feet, and looked attractive even after her attack. Sheriff Davis quickly opened the doors, letting light enter the dark, red-carpeted vestibule.

      James entered the church with them, eyes adjusting as Davis closed and locked the doors behind them. Beyond the vestibule and through the glass doors, sat rows of pews lined around an altar and lectern, a large wooden cross hanging behind it. Strangely enough, there were more than just pews in the congregation area. Neatly arranged on the floor between pew rows were multiple sleeping bags and tents as though the town had been invited over for a slumber party.

      Sunlight glowed through the stained glass windows on both sides, though there was a dark, stillness to everything. There were no open windows, and without ventilation, the room was noticeably stuffy. Among the sleeping bags on the floors and pillows and blankets spread across random pews, James saw people, some adults, some children, praying, reading, and sleeping. Everyone was beginning to look in their direction. The Sheriff led Abby through the nave and into the congregation area, helping her lie down on the nearest pew.

      Davis grabbed a blanket and placed it over Abby with deep concern spreading across his face. He then took a step back and gazed about the room, looking at the confused faces around them. James didn't see too many men among the group. Most were women and children.

      “Cam, I need water,” Abby said, sitting up as her voice drifted.

      He took one concerned look at her and then spun his head back around to the group of people nearby. “Can someone get my wife some water, please?”

      Abby called out to him as some of the women scurried to another room. “It wasn't their fault,” she said. “I was talking to those men in the lobby. I thought we could work something out. I thought we could make a deal.” She paused and held her cheek, fighting back tears. “Then, one of them hit me. The heavy one. And I ran outside, and they chased me.” She then pointed to the other people. “No one saw anything.”

      “That's fine,” he said. “But we all need to be vigilant and watchful of each other.” He turned to face the group as one woman with frazzled hair and wearing long johns approached with a bottle of water, handing it to Abby. “Where's Doctor Stevenson?” he asked.

      “He's with the others,” the woman said, “trying to get supplies.”

      Davis nodded and then placed a hand on the woman's shoulder. “Keep an eye on Abby. Please. I want to get her checked out as soon as the doctor returns.”

      The woman nodded as he turned and leaned closer to Abby, hugging her lightly. “I'll be close, dear. Don't worry.” He shifted his attention to James. “I need to talk to our Good Samaritan here and find out what he knows.” He then noticed James scanning the room in wonder, with its blanket-covered pews and occupants setting up camp. “Do you find this setup unusual?”

      James stopped and looked at him. “No, not really. What’s everyone doing here?”

      “Right this way,” Davis said, leading him out of the room. James followed him into the lobby where the sheriff closed the door behind them. A long Plexiglas window in the wall that divided the rooms gave him a complete view of the sporadically occupied church. The sheriff thanked him again and then took off his sunglasses, exposing eyes as gray as his hair.

      “What brought you here?” Davis asked him. “Are you lost?”

      “Something like that,” James said. “I'm here from St. Louis.”

      Intrigued, Davis scratched his head. “How are they holding up?”

      “They evacuated the city,” James said. “I'm just trying to get as far north as I can.”

      The sheriff nodded as they paced the lobby. He noticed several sprawling biblical paintings that looked down on them from above. Amid the dangers that awaited them outside, he felt a certain comfort within the church, which came with the territory.

      “Why are all the homes abandoned?” James began. “Why did you close the police station?”

      “This is the way things are,” Davis answered. “At least for now.”

      Davis held up a hand, urging patience. James turned and saw some young faces watching them from the other side of the window. They moved away from view as Davis continued, “Are you with anyone?”

      James cleared his throat, choosing his words carefully. “I have a wife. She's waiting for me. I was hoping to find someone who could help us. We haven't seen another person for days.”

      Davis paced toward a water cooler in the corner, linking his hands behind his back, seemingly in thought. “I’ve been with the Winslow PD for almost twenty years now.”

      “Where’s your force?” James asked, remembering the names on the door.

      Sadness came across the sheriff's face. “They left town with their families soon after the blackout. Can't say that I blame him. A lot of people did.”

      “One foot or by vehicles?” James asked astonished.

      David nodded. “Some on foot. Others by a tractor-trailer. We had a farmer who had a tractor that still worked. Lester Greeley, real nice man. Took everyone who wanted to go.”

      “This is everyone else?” James asked, pointing beyond the window.

      “Just about. We're just trying to keep everyone safe until things go back to normal,” the sheriff said, handing him a cold bottle of water from the cooler.

      James drank from the bottle gratefully as the sheriff continued.

      “There's a prison about five miles from here, maximum-security type, you know?”

      James stood stunned in disbelief. Larry had never mentioned such a thing.

      “It seems that there was a riot there,” the sheriff continued. “After the blackout, the prisoners just sort of took over.”

      “Oh no,” James said, mouth agape. “That’s terrible.”

      “The first couple of days, things were pretty normal for the most part, then we got the evacuation order.” Davis lowered his head, clearly saddened. “But a lot of people didn't want to leave their homes. They didn't want to run. I had to decide to leave or go myself. Abby... she wanted to leave. Of course, you see what decision we came to.” He glanced back toward the window with sadness.

      James could certainly relate.

      “A few days ago, the prisoners began to spread out and found our town in the process. Hurt a lot of people. Stole our things. Tore into houses and chased everyone off. And here we are.”

      James could only shake his head as he tried to process what the sheriff was telling him.

      “We're seeing more and more of them each day. Some have weapons and some don't. We gathered just about everyone left behind into this church for their own safety. We've got things under control,” Davis said this as though trying to convince himself. “We've just got to hold out for another week or so.”

      James wanted to believe him. He hoped that it wouldn't be much longer, but things weren't so simple. No one, it seemed, was safe from attack anywhere in the country. He longed for another way, a plan that could get him and Marla far from the area. “Those men,” he said. “What were they doing here? Why did they attack your wife?”

      The sheriff's hopeful expression faded. “They were trying to get at me.” He looked down with a hint of shame on his face. “I should never have left the church. I was supposed to be on guard. Won't be a mistake I make again.”

      “What do they want with you?” James asked.

      “A pack of them came here, demanding an offering for our safety. I'm the lead negotiator. The de facto leader, if you will.”

      “You should get these people out of here,” James said.

      “Not an option,” Davis said with finality.

      James hesitated to say more. He didn't want to stray too far from his reasons for passing through. And at that moment, he tried to remember exactly what those reasons were. It was clear, however, that Sheriff Davis and the townspeople hunkered inside the church knew no more than he did about what was going on.

      They didn't know when help was going to arrive. They didn't know who had attacked the U.S. It didn't even look as though they knew where to go. They were trapped, much like him.

      “Sheriff, I'll get to the point,” he began. “Do you have a working vehicle anywhere in town that I might commandeer?”

      “What do you do?” Davis asked, seemingly evading the question.

      “I'm a writer,” James said.

      Davis nodded. “Well, there's not much we can do for you unless you know how to repair these cars.”

      “I've tried,” James said. “Their circuits are fried. The EMP attacks did this; I certain of it.”

      Davis then went to the front entrance, bypassing James. He pulled both doors open and allowed sunlight and air to enter the otherwise glum lobby. They looked beyond the ramp, outward toward the sprawling church grounds and its roadside sign. The streets were empty, and aside from the few vehicles parked near the church, there was little evidence of a functioning engine.

      “We're way out here all by ourselves,” Davis said. “And I'm doing my best to protect everyone.”

      A brief silence fell between them under the glow of a blue sky. James turned to the sheriff, hoping that the trip hadn't been a complete waste. It had to be close to noon, and Larry was probably wondering exactly where he had gone off to. “Do you have any working radios?”

      “Not one so far.”

      “No phones?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Not one single working device or vehicle or anything?”

      “Nothing that I know of. But we might find something soon. Search patrol is out right now for supplies.”

      James brought his hand down his face with a sigh. “What about weapons?”

      The sheriff nodded. “We're well-armed; I assure you.” He then leaned in closer, curious. “Do you need some weapons? It's the least I can do for your help earlier.”

      James patted the pistol at his side. “I need a vehicle. Any 1970s model or older should do.”

      Davis opened his arms and turned to the church. “You could always stay here. Where's your wife?”

      “That's all right,” James said in an appreciative tone. “She's pretty far from here, and she's waiting for me to come back.”

      After a pause, the sheriff then offered another suggestion. “You brought up classic cars. Get with Bill Mosley. He has a farm about a mile up the road. I believe he has a classic Dodge Challenger.”

      James's eyes lit up. “Does it run?”

      Davis shrugged. “I can't say, but he might let it go at the right price.”

      “I've got cash,” he said, ready to pay what it took.

      “Go and talk to him then,” Davis said, stopping in front of the church. “I'd take you there myself, but I can't leave.”

      James swung his backpack around, taking out a small notepad and pen. “Can I get the address?”

      The sheriff pointed out toward the road. “You'll see 2438 on an old mailbox off a dirt road.” He paused while drawing a rough sketch. “I haven't seen Bill in a couple of days, but you tell him Sheriff Davis sent you.”

      James thanked him as they shook hands. Though there were a few vehicles parked near the church and plenty more throughout the town, James was running out of time. He needed a car that worked. He hurried through the church lot, bypassing dusty, debris-covered cars.

      Sheriff Davis yelled out to him as he reached the road, “You be careful out there. Those escaped prisoners are everywhere.”

      James spun around with a brief nod of acknowledgment.

      “We've got plenty of bicycles,” Davis continued as if remembering. “Sure beats walking.”

      James returned from the road. The sheriff had a point.

      Davis waved him to the back where they had them stored inside a large tool shed behind the church. Under the shade of an overhead canopy were several food dehydration units, with trays of dried fruit next to water funneling pumps. He felt as though the sheriff must have trusted him to even bring him back there in the first place. Davis slid open the door to the tool shed, revealing what looked like a small bike store: adult bikes, kid bikes, and everything else.

      “We've gathered them up for short-distance mobility,” Davis explained. “Nothing more, nothing less. Take your pick.”

      Not wanting to spend all day sorting through bikes, he grabbed a red ten-speed Huffy with thick, sturdy tires and was on his way. As he pedaled off, after a wobbly start, James felt confident in his mission so far. He had rarely encountered such kindness before or after the EMP attack, first with Larry and Carol opening their home to him, and now with the town sheriff. There were bad elements in any crisis, but James would be hard-pressed to not find just as many selfless people along the way. Nothing, however, could prepare him for what awaited him at Bill Mosley's farm.
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      James pedaled the bike up the hill and reached the top after an exhaustive effort. He stopped for a moment to catch his breath. Farther down the hill, he saw running barbed wire along a spacious field and tall, waving grass that moved with the breeze. There had been only a few homes along his way yet. The area seemed every bit as isolated as Larry's neck of the woods. But he felt relieved to be on the open road, free and uninhibited. He only had so much time left before Larry grew suspicious, but his journey had led him this far, and he wasn't about to turn back now.

      Coasting down the hill, James straightened the handlebars, trying to maintain balance on the bumpy, cracked pavement and buckled asphalt. He flew down the hill after picking up some speed and then began pedaling again on a more level road that stretched far ahead. He estimated his distance traveled at nearly a mile, but there were still no homes in sight. Davis’s estimation could have been a bit off. There was always that possibility.

      James skidded to the side of the road under the shade of passing clouds. An increasing wind picked up amid a sky awash in gray. A storm was on the horizon, its distance hard to assess. James only knew that he needed to complete his mission, however possible. He raised the binoculars hanging from a lanyard around his collar and looked far ahead. Within sight was a rusty, crooked mailbox at the end of a dirt road. He could barely make out the numbers, but they looked like 2438. No other homes were around. There were no vehicles left abandoned haphazardly in the middle of the road, and there were no people, either.

      James pedaled forward, excited about what awaited him. He felt ready to make a deal and eager to talk to Bill Mosley, no matter the challenge. His doubts remained, but James was hopeful. To put a price on a working vehicle was near impossible, and it would probably stay that way for some time. He only hoped that Mosley would be fair if he was even at home.

      James turned onto the dirt road, his tires wobbling through the sand. The path curved ahead, under pointy, skeletal branches of the woods running along each side. It seemed there had been a fire long ago. James hopped off the bike and placed it behind some bushes off to one side. He kept a steady pace along the dirt path and saw a two-story home in the distance, beyond the tunnel of woods.

      He emerged into an open area, surprised to see a modest cornfield on full display with a small garden next to it, surrounded by chicken wire. On the opposite side of the house was a big red barn, with an open door on the upper level and hay sticking out. Its bottom door, however, was closed. James turned from the barn and cautiously approached Mosley's two-story house. It had a wide, surrounding porch and thin wood pillars that reached to the roof of the second floor.

      The windows had vertical shutters that were open, which was a good sign, along with a pickup truck parked on the side of the house. He didn't see the Dodge Challenger yet but remained hopeful that Mosely had it hidden somewhere. He walked up the steps and approached the front door, ready to engage in some bartering. He opened the screen door and rapped his knuckles on the blue painted wooden surface.

      “Mr. Mosley?” he said, pausing. “My name is James Weller. Sheriff Davis sent me here to talk with you.”

      Ear pressed against the door, he listened and waited, but there was no answer and no sounds coming from inside. James knocked again, only to hear the faint shattering of glass coming from inside the house. He froze, hearing some kind of tumbling, followed by another crash. As his hand went for the doorknob, a man crashed through the window right next to him, rolling onto the porch deck and collapsing against the wooden railing, covered in blood. James backed away from the door in shock as he reached for his pistol.

      The front door swung open as several men rushed outside with menacing steps. They hadn't yet noticed James, but he wondered how long he could stay hidden.

      “Why aren't you at the church with the others, old man?” one of the men asked as they surrounded their beaten victim.

      James peeked out from behind the open door and saw the trembling man on the ground, struggling to get up as the group descended upon him, punching and kicking him back down. James's hands shook as he ejected his pistol's magazine, examining how many rounds he had left. The side hole gave him a visible count of ten. The gang of men before him wasn't the same as those he had encountered at the church. They seemed even more violent. James inched closer, careful to stay hidden and prepared to intervene once again if he had to.

      These men, like the other convicts, were of various sizes and builds—bulky, lanky, short, and tall. They worse mismatched, ill-fitting clothes James could only assume had been stolen from one of the other homes after they’d discarded their prison uniforms.

      “Get up, you old bastard!” a lanky man with a skull cap shouted. A thickly muscular black man next to him then lifted the old man straight into the air, using one large hand to grip his neck. “Why do you have to lie to us? I know you got a safe around here. All you have to do is tell us where it is.”

      A broad-shouldered mustached man wearing a bandana and sunglasses chimed in, “Tell us, and then we're out of here.” Laughter among the group followed.

      The old man gasped and struggled to answer, grabbing his assailant’s arm, his legs helplessly kicking in the air.

      James readied his pistol when he caught a glimpse of a shotgun in one of the men's hands. They were armed, and it wouldn't be so easy to chase them off. They continued to taunt the man, who must be Bill, as he choked and pleaded with them for his life.

      “Got... no... safe...” he said, sputtering within each shortening breath. “Please...”

      The skull cap man stepped back in disbelief. “Damn. You'd rather die than tell us where the safe is?” He stopped and signaled to the choker, who continued to hold Bill with next to no effort. “Colt,” he said, identifying the man. “Take this fool out. He ain't worth our time.” Colt complied, tightening his grip.

      James stepped forward, aiming squarely at the head of the man who held the shotgun. His tattooed face was turned to the side, showing an odd, bowl cut going around his head. With his arms steady and both hands interlaced around the grip, James pulled the trigger as the pistol rocked upward, blasting a round into the target.

      Instinctively, half the men flew to the ground immediately after the first bullet struck shotgun man, dropping him like a sack of potatoes. The shotgun fell to the ground with him and another convict reached for it, leaving James no choice as he aimed down and fired twice, hitting the man in the back. The man shouted and then went limp.

      The man they called “Colt” released his chokehold and dropped Bill. He then spun around and stared at James, enraged. “Who the fuck are you?”

      “No one,” James said. He watched carefully as the giant man inched closer to the shotgun lying only a foot away from reach.

      Two of their crew had been shot and were no longer moving. The others had run off, even the skull cap man who was the lead instigator.

      “Your ass is about to be dead,” Colt said, moving his hand steadily toward the shotgun.

      During their tense confrontation, James glanced over the man's shoulder and saw Bill wheezing as he rose. His bloodied face was a mess of cuts and gashes from both the beatings and the glass shards that covered the floor.

      “Don’t do it!” James shouted at the prisoner.

      Colt pulled his hands back and held them in the air just as Bill limped his way to the shotgun with intentions clear enough to see. Colt then started at James, defiant. “You going to shoot an unarmed man?” Their eyes were locked in contempt for each other when suddenly Bill rose from behind Colt and placed the barrel of the shotgun against the back of his head.

      “No!” James shouted, but it was too late.

      Colt's eyes widened as a deafening blast blew his head apart in an explosive splatter of brains and blood. James stumbled back and fell against the wall with ringing sounding in his ears. He crawled back, desperate to find cover. He reached the corner of the house, stunned to see a near headless body lying on its chest, endless blood flowing.

      Bill lay next to the Colt's body, staring up at the ceiling and gripping the shotgun close. He looked to be losing consciousness as he struggled to take a few quick, shallow, delirious breaths.

      James spoke to him calmly, “Bill, I’m James Weller. Sheriff Davis sent me here to check on you. The men who assaulted you are gone.” Sitting against the rail, he paused and waited, holding the pistol in both hands. “Bill, can you hear me?”

      A moment later, Bill dropped the shotgun to his side and lay there, covered in blood and bits of skull and brain matter from his kill. James used the porch railing to stand and approached Bill with caution across the slippery ground. The old man was losing consciousness.

      “Stay with me, Bill,” James said, lifting him.

      He carried Bill back inside, arm around his shoulder, and dropped him on the couch. The house had been ransacked, with flipped furniture, opened drawers, and scattered papers throughout the room. James ran into the kitchen and grabbed the first towels he could find, returning to Bill in haste.

      “Where are your car keys? We need to get you out of here.”

      Bill looked up at him in a daze. His left eye was swollen shut. “Who the hell are you?”

      “I'm a friend of Sheriff Davis.” James paused, trying to think of an explanation that would make sense. “He sent me here to check on you.”

      Bill's head sank back into the couch cushion as James carefully picked pieces of glass from the cuts on his arms. The house had no power, which wasn't surprising, but James was disappointed to find that there was no running water, either. Bill was covered in blood that wasn't just his own. The three bodies outside weren't as fortunate. James dabbed at Bill's wounds, staining towel after towel. The ringing in his ears remained, and his hands shook uncontrollably. The shootout had happened so fast and without warning. He feared that more men would come back to finish the job.

      “Bill, wake up,” he said, shaking him. “You have a Dodge Challenger, right?”

      Barely conscious, Bill shook his head and spoke just above a whisper. “Get out of here...” He soon drifted off to sleep despite James's pleas. There was no use. He had been badly beaten and rendered unconscious.

      James sprung up from the couch and paced the room. Part of him didn't know if he'd even get out of Winslow alive. He left the spacious living room, stepping over a fallen bookcase, and rushed to the hall where he found a bathroom. He turned the faucet knobs as a reflex, but no water came out.

      Seething with frustration, James glanced at his sweaty, tense reflection in the mirror. His eyes were bulged and crazed. Blood spatter covered the thick stubble on his cheeks, his short hair a wavy mess. The front of his T-shirt was drenched with sweat and blood. His backpack was gone, and he couldn't remember what he’d done with it. He gripped the sink, staring into the mirror, telling himself that he was going to make it.

      He took a deep breath and returned to the kitchen, looking around. There was a truck in the front but no sign of a Challenger. He began opening drawers. Silverware clanged together as he opened one, while junk mail sprouted from another. He pulled open drawer after drawer until he reached the end of the counter. Looking up, he froze when he spotted a key rack with various keys hanging on all six hooks.

      Two of them looked like car keys. He snatched them both and returned to the living room to find Bill passed out on the couch. He was still breathing but didn't look any better. James continued outside the house, stepping over a near headless body slumped in front of the door. It was best not to look. He then saw his backpack lying on the side of the porch where he had fallen. He picked it up and hurried across the creaking floor.

      Once down the steps, James headed directly toward the barn. He opened the first of two red double doors as daylight beamed inside. A threatening sound followed from the gray sky above. It looked as though a thunderstorm would break out at any moment. But that was the least of James's concerns. He walked inside the barn, braced by the encompassing smell of hay shrouded in the shadows. Continuing across the straw-covered sand, he saw a large object in the corner of the otherwise empty barn, covered by a blue plastic tarp. His heart beat wildly as he approached the shape of what looked like a distinguished automobile. The sheriff may have been right after all. James lifted the tarp from the front, revealing headlights and a slim front grill with the Challenger logo decal.

      He uncovered the car completely, dragging the tarp to the bumper, fully exposing it. There in the falling dust of a hay-stacked barn sat a classic two-door Dodge Challenger in near-mint condition with its flawless white paint, side tinted windows, and new tires. James stepped back in awe, clutching the keys in his hand. He approached the driver’s side and open the door without issue. Inside the car was clean, its dashboard and vinyl seats shiny and free of dust. Bill had taken good care of this car.

      James sat at the wheel with the various keys in hand, choosing a long skinny key with the curved C on it. It fit beautifully inside the ignition, further raising his spirits.

      “Here goes nothing,” he said, turning the key.

      A spastic choke followed as the engine vibrated. Not near dissuaded, he turned the ignition again, pressing the gas as the engine sputtered, rattled, and then roared to life. He had never heard a more beautiful sound. James slapped the steering wheel, ecstatic beyond words. His eyes welled with tears as an uncontrollable smile widened across his face. He glanced at the dashboard and saw that they had a half tank, plenty to get to the church. James leaned against the hood, feeling light-headed. The horrific incident played out in his mind with every gruesome detail vivid as the moment it happened. He knew he had to stay focused. All that mattered was getting Bill inside the car. Everything else could wait. With the engine running, he left the barn and ran toward the house, determined to get out of Winslow for good.

      

      The Dodge Challenger burned through the church parking lot, tires skidding as James slammed on the brakes. He held down the horn as it echoed through the lot. Bill lay in the passenger seat, a blanket to his neck. His face was discolored, and he appeared to have a high fever, but he was nonetheless coming to. He opened his non-swollen eye, confused at the new surroundings. James held down the horn again as he sat staring at the front entrance, hoping that someone would come dashing out.

      “Come on, Sheriff,” he said under his breath. “Get out here.”

      “Where are we?” Bill said, raising his head. Near half of his face was now swollen, not just his eye. He looked around, bewildered and straining to see. “Who are you?”

      “My name is James. You were attacked by some men. I came to your aid.”

      The front entrance swung open, and the sheriff emerged, rifle in hand and two women cautiously following. Davis walked toward the car and lowered his weapon, recognizing not only the Challenger but its passengers inside. He hadn't yet noticed Bill's injuries, but his concern turned to shock soon enough. He went right to Bill's side and opened the door, leaning inside toward James for answers.

      “What happened out there?”

      “The prisoners,” James began, out of breath. “A different group.”

      Davis removed his sunglasses and examined Bill, beaten to a pulp and moaning before him. He spun around to the two women cautiously standing back. “Get a bed ready and some medical supplies. Now!” He turned back around as the women ran off and placed a hand over Bill's forehead. “He's burning up. What'd they do to him?” He did a double-take upon noticing the blood dried to James's shirt and his own ghost-like face.

      “They beat him within an inch of his life,” James said as he thought it was obvious.

      He didn't mention the three dead bodies on Bill's front porch. They'd find out eventually, and he hoped to be far away from Winslow by then. Some men rushed out of the church and toward the car, eager to help. Davis stepped aside as they lifted him out and carried him inside. Within moments, it was just James and the sheriff again in the quiet parking lot of the church.

      “You okay?” he asked James, flipping his shades back on.

      “Yeah. Just a little shaken up. That's all.”

      “You should come inside and take a breather.”

      “I've got to keep moving,” James said, realizing that it wasn't going to be quite that easy.

      For all the sheriff knew, James himself had roughed Bill up. He turned to see Davis standing outside the car, studying him. The suspicions between them were clear enough, but something in James's face must have shown the sheriff that he was being truthful.

      Davis then walked alongside the car, examining it in awe. “I'll be damned. This baby actually runs.” He paused and looked squarely at James. “I assume you purchased this from Bill after all?”

      James shook his head and then dug into his backpack. “There was no time. Look, I have cash. I can leave you a couple thousand.”

      The sheriff's eyes widened as he stepped away. “Whoa. Don't worry about that now. You’ve got get your wife. I hope you'll come back so we can talk some more about what happened.”

      “I'll try,” James said, holding his open backpack.

      Davis patted the side of the car and backed away. “All right. You be careful out there.”

      Relief washed over James as he shifted the car into drive. “Thanks, Sheriff.” He slammed the gas and tore out of the parking lot as the church faded into the distance. The car raced past vacated homes on both sides of the desolate two-lane road, gripping the wheel tightly. The rumbling engine was music to his ears, but he still hadn't come to terms with what had just happened. His mind was on autopilot, and all he could think about was returning to the cabin without running into any other escaped prisoners.
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      After getting a safe distance away from Winslow, James pulled to the side of the road. A cloud of dust rolled over the car as it idled. He had made it back in one piece; now, all he had to do was hide the vehicle until the next day. By morning, he and Marla could travel anywhere they wanted. He reached behind him and grabbed his backpack. Unzipping it, he pulled out some fresh T-shirts. He felt light-headed, with the adrenaline from the shootout still rushing through his veins. The shotgun blast and the man's lifeless body collapsing with half his head intact still shook him.

      James stared down the long, rural road ahead, seeing no one in view. If roving gangs of escaped convicts had descended upon the area, he had to get out of there. Larry's remote cabin, however, was far from any town and well hidden, but he had to warn them at least. He picked a T-shirt and quickly changed with his mind racing in all directions.

      He glanced in the rear-view mirror and saw an empty road. The coast so far was clear, but he couldn’t be too sure. Shifting the car into drive, he pulled back onto the road and sped off before any more trouble arrived. All he needed was to find the familiar path that led up the hill and into the woods near the cabin.

      Roughly two miles ahead, James found his marker in the form of an oak tree, absent most of its leaves, in the middle of an open field. Directly across the street from this site was a narrow path, shrouded in tall grass. He slowed down and turned off the road, driving across bumpy terrain.

      He followed the sand tracks and compacted grass, worn down by other vehicles, as it curved up a hill and was soon completely hidden from view. As he navigated through the forest, James looked for somewhere safe to park the car. He coasted along at a steady pace, rocking up and down. He didn't want to get too close to the cabin and have the sound of the engine travel, putting Larry on alert. The safest bet, he believed, was to leave a fair distance between the car and the cabin, though he hated the idea of leaving it unattended.

      James drifted off the path, driving through the underbrush and rolling down a hill where trees of all sizes were plentiful. Light raindrops tapped against the windshield as he came to a stop. He didn't know how long he had been gone. It felt like hours. With the turn of the ignition, the car went quiet, leaving only after ticks of a still-warm engine. He opened the door and stepped outside just as the raindrops increased. He placed branches and leaves over the car, hoping to conceal most of its white paint. After reaching an adequate point, he found it time to leave.

      James locked and closed the door as rain dripped down his hair into his face. He thought of the two people he had shot and killed. That they were violent criminals shot in self-defense didn't make anything better. He walked, compass in hand, wearing his jacket, hat, and boots as though he was just hiking in the woods. The trees shielded some of the rain but didn’t prevent him from getting wet.

      He continued uphill and trudged across the moist ground and dead leaves. The cabin wasn't far. He reached the top of a familiar hill, and the ground leveled out. Stopping against a tree to catch his breath, he noticed something unusual ahead, barely visible in the haze of drizzling rain. It was sharp and metallic. He walked over to get a closer look and saw a bear trap, open and set for an unsuspecting victim. Farther ahead, he saw another, concealed under some sticks and leaves. Whether Larry had placed them out for a person or animal, James wasn't sure. He only knew that he needed to be extra careful for the duration of his hike home.

      

      He arrived at the cabin just as the rain cleared up. His journey home through the forest had taken a little under an hour, and for some reason, he felt no urge to rush. Larry’s station wagon was still parked next to Carol’s truck. Noting had changed since the morning so far. He then reached the front door, hesitant to enter. They'd ask all sorts of questions from him. They'd want to know what he saw and what he did. James took a deep breath, preparing himself, and then opened the door, ready to cover up everything he had done.

      Larry and Carol were seated at the kitchen table. Marla was on the couch by the fireplace with a book. Their heads looked up in unison as he walked in; shadow stretched across the hardwood floor.

      Marla jumped up, thrilled. “James! You're back.” She ran over and hugged him despite his wet clothes dripping onto the floor. Oh, you're soaked”

      Carol got up and headed toward the bathroom. “Let me get him a towel.”

      Larry remained seated, tools in hand, working on a disassembled radio. “You get lost?

      James nodded and tried to play it cool. The quiet cabin was like a different world.

      Marla lightly smacked his shoulder. “I was beginning to get worried.”

      Larry leaned back in his chair and shifted the toothpick in his mouth. “I sure hope you got that wanderlust out of your system. We have a big day tomorrow.”

      Marla smiled. “For now, you just rest. Carol and I are making dinner tonight.”

      Carol emerged from the hallway and handed James a towel. He thanked her as Marla backed away, examining him. He saw suspicion in her eyes as she looked at the different shirt he was wearing from earlier. But she wouldn’t notice such a minor difference, would she?

      “What’d you see during your journey?” Larry asked, digging into the radio with some pliers. “Anything at all?”

      “Is the radio not working?” James asked him in return.

      “It shorted out earlier,” Carol added. “He's been working on it all day.”

      Larry lowered the radio with a frustrated sigh. “It’s only been a few hours.”

      Carol spun around with her hands on her hips as they proceeded to banter back and forth. James felt Marla's warm hand upon his shoulder. He turned to see her looking at him with concern.

      “Is everything okay?” Marla asked.

      James tried to speak, but the words wouldn't come. “I’m fine…” he mustered.

      They walked down the hall together as she took his hand. “You should change and lie down a bit before you catch a cold.”

      Halfway to the bedroom, Larry reminded them that dinner was going to be served within the hour. James waved as they entered the bedroom and closed the door behind him. He tossed his hat onto the dresser and began drying his hair, pacing toward the bed. Marla grabbed some fresh clothes from the dresser as he set his backpack on the floor.

      Raindrops trickled onto the window, the tail end of a storm that had nearly passed. James slid off his boots, followed by his wet jeans and T-shirt. He could hear Larry and Carol converse about the next day’s chores, coupled with a debate over who was the better at what between the two of them. James had to give it to them, they took their roles seriously.

      He changed his pants and shirt, and for the first couple of minutes, Marla didn’t press him on anything. He sat down on the bed and stretched his legs out as he lay back. It felt great to be off his feet. Marla then sat next to him, trying to find out what was on his mind.

      “Can you talk to me now?” Her voice suddenly lowered. “Did you make it to Winslow? What did you find?”

      He tried again to explain, but the words didn't come easy. “Just a little town with nothing in it. No surprise.”

      She studied him with narrowing eyes. “What else? You can tell me.”

      “I got us a car,” he said, getting to the point. “It's a long story, but I helped a guy out, and... he gave me his car.”

      He expected unparalleled joy from in response, but her straight-faced reaction was quite the opposite. It was almost as though she didn't believe it. “Who's this guy?” she asked. “And why would he just give you a working vehicle?”

      “Because I helped him,” James said.

      “Do what?” she asked undeterred.

      He grabbed her hand, startling her. “It doesn't matter. Listen, we're leaving tomorrow. We head straight up north, and we don't stop until we get there.”

      The plan made sense in his head, but he knew it wasn't going to be that easy. The uncertainty on Marla's face made that clear enough.

      “What are we going to tell them?” she asked, signaling to the door.

      James hesitated at first. There was no easy way around it. “That we appreciate everything they've done for us, but we're moving on.”

      Marla moved her hand away and lay back, staring at the ceiling. “I don't know, James. It doesn't feel right.”

      “Finding this car was a miracle,” he began. “I parked it away from the cabin. We’ll leave first thing in the morning.”

      Marla held a finger to her mouth, uncertain. “Okay... if you say so. Maybe we can sleep on it first.”

      James felt frustrated by her indecisiveness, but starting an argument wasn't going to help their situation. He went through a lot to get the vehicle, but he couldn’t blame Marla for not knowing the extent of it all. They needed to work together. It was the only way they were going to get through things.

      He spoke in the calmest voice he could muster. “It doesn't matter. We can do this.”

      “We're about ready to start dinner!” Carol announced.

      Marla stood and moved toward the door, calling back to her. “We'll be out in a minute!”

      “Don't say a word to them yet,” James told her as she walked past the dresser.

      She nodded and ran her hands through the hair that swept down to her shoulder, tying a ponytail. She then opened the door and stepped out, closing it behind her. James sat up and looked at their luggage on the floor. They were really going to do it. That much was clear to him. One more night in the cabin, and they'd be off. He couldn't wait. But they had no idea what was out there or what to expect. It was worth the risk. He had to tell himself that.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Dinner that evening was baked potatoes from the garden and Stroganoff from the food supply kits. The four of them ate quietly at the dinner table with candles lit in the middle, casting a cheerful light. Larry had shut off the generator for the evening like he had done the night before. As their utensils scraped against their plates, Marla barely said a word. James didn't feel much like speaking either, but he didn’t want to appear rude. Before either of them could say anything, Carol then broke the silence with an idea.

      “I'd like to set up a dehydrator station out back. At least while the weather permits.”

      Larry nodded as he took a bite. “Sounds good, dear.”

      “Just a few stacked trays with some fruit and vegetables on it. That could make a big difference come winter.

      “It certainly would,” Larry said. He drank water and then hit the glass onto the table.

      James and Marla both caught his gaze as he addressed them.

      “If either of you think of any ideas, feel free to share. We have experience and knowledge with this kind of stuff, but we don’t know everything.”

      “Sure thing, Larry,” Marla said with a smile.

      James suddenly interjected. “Yeah, we were just talking about your prepper store.”

      He had hoped to lighten the mood even further, but the mere mention of Larry’s store seemed to have killed the mood. Carla and Larry looked away from a moment, crestfallen.

      Larry then scooped a mouthful and spoke. “Tell us about your little adventure today, James. What’d you see?”

      James saw that everyone was waiting. All eyes were on him. He took a long sip of water and then set his glass down, dismissing the day as largely uneventful. “Lots of beautiful woods, but nothing else.”

      Larry seemed convinced, but there was something in his tone that yielded skepticism. “You didn’t see anyone else? Not even a hiker?

      “Not a soul,” James said, taking a bite. “That’s good, right?”

      Carol cut in with a laugh. “It sure is, James.”

      James could feel Larry's stare. “You were gone for quite a while,” Larry said. “

      “We should all go for a little hike this week,” Carol added. “It'd be fun.”

      Larry took his focus off James as he shook his head in disagreement. “We can't leave the cabin unattended. Not a chance.” He scooped into his baked potato and ate. “If any of you want to go off on a little expedition, let me know. I’ll watch the cabin.”

      “But you know Willow Creek better than anyone,” Carol said. “It'll be no fun without you.”

      Larry held out both hands. “We’ll work something out.”

      The mounting pressure began to weigh on James. Larry and Carol needed to hear the truth about the prison, or at least as much as he was willing to tell them. There was no reason the situation needed to be so sensitive. Leaving wasn’t personal.

      “I did come across something today,” James said as the room went quiet. He lowered his head and laughed, wiping a napkin against the corner of his mouth. “It was the strangest thing. I was walking along...”

      James paused, wondering how he was going to finish what he had started, what details he was going to divulge and what he was going to omit. All they needed to know was that he found a working vehicle. The how wasn't as important. But Larry wasn't a man who dealt in generalities. He'd want to know everything.

      “I came across something,” he continued. Everyone was staring at him, waiting for him to finish. As he prepared to come somewhat clean, a distant scream sounded from outside.

      Carol looked around the table as everyone froze. “What was that?” she asked.

      Their faces went pale as a second anguished scream followed. A look of dread came across Larry’s face. “The bear traps… We've got company.”

      Before he could say another word, a crash came through the window near the front door. Their heads turned in unison as a flaming bottle hit the ground and rolled onto the floor. They sat frozen for a moment in a state of shock until the next bottle crashed inside, exploding into a fiery burst onto the hardwood floor.

      “Get out of here!” Larry shouted, tossing his chair behind him as he jumped up. He ran into the kitchen and grabbed a fire extinguisher from under the sink.

      James got up and grabbed Marla's hand, staring into her eyes. “The bedroom. Come on.”

      Carol got up and kicked the first Molotov cocktail away from them as it rolled toward the table. The room smelled of kerosene and fire, a crude combination. Larry ran between them, dousing the spreading flames, trying his best to put out the fire. Though no one knew who was attacking them or why, James feared the worst. Had they found him?

      Without warning a third Molotov cocktail launched through the window, exploding on the kitchen table. Larry circled the living room, overwhelmed and spraying the fire extinguisher. Carol ran to her bedroom and reemerged with two hunting rifles. She halted halfway, shocked to see the flames spreading throughout their living room and kitchen. Larry urged her to stay back as he struggled with the increasing fire. James pulled Marla toward the hallway, watching the chaotic scene unfold.

      “What are we doing?” Marla asked in a panicked tone.

      He whipped his head around, eyes widened. “Out the back window. It’s the only way.”

      They continued down the hall in a hurry, as Marla lost her step and tripped. James held her up as he caught a glimpse of Carol and Larry loading their rifles. Carol raised first and fired multiple shots through the cabin window. The startling gun blasts sent Marla to the floor, covering her ears. James backed against the wall and pulled out his pistol. From the living room, Larry and Carol fired shot after shot, kneeling at the window

      James lifted Marla, pulling her toward the bedroom and to the bed where he dropped her. “Stay down! I need to get them, too. They’re sitting ducks out there.”

      Marla pleaded with him to stay, but he couldn’t leave Larry and Carol to face the escaped criminals he knew were outside. They would all have to escape together. A barrage of gunfire followed from outside the cabin, shattering what was left of the windows and blasting holes through the cabin. Bullets ricocheted in all directions. James hit the ground and crawled down the hall as an eerie silence followed, absent gunfire. Not a second later, more shots tore through the cabin door and throughout the living room. Larry and Carol went to the ground for cover. Marla screamed as James crawled back, wincing as a bullet hit the floor next to him. The gunfire ceased once again, and for a moment, everything was quiet. Flames spread up the foyer wall near the living room. Larry crawled toward the fire extinguisher, avoiding broken glass along the way. Carol stood up halfway with her rifle pointed out the window.

      James then told them they had to escape out the back. “These men are killers!” he said. “We’re outnumbered.” Though he wasn’t certain on either account.

      Larry sprayed white foam against the wall, dousing most of the fire in the process, as a brooding voice called out to them from outside. “All right, you all had your fun. Now, come on out of the cabin, unarmed, and no one will get hurt!”

      Larry and Carol froze as James crawled back to the bedroom. Marla was still inside, waiting on him, and there was no better time to escape

      “Don't make us come in there and drag you out,” the man outside continued. “We ain't going to hurt ya', now. Just want to have a talk.”

      James helped Marla up as she trembled in his arms. “It’s okay. We’ll run into the forest, and they won’t find us.”

      “Who are they?” she asked, pale fear on her face.

      “We've got the cabin surrounded!” the man shouted. “Don't think about coming out nowhere but that front door. And keep your hands up!”

      Marla suddenly screamed in terror. James turned around and saw two men approach the window from outside as their dirty faces pressed against the glass. James led Marla out of the room and into the hall, desperate for a way out. Larry and Carol weren’t far from them, taking cover just outside their room.

      “Don't make me start counting!” the man shouted. “I'm getting sick of playing nice.”

      James couldn't say for sure who the men were surrounding their cabin, but he had a good idea. He just couldn't figure out how they had found the place. “They’re looking for me,” he admitted. “I’ll go talk to them.”

      Larry turned him, shocked in disbelief. “What are you talking about?”

      Marla gripped his shoulder, holding him back. “You’re not going anywhere.”

      Carol raised her rifle. “No one is going to take this cabin, you hear me?”

      James let out an exhausted sigh. “Did you know there was a prison close to here, Larry?”

      “Yeah,” Larry said. “So?”

      “Well, thanks for telling us,” James snapped. “They’re escaped prisoners.” For a moment, he felt as though he was in the right, but that was hardly the case. Had he led the men there, or had they found the cabin just by chance? Their faces were on him, waiting for further explanation. “I had an altercation with a few of them. Of course, this could be an entirely different group.”

      Larry's confusion morphed into anger on his reddened face. “What in the holy hell are you talking about?”

      “You got three seconds!” the man shouted. He then began counting as James rose to his feet. If there were any other way, he didn't know it.

      “I’ll make them a bargain,” James said. “Give them whatever they want.”

      “To hell with that,” Carol said.

      Marla slid down the wall and onto the floor, her face awash in confusion and fear. The countdown ended in silence both inside and outside the cabin. James watched the windows, heart racing and sweat pouring down his forehead.

      “All right!” the man shouted. “Let’s light this place up, ‘eh boys?”

      Larry rose up instantly and went to the living room. “Hold on. I’m coming out!” Carol went after him as James soon followed. Marla struggled to get to her feet and then went after James.

      “Where are you going? They'll kill us.”

      James turned to her with a somberness in his tone. “Let me handle this.”

      They stood in the demolished living room, where only moments ago, they were having a quiet dinner. Larry, however, was already at the door, announcing that he was coming outside.

      “Unarmed!” the man reminded them.

      Carol slid both rifles under the couch, hiding them. They watched the door as Larry opened it. The outside darkness was deceiving. There was no way to tell how many men were waiting for them. James saw a few silhouettes in the distance near Larry's station wagon, several of the men with unlit cocktails in hand. He then saw about a dozen more to the side. James walked up behind Larry and stepped outside, ready to talk.

      Under the night sky looked to be all men of varying builds. A man standing among them flicked a Zippo, lighting a makeshift torch. He held it up, exposing his haggard, bearded face. He was dressed in a leather coat and fedora. James followed Larry farther outside and down the steps with Marla at his side. Carol soon followed. As they got closer to the men, he could see that many of them were holding rifles, Colt M4 carbines among their weaponry. These weren’t civilian weapons, and he had no doubt they had acquired them from the prison.

      “Hi,” the man holding the torch said. “About time you came to your senses.”

      “What do you want?” Larry said defiantly. As he drew closer to the ringleader, several rifles swung forward and aimed directly at him. Larry halted mid-step and placed his hands in the air.

      “That's far enough,” the man said. “You all just stand in a line there so we can see your hands.”

      James glanced at Marla, hesitant to move forward. She clutched his hand, looking off into the woods as though they had a path to escape. But to leave Larry and Carol in such a fashion would surely cost them their lives. And he didn't think they'd make it very far, either. He reluctantly led Marla to where Larry and Carol stood in front of the cabin. Seemingly pleased, the man in charge stepped forward, all smiles.

      “My name's Brant. I know it's only been a week or so since all hell broke loose, but things have changed around here.” He paused, handing the torch off to one of his men. In all, James saw about twelve men, none of them resembling who had seen before.

      The man continued, “We're the law out here now. And that's just the way it's going to be.”

      “Who the hell are you?” Larry said, tired of the games. A quick and unexpected slap landed hard on his face, not from Brant, but one of his men.

      Larry stumbled to the side as Carol caught him and then seethed at the men. “Don't you touch him, you son of a bitch! This is our cabin. Our land. You have no right to come here and harass us.”

      Larry patted her shoulder, urging her to stay quiet. “It's okay, dear. I'm fine.”

      Brant smiled at them, patiently waiting to continue. “Who I am is not important. What I want is the key here.” He began pacing in front of them like some mock general, clearly enjoying the power trip. James kept Marla close, hoping that it would soon be over. If the men had wanted them dead, he was sure that would have already happened. But after what he’d gone through, he knew of the dangers that surrounded them.

      Brant slowly extended his arm, pointing directly at James. “You. You're the one we've been looking for.”

      James's heart stopped as Larry and Carol turned their heads in his direction.

      “Yes,” Brant continued with his sly measured mannerisms. “You've been busy today. I bet you didn't think that we could track you down, but a few of my friends here know this area quite well.”

      “I don't know what you're talking about,” James said adamantly.

      Brant rocked his head back, laughing. “Oh, come on,” he said, wiping at his eye. “We've been tracking you since that farmhouse where you killed three of my men, blew one of their heads clean off with a shotgun.”

      Larry, Carol, and Marla, all in shock, stood still as statues.

      James shook his head, not ready to admit to anything.

      But Brant took his silence as a clear admission. “Nothing to say now, right?” He took a step back and then lit a cigarette. “It's okay. Look, it's survival of the fittest now. I understand. Let's establish a rapport. Tell me your names.” He waited as no one spoke up.

      The chill in the air only made things worse. They were completely alone out there. No one was going to help them, and they were at the mercy of men who looked ready to kill them at a moment's command.

      James began by introducing himself, first name only. Marla followed with her name.

      “I'm Larry, this is my wife, Carol,” Larry said.

      “Good, good,” Brant said. “That wasn't so hard.”

      Larry then turned to James, shaken and confused. “What are they talking about? How did they track you, and why?”

      There was no answer James could give. He didn't even know where to start. The evening was unfolding like a nightmare he couldn’t get out of. Marla's touch gave him strength, but from their expressions, it was clear that she, Larry, and Carol were hearing all this for the first time.

      “Oh, you didn't tell your friends?” Brant began with a laugh. “No worries. James here chased a few of my men off. I admit my boys were roughing up this old farmer for fun. And then this psycho here just came out blazing.”

      All Larry could do was stare at James in disbelief. Carol's expression of betrayal was perhaps the worst, a combination of shock and anger.

      “It's quite a story,” Brant said, stepping forward. He then contemptuously flicked his cigarette right over James's shoulder. “And now I'm here to even the score.”

      They waited as he lit another smoke.

      “I want the keys to that Challenger. A few of my boys stepped on those bear traps you got set up everywhere, and we need to get them out of here.”

      James dug into his pocket and tossed the keys to Brant. He ignored the icy stares of Larry and Carol as he did it. Brant caught the keys in mid-air, seemingly satisfied. But things didn't quite end there.

      “Now, get down on your knees and stay there,” he commanded.

      James stood there, equally as confused as Larry, Carol, and Marla next to him. Brant again shouted at them to get down as his voice echoed through the forest. James guided Marla down as they went to their knees. Larry and Carol slowly, reluctantly, did the same. Brant signaled a few of his men and instructed them to raid the cabin.

      They rushed in, eager to do some damage. James heard tables flip and glass break as men shouted with glee. They soon emerged with weapons, clothes, and a trove of other items James couldn't see. The excitable men suddenly began pushing each other around, arguing over who got the share of what.

      Brant stepped forward and fired a pistol in the air, silencing them. “Enough! Let’s finish this.”

      For a moment, James thought it was all over, but he couldn’t have been more wrong. Brant approached Larry, gun in hand. “You have two vehicles here,” he asked, pointing to the station wagon. “Any of them work?”

      Larry shook his head. “No. Engine's shot on both.”

      Brant studied him with glaring skepticism. “I suppose I believe you. I mean, why else would you be hiding out here? He turned away and tilted his head up toward the sky. “I almost forgot to tell you who we are and what we’re all about.”

      “What do you mean?” Larry asked.

      Brant pivoted around on the heel of his boot. “We're collecting up women now. They're a very useful commodity these days, especially for our men.”

      Before James or Larry could even process what Brant was getting at, his men descended on them and held them flat on the ground. Marla's hand was ripped from his as they carried her away, screaming into the night. Carol kicked and screamed just as loud as they dragged her off. James tried to wrestle free but was held down with guns aimed at his head. They pushed him into the dirt, knee digging into his back as he screamed for Marla. Her screams soon faded along with Carol's as they were carried off into the woods. He turned to see Larry on the ground next to him, lying paralyzed and in shock. Brant stood over them, telling them not to fight.

      “This is the deal. Now accept it and live or fight us and die.”

      James ceased resisting as the men slowly released him. The swarm stepped away but kept their rifles pointed at them. James couldn't just sit there, even if he wanted to. The urge was just too much. He leaped up suddenly and charged toward Brent. A tremendous blow then thundered into his head from behind. He collapsed to the ground, unconscious as everything went black.
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      Washington D.C.

      

      An emergency meeting had been called between the President of the United States, his advisers, department heads, and top-level military staff. Countless officials sat around the long conference table as others stood, packed within the darkened room. At the head of the table sat President Walter Burke, two years into his first term. The group observed a map of the U.S., projected onto a giant screen beyond the table. Within the layout were areas of the country marked in different shades of red, green, and gray. A list of numbers consumed the bottom left-hand corner of the screen. The officials in the room stared ahead, eyes widened, as the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General James Marshall, briefed the president and other officials on the latest updates.

      The undeniable tension in the air increased upon hearing the general's dire assessment. Nearly half of the nation's power grid had been successfully disabled. He referred to the map, which defined some twenty-five states in red, as "affected areas." The affected areas had little or no power, and in addition, loss of vehicle mobility and standard means of communication.

      "Simply put," the general explained, "technology across the nation has been decimated." The quiet room listened as he continued his briefing. "As you can see, the red zones indicate states along the Eastern coast, encompassing several major cities and states east of the Mississippi. This troubling pattern has spread along on the West Coast as well. Cyberattacks across the country have also plagued our ability to respond to this as the aggressive act of war that it is."

      He paused, giving the room a minute to process the severity of the situation, and then continued. "Red areas indicate a seventy-five percent loss in power, communications, and mobility. Areas in gray indicate a loss of similar technology below fifty percent.

      “Areas in green are largely unaffected but still face pockets of blackouts or their possible threat." The general closed his binder, looking around the room at the faces of stunned officials.

      Speakerphones aligned in the center of the table flashed as state officials listened through a secure line. It had been a week since the attack, and the federal government was still reeling from the aftermath. The attack was exceptional in strategy and in the catastrophic effects of its execution. The generals, department heads, senior advisers, security analysts, and the president himself struggled with finding an appropriate response. Not only did they have to enact emergency aid and disaster relief throughout the entire country, they had to respond to bold aggression from a foreign enemy.

      Heads turned as the president stood at the head of the table, seemingly dressed for action in his brown leather bomber jacket. Like everyone else in the room, he looked sleep-deprived and overwhelmed, his gray hair unkempt and stubble showing on his cheeks. He glanced down at his open notebook, pages scribbled from top to bottom, and then addressed the room.

      "We've got to get a handle on things. No more excuses." His voice sounded hoarse from days of relentless briefings. "We need to deliver emergency aid to these affected areas. I don't care how. Airlift the supplies or put them on a train. There's no reason for this delay. We need emergency responders dispatched accordingly. And we need the grid restored." He paused, running his hands through his disheveled hair. "But I'm sounding like a broken record here. What's my status?"

      Officials looked around the room as FEMA director, Michael Bowman, spoke up. "We've dispatched response teams to affected areas all over the country."

      "And what of the military?" the president asked, staring at his joint chiefs. He then leaned toward the conference phone in front of him. "I know a lot of you have already declared a state of emergency. What is the activation status of your National Guard and reserve elements?" He waited as one governor answered. "It's been very difficult to communicate with our divisions in North Carolina, but we've managed to set up some relief camps throughout the state."

      "Anyone else?" the president asked. He waited in disbelief as the line remained silent. "I know the power isn't out in every state. You've got military trucks at your disposal that were immune from the EMP attack. Use them. Work to evacuate your cities until this threat is under control."

      He then glanced at the projection screen at the far end of the room. Its red areas far outnumbered the grays and greens of the less impacted zones.

      "I want round-the-clock action on this. We must maintain law and order. That's why the government needs all hands on deck, from local law enforcement to Homeland Security to our military personnel. The scope of this attack is unprecedented, and our country is being tested like never before. I expect nothing but your best during this national crisis." He paused, taking a deep breath.

      One week earlier, Friday morning October 21st, the Unites States had faced a wide-ranging and sophisticated electromagnetic pulse attack that had disabled much of the country's power grid. Its high-level frequencies had also disabled the circuitry of most modern vehicles and advanced electronic devices. The subsequent sabotage of technology that accompanied the EMP missile strike had created hysteria and disorder in its wake. Few in government thought that such an attack was possible. Now, two weeks after, they had no more control of the situation than when it had occurred.

      First responders of all stripes had been called into action. Several major cities in Eastern and Western states had been evacuated due to a threat of nuclear attack. The president was initially reluctant to use aggressive retaliation, yet it was imperative that the United States deliver a swift and overwhelming response to the enemy who had launched the unprovoked attack. But the identity of the enemy in this case wasn't clear, as no foreign country had taken direct responsibility.

      "Sir, this is Governor Grayson of Indiana," a woman's voice said over the conference phone.

      The president leaned closer to the mic and spoke. "Go ahead."

      "How much longer do we have?"

      The president looked around the room, confused. "I'm not sure what you're referring to, governor. The blackouts? The disabled vehicles? The cell phones that have been reduced to paperweights?"

      "The power grid, for starters, sir," the governor said, unable to hide her sarcasm.

      President Burke flashed an exhausted smile as he pointed at a bespectacled, thin-faced man at the table, one of a few dressed in a suit and tie, an ID dangling around his neck. "Mr. Cernovich, would you like to bring her up to speed?"

      Allen Cernovich, director of the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission, cleared his throat and broke the silence of the attentive room. "Our agency and every major power company in the country have never dealt with something of this magnitude."

      "Is that your answer?" the president snapped.

      "I believe Deputy Baker may know more than I," Cernovich said, passing the buck.

      All heads turned to Homeland Director Greg Baker, who had chaired the EMP Commission years prior. His department, in an extensive 2011 report, had outlined several detailed protocols in the event of a weaponized electromagnetic pulse attack. But even that agency hadn't foreseen just how far the damage could spread. "We don't know for sure," he began. "Our diagnosis estimated a full relaunch of the power gird within six months."

      Audible gasps filled the room, followed by anxious murmurs.

      "Enough," the president said to the room with his hand up. "Six months is the worst-case scenario. Right, Mr. Baker?"

      The Homeland Director nodded as cross chatter continued. It was clear that no one imagined that restoring the power grid could take so long. It was difficult enough to communicate with officials in affected cities and states. So many areas had gone dark that there was no idea where to start. The U.S. had been subject to several multi-faceted strikes without warning. Nobody wanted to take responsibility. The president soon shifted gears by introducing a high-ranking Pentagon official who had information pertaining to the probable enemy behind the attack.

      "Mr. Layne MacGregor, our chief analyst, will tell you more," the president continued. "Layne?"

      A tall, broad-shouldered man seated opposite the president stood up, holding a remote in his hand. He pointed his remote toward the screen, which changed to show several aerial images of cities without power. Mixed within the display were satellite images that showed affected areas at night without any lights. Their meeting room still had electricity, as did much of D.C. So far, it was one of the few unaffected areas in the country, but hundreds of generators were on standby if that changed.

      "As everyone can see, these are images of affected areas collected over the week." He then switched to the next slide, displaying an aerial photo of the entire U.S., where only some areas in the Midwest had lights showing. Most of the rest of the country was black.

      "This shows the magnitude of these blackouts. The situation is dire, there's no other way to put it. To bring support to these affected areas would indeed take time and resources." MacGregor turned from the screen and began pacing what little space there was in the crowded room. "If we're lucky, we should be able to establish order in approximately two weeks. In more rural areas, relief could take months." MacGregor then explained that there was no magic bullet or quick fix.

      "Our assessment has led us to what we believe to be an attack by several unified groups. They have waged war through several complex fronts. The attack on the energy grid, for instance, was achieved through an elaborate cyber-alliance, which we've traced back to Russian operatives. The hundreds of missiles that followed were launched in a stealth strike, using our own technology against us. The origin of these anti-radar missiles was traced back to a small island in the Pacific. An island, mind you, established as sovereign land by the Chinese military."

      Sweeping disbelief was evident on the stunned faces of every official and reiterated as well in the silence of the speaker phones. The Pentagon's report had established more than one foreign entity; not one but two major world powers collaborating to attack the United States.

      "The EMP commission report states that a nuclear EMP would not affect most vehicles or personal electronic systems," he continued. "Unfortunately, it appears that our enemies have figured out how to do that." He flipped to the next slide, displaying a numbered chart. "This elaborate attack had three initial stages. Phase one was the massive cyber-attack against our power grid, done through sophisticated hacking. Phase two was the launching of nuclear EMPs across the country from a remote island in the Pacific. And three, and perhaps most deadly, was the detonation of improvised bombs throughout all major cities. This was obviously done to further cause panic and disarray among the population." MacGregor stopped and looked around the room, asking for questions. Hands went up as officials shouted over one another, adding to the growing panic in the room.

      President Burke suddenly slammed his fist onto the table, demanding calm. "We've got hundreds of millions of Americans in a state of crisis right now. There are an untold number of casualties, displaced people, families separated, and people missing. I want every department and agency to work around the clock to bring order and assistance to these areas.” He paused and looked at the conflicted faces of the surrounding officials. "Understand?"

      The room nodded in agreement as the president walked away from the table to the opposite corner of the room in the shadows. His Pentagon analyst soon rose and followed him, concerned.

      "Are you okay, sir?"

      "Yes," he said as he opened his eyes and straightened his posture. "Thank you, Layne. I'll be fine. Just need a moment."

      Satisfied, MacGregor let the president be and returned to his seat. Burke then circled the room as conversation broke out between the officials. He stopped in front of the projection screen with the colors of the latest slide reflecting on his face. "It's not our job to panic," he said to the room, gaining their attention. "Your country needs you."

      A cabinet official held his hand up, and President Burke pointed at him. "Yes, Josh."

      "Mr. President, what of this island used to launch the EMP missiles?"

      Burke cut his hands across the air as if the matter had been taken care of. "We sent a drone to its coordinates and eliminated the island." The officials exchanged glances, obviously hoping for more details, but another man interrupted.

      "Have Russia and China officially declared war?" the official asked, to murmurs of concern.

      Burke shook his head. "It's more complicated than that. They're denying involvement. They claim that the attack against the U.S. was illicit. They're blaming a rogue separatist element."

      "Bullshit," said the official in response.

      "Both countries have arrested over thirty conspirators, several within their own military," Burke continued. "They've been very cooperative."

      "I don't know, sir," one of the joint chiefs opined. "This attack was too well-planned and much too sophisticated for a rouge operation."

      "They're calling it Operation Butterfly," a general added. "And it's impossible to assume neither country knew about it."

      "Mr. President, if we don't show these countries swift retaliation, we'll lose complete credibility," the joint chief official continued. "Things will get much worse."

      The president stepped forward, face flushed with anger. "Russia and China have been working with us! I'm not going to start World War III. We will take out the persons responsible, and that's a promise."

      "The Chinese military outnumber us two to one," the same general said to the room. "Nothing short of nuclear war would be the next step."

      "That's enough!" the president shouted. He pulled at his collar as sweat seemed to pour down his face. The entire room went quiet as they turned toward him, watching with concern. "I didn't call this meeting to further escalate this situation. I—" The president suddenly stopped and wiped his forehead, appearing to have lost his thought.

      "Sir, are you all right?" a nearby adviser asked.

      Burke stumbled toward the table and then leaned over its surface, wiping the sweat from his face. He was losing color fast, and no one knew exactly what to think.

      "Yes, I'm fine," he said, gulping down water from a glass that wasn't his. "You all have your objectives. Execute, and be prepared to brief me in one hour."

      Immediately following his words, the room erupted again in cross chatter from nearly every official. Questions came flying at the president from all sides. No one was listening to anyone, and most importantly, nothing was getting done. The president backed away from the table, slightly losing balance as the plethora of conversations engulfed the room. Burke reached out for balance but couldn't find anything to grasp.

      He collapsed in front of the projection screen, flat on his back, as the Secret Service agents rushed over to him. Heads turned in his directions. Officials ran to him as agents held several people back to give the president room. Two agents knelt near the president, trying to help, talking to him as they fanned his face, but the problem looked more serious than a simple fall. Burke’s petrified face trembled as he clutched his chest and frothed at the mouth.

      "Get a paramedic in here, now!" an agent shouted.

      The room erupted in chaos as calls for a doctor rang out. President Burke’s body broke out in spasms as he lay on the floor, arms flailing, torso jerking involuntarily. Secret Service agents were upon him, trying to assist, while other agents kept the space clear. Above the president was an aerial image of New York City shrouded in darkness.
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      James Weller woke up, lying on his stomach in the dirt as smoke floated overhead. For a moment, he had no idea where he was. All he knew was that the smoke was getting thicker. He rolled on his side and saw Larry nearby, pushing himself up. They had been held at gunpoint and robbed. Their assailants were nowhere to be seen. Larry's green camo hat was missing, and he was spitting blood onto the ground. James coughed as the smoke grew thicker. He sat up as heat pressed against his face from nearby flames.

      Oh no. The cabin!

      James quickly stood up and stumbled ahead with blurry vision. He touched the back of his head and felt a thick, gooey substance. He examined his hand and saw blood. He'd been hit in the back of the head by the thieves, all escaped inmates from a local prison. He rushed over to help Larry to his feet as fire engulfed the cabin.

      Larry gasped, eyes wide, locked in a delirious stare. His face reddened as he seethed in shock. He pushed James away and charged toward the cabin. James called out to him to stop, but Larry refused to listen. Wood crackled under the wildly expanding flames. Thick black smoke enveloped Larry as he rushed inside. James stopped a few feet from the cabin, coughing as he squinted ahead, trying to see Larry.

      "Have you lost your mind?" he shouted.

      Larry suddenly reemerged with two fire extinguishers in hand. "Come on," he said, handing one to James. It was almost too hot to handle. "We can fight this thing. It's not so bad in there." He rushed back inside without another word. James hesitated, watching Larry’s faint shadow as he began spraying inside. James then covered his mouth, barely able to see through the smoke, and rushed in to join him. White mist flowed from Larry's extinguisher as he doused the heart of the fire in the kitchen and dining area. James darted ahead, spraying around the living room, up and down the walls. He heard crackling overhead and followed the sound just above Larry. He sprinted over and pushed Larry out of the way just as a beam collapsed from the ceiling. It fell with a resounding crash and kicked more dust and smoke into the air.

      James held his sleeve to his mouth as his eyes watered. He looked back toward the hall where the bedrooms were. Larry moved ahead and sprayed what was left in his extinguisher, dousing most of the flames. James’s eyes burned and watered as he tried not to breathe in the toxic smoke, but it was impossible. Dizziness was overcoming him, and staggering now, it was obvious he couldn't take much more. Larry returned, covering his mouth with a T-shirt, pointing toward the door, pushing on James’s shoulder and urging James to leave.

      "There’s too much smoke!" he shouted, his words muffled through the shirt.

      James followed him, waving away the smoke in the air, trying to see. Once they were outside, the smoke-filled darkness wasn't much of an improvement. He stumbled down the porch steps and fell against Larry. The bearded woodsman spun his head around with fierce, wild eyes. "Stay with me. Most of the fire is out."

      They walked a safe distance from the cabin, away from the worst of the smoke. On the dirt road, James leaned over his knees and launched into a coughing fit. Larry stood nearby, staring at the ruins of his cabin. The fire had been subdued, but the damage was already done. At best, they had a ruined refuge, and they were alive. But what about his wife, Marla, and Larry’s wife, Carol? In their panic to save the cabin, he had, for those few intense minutes, been able to push aside the worst of what had happened. Marla and Carol had been taken by the gang that attacked them.

      "We've got to find Marla and Carol," he said to Larry, his voice strained, as he choked back tears from the smoke.

      Larry nodded as he stared into the charred cabin. "I know."

      James looked around and saw that Larry's station wagon was gone. "They took the wagon too."

      Larry said nothing and just stepped forward, hurling his fire extinguisher directly at the cabin. It crashed somewhere inside, tunneling through the black smoke.

      Carol's truck, however, was still there with ash covering its hood. James approached it with caution, his face full of hope, and began to examine the ground nearby. "They must have left tire tracks. We could follow them." He knelt behind the truck and saw a set of tracks leading down the dirt path away from the cabin. "How far do you think they got?"

      Larry leaned against the truck, exhausted as he ran both hands through his white hair, shaking ash from it. "We'll track 'em. We have to."

      James went to the driver's side of the truck and opened the door. "Where are the keys?"

      Larry sighed as he circled the truck, limping gingerly. "Give me a minute..."

      "We don't have a minute!" James shouted.

      Larry pulled out a car key from his pocket and tossed it to him. “It doesn't run, asshole."

      James stared at him, astonished. He then ignored Larry and stuck the key into the ignition. With every turn, nothing happened.

      "Get out of the damn truck," Larry told him. "You're not helping."

      James rocked his head back, sighing as he stepped outside. "Then let's track them on foot."

      "We need weapons," Larry said. "I've got plenty stashed inside the cabin."

      James leaned against the truck, growing dizzy. The pain in his head just made things worse. He suddenly felt around for his pistol, but could not find it. He knew he had grabbed it when the gang first attacked the cabin. He looked around the dirt where he had awoken and didn't see it. His wallet was missing too. He wondered just why the gang had left James and Larry alive. Perhaps it was to send them a message that there was nothing they could do about any of it, that they could kidnap their wives and leave the men helpless as their cabin burned to the ground.

      While James didn't know their motives, he guessed that the women would be turned into work slaves or sex slaves. He couldn’t bear to think about it. One thing he was sure of: They had taken Marla and Carol back to the Audrain County Correctional Center. The prison had been taken over by its inmates in a massive riot. Now, they were using it as a headquarters of sorts.

      James stood up and brushed the dirt off his clothes. He was certain they had taken his pistol and wallet, leaving him with nothing. He turned around to look at the cabin, then glanced at Larry who stood close by, blocking his way and staring at him.

      "I want to know everything," Larry began, arms crossed. "Starting with how those men knew you."

      "It's not important," James said dismissively. A guilty red flush spread from his neck to his forehead.

      Larry took a step back in angry disbelief. "Not important? I want to know the truth!"

      James stammered, increasingly frustrated. Most of the flames in the cabin had died out, leaving behind charred walls and a giant hole in the roof with lots of burned beams piled on the floor.

      "I went for a hike today, just like we had discussed. Somewhere along the way, I came across a working car. I was going to inquire about a purchase, but those escaped prisoners got to the owner first.” He paused, noticing Larry's deep, betrayed stare. "Look," he said, pleading with open hands, "I was going to tell you everything. I just needed some time--"

      He had barely even finished his sentence before Larry wound back and punched him in the face without warning. A bright flash and James was stumbling back, holding his jaw, his ears ringing with a high-pitched, pulsating blare. He gained his balance and looked at Larry, stunned. But Larry simply stared back at him, unblinking.

      "You lying son of a bitch," he began.

      "I didn't lie—"

      Another punch barreled his way, a left hook to his face. James fell back against the hood of the truck and shouted at Larry to stop.

      "And now my wife's gone!" he roared, pointing.

      James stood up, holding his face and tasting blood in his mouth. "Okay..." he began with a sigh, “I'm sorry. I wasn't straight with you. But you didn't tell us there was a prison nearby either."

      Larry nodded but offered no apology. "You led those men straight here. I told you not to venture too far." His expression suddenly changed as though he just realized something. "Did you go into town?"

      James spit blood out and looked away, evading the question. "What are you talking about?"

      Larry stepped forward with increasing anger. "Did you go into town?"

      James shook his head, lowering his arms. "Yes. One of us had to. You expected us to just stay walled up in this tiny cabin for weeks on end?" Larry advanced toward him as James held his own fists in the air. "You hit me again, we're going to have a problem."

      Larry halted and then stared back at him, not so much angry now but disappointed and deceived. "I thought you understood what hunkering down took. I had no idea we were housing an impatient child." The insult was clear enough, but James took it in stride.

      "Marla and I needed a working vehicle, our own working vehicle. That's all I wanted. I wasn't trying to cause trouble. If you had told me about the prison, I—"

      "I didn't think it was important," Larry said, throwing his own excuse back at him. "What difference would that have made where we are at?" He then paused and took a deep breath. The tension between them seemed to slowly dissipate as they stood in the quiet darkness. Larry then unexpectedly extended his hand. "Seems we both kept things from each other. Agreed?"

      James studied him for a moment, hesitant, and then shook hands. "So, we're going to work together?"

      "We don't have much choice," Larry said. He then turned around and walked toward the cabin, going inside despite the thick smoke still flowing outside.

      James stood and waited, wondering what he was doing. In a matter of moments, Larry suddenly emerged from the cabin, carrying a large leather bag. He hurried to the rear of the truck and opened the tailgate, placing the bag there. "They may have gotten some of our weapons," he began as he unzipped the bag. "But they didn't get all of them."

      James looked inside the bag and saw a rifle and a pistol. Before he could say a word, Larry handed him the pistol. "Mark VII Desert Eagle. Should do the job better than that old .45 of yours."

      Holding up the pistol, James noticed that a magazine was already loaded.

      "Careful now," Larry said. He handed him two more full magazines and then rummaged through the bag and pulled out a tactical vest and slipped it on. James watched as he placed loaded rifle mags inside the vest pockets. He had never asked Larry about his own tactical skills before. The man had no military background that he knew of, but as he held the rifle up, inspecting the scope and front sight, he came across as a man who knew what he was doing. Larry slapped a magazine inside the rifle and pulled back the charging handle, chambering a round. "They couldn't have gotten too far."

      "Let's hope so," James said, trying to stay optimistic despite the sick worry he had for Marla.

      Larry turned away from the cabin and walked down the path as James followed. "Follow me. I know a shortcut," he said.

      They moved quickly down the path, following the tire tracks, as Larry veered into the forest. James squinted in the darkness, trying to follow Larry's light-colored shirt ahead of him. They went through bushes and low-hanging branches, and for a moment, he wondered if Larry really knew where they were going. It was dark and hard to navigate, but then James started moving more confidently, more quickly, recognizing the area just as he nearly stumbled over a log. Larry regained his balance and suddenly gripped the sleeve of James’s shirt, pulling him to the side.

      "Careful now," Larry said. "There are bear traps everywhere."

      "Why'd you take us through here then?" James seethed.

      Suddenly, they heard the distant howl of an injured man.

      "Come on," Larry said, turning away. "Stay close."

      He moved around bushes, pushing forward in good time. James followed and kept a cautious eye to the ground. They continued down the hill, using the trees in their path for balance. Up ahead, Larry saw something and ducked down. The man's pained cries grew louder. They were close to someone. They saw a small group, six men in all, beyond the trees, standing outside Larry's station wagon. It looked to be roughly half of the gang who had attacked them.

      The car idled as the driver turned its headlights on. James and Larry watched from behind some bushes at a safe distance. Two men were helping to carry a man toward the station wagon’s hatchback. The man screamed, then cursed, then screamed again as the men half-carried their comrade and held one bloody leg lifted in the air. Larry was right about the bear traps. They made for an effective alarm.

      James held his mini binoculars up and surveyed the scene. He didn't see Marla or Carol anywhere. They were probably with the other half of the group that had gone on ahead, while these men stopped to help their injured compatriots. There was already a second man lying in the back seat, wrapping his gashed leg. Larry tapped James's arm and pointed ahead with two fingers, but as they advanced, the rest of the men hurried inside the car and drove off, leaving them in the dust. James, still trying to stay hidden, chased after them, but it was futile. Fortunately, Larry knew the forest well, which was crucial in their current predicament. The mere thought of Marla and Carol being held captive by dangerous convicts brought terrible thoughts to mind and intensified their search. But James was terrified too. Larry took a sharp turn left, down a moderately clear path to the bottom of the hill. It was there that they found flat, even terrain and fresh tire marks leading away.

      Larry slowed down and then handed James a pair of high-tech binoculars. "Look through these."

      James held them to his eyes and saw the forest visible in a grainy green tint.

      "They're thermal," Larry said. "I can see body heat of living objects from up to four hundred meters away."

      James handed them back, impressed. He had told Larry much about himself, including his early years as a military mechanic, but Larry hadn't discussed his own past and background beyond his "prepper" know-how.

      

      They continued down the darkened path, following the tire tracks along a curve. James did his best to keep up, swatting branches to the side, as Larry led them off the clear path and farther into the thickness of the woods. It was a shortcut, Larry explained, that would allow them to intersect with the station wagon up ahead. The moon glowed from above a night sky, illuminating their path just enough to see where they were going. If Larry was correct in his assessment, they'd emerge onto the road and ambush the wagon. They hurried along at a quickened pace.

      Larry led the way, hunched low and moving fast. He looked to be in his mid-fifties or older but showed no signs of slowing down. "Almost there," he assured James, still breathing steady and showing no hint of fatigue.

      They scaled another hill, moving along at an angle. The road wasn't yet in view and they were still in the hills. Squinting ahead, James suddenly tripped over a small hole. His ankle twisted as he fell against a tree in panic. Larry halted and turned around. James pushed himself up, eager to regain his balance.

      "Don't fall apart on me now," Larry said just above a whisper.

      James carefully stepped forward. "Sorry."

      "You break a leg out here, you're on your own," Larry said.

      James limped forward and picked up a tall stick to use for balance. "Don't worry about it."

      They veered down their path and Larry stopped suddenly at a looming oak tree, surveying the area ahead with his binoculars. James peered out with his own pair but didn't see much except shadow and brush. It had been fifteen to twenty minutes since they had left the cabin, which was plenty of time for the prisoners to return home. Instead of the activity they expected, all was quiet. The odds seemed to have been against them from the moment they regained consciousness. Larry's excited tone, however, indicated that they were on the right path.

      "They're just sitting there, parked on the side of the road," he said, baffled.

      "Doing what?" James asked.

      "Don't know," Larry said, lowering his binos. "Let's move in for a closer look."

      He moved from behind the tree and began a crouched trek across the field. James hurried after him, staying low in the weeds. Beyond the rickety barbed wire fence ahead, they saw a two-lane road. And on the right side of the road was movement. There was no certainty who they had encountered, but James had a feeling it was exactly who they were looking for. They took cover near the trees along the fence and watched.
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      They climbed gingerly over the rusty barbed wire in their path and moved closer to the car. There were six men in all. One was kneeling at the rear tire, loosening the lug nuts. They'd gotten a flat. James and Larry watched them from the bank of the small ravine, bodies flat against the rocky ground. Larry crawled ahead abruptly, rifle in hand, motioning to James to stay down.

      "I'll handle this," he said, stopping with his head turned. "You just have my back."

      James watched as Larry rose up and approached the men on foot, stealth-like, keeping to the shadows cast by the trees and not making a sound. He then took cover behind a rock outcropping as the men around the station wagon conversed. Everyone seemed relaxed. There was a man seated in the driver's seat, arm out the window, a second man replacing the tire, and four standing at the rear of the wagon, smoking cigarettes.

      Not one of them had yet noticed Larry, who was rapidly advancing toward them and crouched low like a trained assassin. James couldn't see anyone else in the car. If Marla and Carol were in there, they were most likely bound and on the floor. But there was no way to tell.

      James rose and followed, gripping his pistol. He reached the protruding stone and kept watch as Larry moved in closer. The four prisoners standing around seemed in a jovial mood, talking and at ease, with smiles on their faces. James watched, heart beating wildly in his chest, as he tried to anticipate Larry's next move.

      Suddenly five loud, startling shots reverberated through the air in rapid succession. The four men dropped instantly, two of them with their heads blown off. Glass shattered and flew through the car as the man in the driver's seat fell dead against the steering wheel. James rushed ahead, ready to provide backup, but the closer he got, he could see that Larry didn't need any.

      The man at the tire was flat on his stomach with Larry's barrel pressed against his neck. James rushed over, shocked to see every other man dead, some still in their prison uniforms.

      "Where's my wife?" Larry shouted as he stood over the terrified man.

      James circled the wagon, looking inside, and saw no sign of the women. But that was impossible. He and Larry had watched as Marla and Carol were taken away and placed inside that vehicle. James hadn't a minute to even process what had happened. One minute, Larry was approaching the men with his rifle drawn. The next, he had shot and killed five without warning.

      "They're not here!" James shouted out as Larry remained standing over their sole surviving prisoner.

      The man was smaller than his dead compatriots, just under five feet. He wore a dark jacket with a skull cap pulled down past his ears. His long, stubble-ridden face flinched as Larry pressed the hot barrel against his cheek.

      “Where'd they take them?"

      The man gasped, trying to form the words, but shock had clearly taken over. There were two vehicles: the wagon and the Dodge Challenger James had gotten from the man in town. It didn't take long for James to figure out what had happened, and the prisoner confirmed it.

      "We got a flat," the prisoner said, trembling. "The girls. They're in the other car."

      "Oh yeah?" Larry said, his eyes intense with anger. He jabbed the rifle into the whimpering man's back. "You ready to die?"

      James hurried over to intervene. "Come on, Larry. This isn’t helping."

      "I was only following orders," the man shouted from the ground.

      Larry kicked him in the side. "What did you say?"

      James moved in front of Larry as the man screamed in pain. "Let's go."

      Larry aimed his rifle down at the man, undeterred. "What?” he said to James. “And leave him to go tell his friends that we're coming?"

      The man covered his head with both hands, pleading. "I'm not going back there, I promise. You'll never see me again! It's a cult. They run the prison now."

      James tilted his head downward, curious. "What's this about a cult?"

      Larry pressed the barrel of his rifle against the sweaty inmate's head and looked at James. "I'm sorry. He's a liability."

      "I'll tell you everything you need to know," the man said in a shaking voice, close to tears.

      "We need facts, Larry," James said.

      But Larry seemed far from backing down. "You degenerates destroyed my cabin, and then you kidnapped my wife. Every one of you is going to have to pay." His finger caressed the trigger, showing no signs of mercy.

      James lunged forward and grabbed the rifle as fast as he could, yanking it from Larry's grip, just before he could fire his shot. He then backed away, holding the rifle close as Larry looked up at him with astonished fury.

      "You're letting emotions cloud your judgment," James began.

      But Larry only seemed angrier. "Who the hell do you think you are?"

      "I could ask the same thing about you," James said.

      Another tense silence followed as Larry glanced down, his face contorted. "You're concerned about this lump of shit?" The man had crawled ahead a few feet and Larry delivered a second swift kick to his side.

      "He knows things," James said calmly. "You want to go into this thing blind?"

      Larry stared back at James and then extended his hand. "Give me my rifle back. I won't shoot him. Promise."

      James stood back for a moment, hesitant. He examined the four dead men lying nearby on the road in pools of blood. There seemed to be no going back from any of it. He wondered where they would be if they had just gone in the Army trucks to the evacuation camps. At least he and Marla would be together.

      Perhaps the evacuation of St. Louis had been a precaution. The city could still be standing strong. Either way, James felt as though they'd be better off there but tried not to regret the decision he had forced on his wife. "What can you tell us about the prison?" he asked the frightened inmate, kneeling next to him. He then reached down and helped the man up, asking his name.

      "Doyle," he said with a cough, holding his side.

      Larry stormed off, uninterested in anything the inmate had to say. Instead, he circled the station wagon and looked for any survivors. He stopped at the driver's side and pulled the man outside, tossing his body onto the road. He then checked the ignition and grabbed the keys.

      "What can you tell us about the prison, Doyle?" James asked.

      Doyle nodded and brushed back his shaggy, graying hair. "They took those girls to see Julian. Julian... he runs the prison now."

      "And who is Julian?" James asked, filled with anxiety.

      "Crazy son of a bitch who took over after the riot. Word is, he orchestrated the whole thing. Was planning it for years." The inmate paused to catch his breath. "Once the power went out, they basically took over."

      Larry soon returned and leaned against the hatchback of the wagon, listening. "What'd they do with the guards? All the staff?"

      Doyle turned his head, startled. "A lot of them were killed during the riot. The rest were taken hostage or prisoner. Whatever you wanna call it."

      "Who the hell's Julian?" Larry asked.

      "Some leader of the prison gang who instigated the riot," James said, answering. He then looked at Doyle. "How do we get in?"

      Doyle thought to himself as he nervously looked from Larry to James and back. "You've got to look like an inmate first. You get seen in any other clothes, they'll kill you."

      James examined the dead inmates on the ground with their bloody prisoner uniforms under their jackets. "I'm assuming we can't just walk through the front gate either."

      Doyle shook his head. His eyes suddenly lit up as though an idea had just entered his mind. "I have something that can help you." He dug into his jacket pockets as they waited impatiently and presented a folded paper. "Here. Take it."

      James cautiously took the paper and unfolded it, seeing a sketched layout of what looked like the entire prison.

      "Before the riot, this layout map was being passed around to organize everything," he explained. The rooms, levels, and ward were all identified, sprawled across the entire page.

      Doyle leaned closer and pointed in the center of the map as James tried his best to examine it in the dark. The prison complex had ten wards, from A through J. "The place is surrounded by fence and concertina wire, so good luck getting in," he continued. "But there is a spot behind the east wing you might be able to sneak in through." His finger traced along the map to an area in the corner. "This is the loading dock here. Minimally guarded and protected. Might be your best bet."

      Larry flicked his Zippo lighter and held it near the page, illuminating the map.

      James passed the map off to Larry and turned to Doyle with a question. "Where in the prison are they taking our wives?"

      Doyle looked up with uncertainty. "I don't know for sure. Same place they take the other hostages. Cell block B maybe. But, I've never met Julian. I'm just doing what I can to survive."

      Larry folded the map inside his pocket and approached the wagon, leaving them behind. Whatever their plan, it wasn't quite formed yet. James paced the road and walked past the stiffening bodies and brass shells lying around them.

      "Anything else you can tell us that might help?" James asked Doyle.

      "It’s a dangerous place," Doyle said. "They'll kill you, or worse yet... make you fight."

      "No shit," Larry said, walking back over.

      "I'm serious," Doyle said. "Sometimes they make hostages fight for entertainment. Just the other day we had two guards fight to the death. The winner was promised release, but he died after the fight."

      "Well... we just want our wives back," Larry said.

      "That's true," James said, pulling the shirt off one of the dead inmates lying on the road.

      Larry grabbed Doyle by the collar and pulled him over. "How'd you bastards find my cabin? Were you looking for us? Or were you looking for James in particular?"

      James suddenly looked up, concerned by what the answer might reveal about his culpability.

      Doyle thought to himself, hesitant to answer.

      "Come on," Larry said, patting him on the shoulder. "Think, damn it."

      Doyle watched as James pulled the rest of the uniform off the dead convict and then looked at Larry. "There was a scout team looking for places to scavenge. I guess they just happened to find your cabin.”

      "Bullshit," Larry said almost immediately. James wondered if Doyle was skirting the truth as a favor to James for saving his life.

      "We saw the car," Doyle answered, growing nervous under Larry’s scrutiny. "Followed the tracks up the hill and found the cabin later. Brant said--"

      "Who's Brant?" Larry asked abruptly.

      "He works for Julian," Doyle said. "Brant wanted to wait until nighttime to surprise you.”

      Larry studied him with narrowed eyes. He then took a deep breath and raised his rifle at Doyle's head. "Start running, and if I catch you going near the prison, I'll put a bullet right through your conniving little brain."

      Doyle spun around and ran off before Larry or James could say another word. He soon disappeared into the darkness, heading away from the prison. Prison uniform in hand, James walked to the station wagon, changing his clothes. "Might want to pick out a uniform for yourself," James said, pulling off his jacket.

      He placed the baggy gray short-sleeved inmate shirt over his own, ultimately picking the clothes with the least blood on it. Larry approached the dead driver slumped in the road and began undressing him. James figured they could pass as prisoners for a time, but success would also depend on how tight-knit the inmates were. A week in the wilderness and James was beginning to look a bit grizzly himself. That could help.

      He and Larry had been at each other's throats since that evening. James could understand his anger and frustration. Larry's entire plan of hunkering down and living off the grid had been irrevocably changed. He just might never forgive James. Even if they saved Marla and Carol, unscathed, they would probably go their separate ways. For now, they had to work together. A rocky partnership lay ahead; a rift so deep they didn't know if they'd ever repair it. Yet, under the night sky and in the silence of their rural surroundings, anything might be possible.
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      The Dodge Challenger flew down the rural two-lane road with the Audrain County Correctional Center ahead in the distance. Marla and Carol were squeezed into the back seat with handcuffs around their wrists like prisoners. They stayed close to each other, trying to keep it together as the car shook and rattled, carrying them away from the men they loved. The leader of the gang, Brant, sat in the back with them, close to Marla. Another man drove, and a third one sat up front as well.

      The rest of the gang had been left with the station wagon after its tire blew out halfway back to the prison. Marla and Carol hadn't said a word since being taken. The shock of it all hadn't worn off yet. They were having dinner one minute, and the next, everything in their lives had drastically changed. Marla was trying to piece it together in her mind.

      Who were these men, and where were they taking her and Carol?

      The car sped down the road at top speed. Marla gripped Carol's arm, fearing a crash at any moment. The two men up front were engaged in conversation, but Brant mainly kept to himself, smoking a cigarette. There were no doors in the back seat. The red vinyl seats squeaked with their movements. Both front windows were cracked open as wind blasted inside, screeching. With Brant looming over them nearby, Marla wanted to question him, but she could barely bring herself to look at him.

      "Larry..." Carol said softly, on the verge of breaking down.

      "They're fine. I know it," Marla said.

      Brant overheard, flicked the last of his cigarette out the window, and shifted closer, his eyes sweeping from one to the other, engaging with them for the first time since they had been forced into the Challenger. "Don't worry. They're not dead. We just roughed them up a little."

      Marla looked through the windshield and saw several buildings grouped together, contained within a massive fence. She couldn't see any lights beyond their own but was certain they were drawing closer to the prison. What else could it be? She slowly turned her head toward Brant, whose mere presence made her feel ill. "What do you want from us?"

      Brant looked at her, seemingly amused, as a smile crept up his bearded face. "The delight of your company, for starters." The car gradually slowed as the prison drew nearer. Its sizable parking lot was filled with vehicles. At first glance, nothing looked out of the ordinary. The prison looked operational despite having no lights on outside or inside the complex. "Are you nervous?" he asked.

      Carol whipped her head around, glaring at him. "You're nothing but a bunch of pathetic cowards!"

      Heads up front turned as Brant leaned into his side of the seat, amused and vaguely impressed. "Careful now. I understand passions are high, but everyone’s not all as thick-skinned as I am." Marla glanced at Carol with a warning look to watch what she said.

      The car veered to the side as they pulled into the prison gates with its unmanned booth. Marla caught a glimpse of several police cars in the parking lot beyond, but it brought her little comfort. They were on their own out here. No one was going to help them. She shuddered to think that she might never see James again, but then dismissed such a thought, which seemed impossible.

      Their car idled at the closed gates for a moment before the driver held down the horn. Marla squeezed both Carol's hands. The ride had been terrifying enough, but they had no idea of what awaited them beyond the prison walls. Their imaginations were running wild.

      "What's taking these assholes so long?" the driver asked.

      "Relax. They're coming," Brant said. He then turned his head to look out the back windows and down the darkened road they had arrived on. “They had a flat to fix.”

      The gates opened, and the car drove in, past a group of curious inmates all watching them closely. There were people everywhere, loitering around, most shadowed in the darkness. Their car suddenly sped forward, and just as quickly skidded to the side as the driver slammed on the brakes. Marla opened her eyes to see that they were parked directly in front of the entrance to the main building, which looked like an administrative headquarters, but with cell blocks on the lower floors.

      "Welcome to the house of the First Order," Brant said with enthusiasm as the car engine shut off.

      Marla and Carol looked at each other with concern as the men piled out of the car and pulled the seats down for them to exit. A bandana-wearing inmate stood outside, waiting. "Let's go, grandma."

      "My name is Carol," she said defiantly as she stepped out.

      The driver stared at her with twisted contempt. "I don't give a shit about your name, you old hag. How’d you like a fist in your face—"

      Brant then punched the driver in the face without warning. The man stumbled to the side as Brant offered apologies to Carol. "Don't listen to him. Some of our brothers have to learn their manners."

      Carol said nothing as she hurried past Brant, with Marla close behind. The man remained hunched over, holding the side of his face and spitting blood. Brant yanked the man's bandana off his head and approached Marla and Carol, holding two bandanas in his hand, the second one something he had pulled from his pocket. "You're both going to want to wear these."

      Carol and Marla exchanged curious glances.

      "Why?" asked Carol.

      Brant walked behind her first. "For your own protection. Now, stay still." He brought the bandana over her eyes and then tied it tightly around the back of her head. Next came Marla's turn. She stood as the bandana covered her eyes, pressing against them, cutting off vision completely. Brant gently pushed them both forward, leading them toward the entrance building like a police officer escorting two prisoners. On the way, he talked, which was something he suddenly seemed to like doing.

      "I'm ten years in a twenty-year sentence," he said in a chatty tone. "Attempted murder during a robbery."

      "Fascinating," Carol said in her most dry tone.

      Marla held her cuffed hands out for balance, unable to see anything in their path. Brant kept his hand against her back and guided her along. One of her shoelaces was untied, nearly causing her to trip, but Marla stumbled and marched forward. That was the least of her problems. The doors opened, and she heard footsteps all around them. The other inmates circled them, shining their flashlights into their blindfolded faces.

      "What you got there?" one of the men asked.

      "Hostages," Brant replied. "Now get those lights out of our faces."

      Marla could feel the eyes of the crowd watching them. A hand waved across the top of her hair as boisterous hollering broke out. Brant pushed her along from behind into the increasing chaos. Carol held Marla’s left arm as best she could as they lurched forward together, using each other for guidance and balance. She tried to fathom the turn of events that had led them to the prison. Everything had happened so suddenly and unexpectedly. She was just sitting down to have dinner. James had whispered news of his travels that day. He had found a working vehicle, and they were conspiring to leave the cabin. Their plan had almost fallen into place, only to collapse, when a direct attack upon the cabin changed everything.

      She heard the heavy prison doors close behind them as they continued. Raucous cheers echoed throughout the room they walked into. Shifting her eyes downward, she could see a glossy concrete floor. The room smelled of cigarettes and had a clear lack of ventilation. The hollering voices echoed far into the distance, indicating a large room. She wondered if, at that moment, she'd be thrown to the wolves and eaten alive. Brant continued to push them forward, his hand the only guide. Little by little, Marla could see more out of the bottom of her blindfold. The hollers and cheers grew louder the deeper they went into the prison. The men’s voices rattled her.

      She felt the heat of nearby flames from burning drums around them, casting shadows of their round shapes on the floor as Brant hurried them along into a hallway as doors closed behind them. Carol suddenly tripped and clutched Marla's arm for balance as she yelped. She nearly brought Marla down in the process as well. They stumbled to the side together and hit a concrete wall.

      Marla regained her balance and yanked her blindfold off. Even with it off, she could barely see a thing. A flashlight clicked on behind them, taking her off guard.

      "Just keep moving," Brant said. For some reason, he didn’t mention the blindfold. Maybe he hadn’t noticed.

      She could only see his silhouette, and the light went right in her face. She glanced to her side and saw prison bars. Beyond that, she saw an empty cell. Next to it was another cell and another one after that, reaching toward the end of the white-tiled floor. There were cells on the other side as well, and stairs that led up to another floor.

      "Take them off," he said. "We're almost there."

      Marla helped Carol with her blindfold as they paused and looked at the prison cells around them. He pointed the flashlight up the stairs. "Keep going."

      Marla and Carol turned toward the stairs and began walking up each step at Brant's urging. Marla stayed close to Carol as they climbed the steps together. Brant's footsteps followed their own, close behind, and they eventually reached the top. Walking ahead, they soon reached a set of double-doors alongside a long Plexiglas window.

      An unlocking mechanism sounded and the doors opened, revealing several men dressed in correctional officer uniforms and armed with weapons. Marla was about to rush to them and beg for help until she saw their tattooed, gleaming faces. They were nothing more than inmates dressed as guards. Past them was a long hall of offices on both sides. Candles sat on ledges and shelves around them. Their flickering flames provided just enough illumination to see by. Brant circled to the front and led them through the furnished lobby as the men stared and followed them with their eyes.

      Marla and Carol followed, anticipation and fear in their hearts. They continued past offices, with unoccupied desks and filing cabinets in each room. The hallways darkened the farther they moved away from the lobby. Marla could see that it was still nighttime through the windows of the offices they passed. Brant turned on his flashlight and pointed it toward a door at the end. They approached the door, and Marla saw that the title "Warden" had been crossed out and replaced with another name she couldn't read.

      A man sitting at a shadowed desk outside the office cleared his throat and Marla jumped back, startled.

      "Good evening, Brant," the seated man said. "Visitors?" He paused and lit a cigarette, illuminating his scruffy face.

      "Two to see Julian," Brant said, flashing his light on them both.

      The man at the desk studied them as he chiseled away at the desk with a knife. "Julian's busy. Bring them back tomorrow." Brant didn’t say anything, but in the tension that followed, it was clear something hostile was going on between them. Brant stared him down. The man blew out a long puff of smoke as Brant moved like lightning and struck him in the neck with one chop of his hand. The man gagged and fell back in his chair, choking with violent spasms.

      Marla backed up, pulling Carol to her side. With the temporary distraction, she imagined an opportunity to run and try to escape. But she had nowhere to run to. Brant stood over the choking man as he twisted and thrashed on the ground, arms flailing and papers flying in the air.

      "What did I tell you about talking to me that way, Devin?" he asked like a parent scolding a child. "We have order here. Respect is an important part of how we operate."

      The man crouched over his knees, breathing heavily as his flushed face gradually drained of color. Marla placed her hand on Carol's arm and nodded toward the offices down the hall with urgency. As they stepped away in that direction, Brant suddenly spun around and shined his flashlight on them.

      "Don't go anywhere yet, ladies. Julian will see you now."

      Marla and Carol backed into the wall near a tall filing cabinet and froze.

      "I'll let him know that you're here," the man named Devin said in a wheezy voice.

      Through the door glass, Marla could see a line of candles glowing from inside. Whoever this supposed inmate leader was, he had taken the warden's office. But what of all the staff and guards? She wondered where they were all being held.

      Devin opened the door partly and slipped inside. Brant remained in place, not foolish enough to leave Marla and Carol unsupervised. She made one last attempt to bargain, knowing full well that Brant’s reaction could end with a lightning-fast chop to her neck as well.

      "You've got to let us go. Please," she began. "The entire country is under attack."

      Brant seemed to stare through her but gave a slight nod. "Doesn't much concern me what's happening out there. All that matters is what happens in here."

      The door opened and Devin stepped out, still holding his throat. "J-Julian will see you now." He bypassed Brant and the desk and the flipped chair and headed straight for a nearby restroom.

      Brant glanced back at Marla and Carol, excited. "Shall we go in?" He opened the door for them and stepped aside.

      They walked inside and saw more candles on the desk and tables and shelves around them. Old music crackled from a record player in the corner. Brant approached a desk in front of them, which had a large window beyond it, overlooking what appeared to be the prison yard. A chair was behind the desk, facing the window, and they couldn't see who was seated. Marla glanced around the room and saw newspapers lying everywhere spread out along the carpet. The office itself had a bizarre aura to it, increased by the presence of its new, mysterious occupant.

      "Mr. Julian, I've brought you guests," Brant said.

      The chair spun around to face them, revealing an older man with a long neck and bushy mustache. His large, searing eyes stared at them, unblinking. He had sideburns and gray hair parted in the middle, glistening with pomade. He wore a green fatigue jacket with a dress shirt underneath, buttoned at the collar. His hands were folded in front of him, displaying an array of rings on several fingers. There were markings along his neck, tattoos that were barely discernible. He appeared to be in his sixties, with leathery skin as evidence of hard living.

      Marla squinted ahead to get a better look at him in the glowing candlelight of his desk.

      "Welcome to the New Sanctuary of the First Order," he began. "My name is Julian Monroe." He leaned back in his chair and grabbed a lit cigar from its ashtray on the desk, puffing on its end.

      Marla recognized the name and was alarmed when she made the connection. Monroe was a cult leader who had been convicted in the early 1980s of multiple murders. He had brainwashed his followers to commit the murders that had long plagued the area outside Rockford, Illinois. Monroe had run a commune in the remote hills of northern Illinois, where he pressed followers to prepare for a civil war.

      When the war never materialized, Monroe then ordered his members to embark on a killing spree. He had aged considerably from his pictures in the newspaper, and for a moment Marla doubted whether the man before her was the same person she was thinking of or if the name was some strange coincidence.

      "Julian Monroe?" she asked.

      "Yes," he stated confidently. His eyes seemed to warm up. "You've heard of me?"

      "Yes, of course," she said, stepping forward. "New Sanctuary of the First Order? I knew that sounded familiar."

      Monroe took another puff of his cigar and set it back into the ashtray. He then gestured toward two fancy leather chairs in front of the desk. "Please have a seat."

      Marla and Carol hesitated for a moment as Brant made his way to a liquor cabinet in the corner. Marla walked over to the first chair as Carol followed, neither saying a word. Both wore calm expressions on their faces. Inside, Marla was screaming for a way to escape. She then made a request, encouraged by their captor's initial politeness.

      "Could we have these removed?" she asked, displaying her handcuffs.

      "Yes,” Carol added. “I have arthritis, and it's really starting to hurt."

      Monroe narrowed his eyes, studying them as his fingers pressed together. "All in due time. I'd like to get to know you first. Tell me where you’re from."

      Carol looked at Marla to speak. "St. Louis," Marla said.

      "Really?" he said with an arched brow. "What brings you all the way out here?" He then held out a hand, closing his eyes. "Wait. Don't tell me. You're fleeing the annihilation and certain doom? The reckoning I've long discussed is finally here. You're lost with nowhere to go, cut off from the world around you." He opened his studious eyes and waited. "Am I close?"

      Marla nodded with a feigned smile. "Yes. But this is no accident. We were attacked with an EMP that disabled the power grid."

      He took the cigar and began mashing it inside the tray, staring downward. "From what I hear, it's not just electricity. Technology has become obsolete, just as I prophesied."

      Marla nodded again, not wanting to argue the point. Monroe was psychotic, a master manipulator and something of a notorious celebrity as well.

      "Mr. Monroe," Carol began. "Why are we here?"

      Silence followed as he glanced to Brant in the darkened corner. "I thought you had explained that to them already."

      Brant turned around with a glass of whiskey in hand. "I did. As far as I know."

      "We were hoping you could elaborate," Marla added.

      Monroe returned his focus to them as he took a deep breath. "You know, taking control of this prison wasn't easy. The actual plan was in the works for years. But I knew the day would come, and we have made it so. I've spent considerable time influencing the prison population to my vision. And in that time, I've built quite a following." He paused and then held up a jagged knife that glistened in the candlelight. "Control is not an easy thing to maintain, in here and out there. There are rival gangs to contend with. Everyone wants a piece."

      He then flipped the knife down and drove it into the desk with a sudden thrust, startling them. "You have to take decisive action once the time is right and don't stop until order is once again established."

      "Where are all the police and guards?" Marla asked, almost not wanting to know the answer. She looked behind Monroe to a bookshelf against the wall. A framed picture sat on one of the shelves, with a round-faced smiling man in his Sunday’s best, surrounded by a family.

      "Blood was shed to secure this compound," Monroe said. "But it was no murder spree. Those who surrendered were spared. I was more concerned about rival gangs than anything. We had to dispatch most of them immediately. But the guards and prison staff are different. They’re not going to give their lives for this prison. No way.”

      "And the warden?" Marla asked.

      Monroe shifted sideways and then looked back to her. "Warden Russell? His death was more of a symbolic gesture. The inmates needed to know who was in charge. Since then, the transition of power couldn't have been clearer."

      Marla suspected as much. Monroe and his followers had probably slaughtered anyone who stood in their way. And the massacre had been on-going for the past week.

      "How are you keeping everyone here?" Carol then asked. "Why don't they all leave?"

      Monroe's attention shifted to her. "You're speaking of the inmates?"

      "Yes," she said.

      "Many have," he said. "I keep no one here by force. But those who listen, those who have taken the word of the First Order understand that this is our home. And this is where we will extend our influence for years to come."

      Carol said nothing more as Marla tried to think of a way out of their situation, something that she could tell the psychotic cult leader that would secure their release.

      "Mr. Monroe, we've seen a lot of things this past week," she began. "But one thing is clear, the power grid will return. In the meantime, the military has been dispatched all over the state. The authorities will take this prison back eventually. Probably within a matter of weeks."

      Brant walked over to the desk with a smirk on his face and handed Monroe a glass. Monroe thanked him and took a sip as though Marla's comments meant nothing to him. "Warden Russell left us some excellent brandy. Would you ladies like some?"

      Both Marla and Carol shook their heads as Marla politely declined.

      "Very well," Monroe said. He took another drink and then leaned back into his chair, staring at the ceiling. "I am aware of the powers that be. They'll surround these walls soon enough and demand our surrender. Our limited weapons and ammunition will put us at an obvious disadvantage. And with each day here, we run lower on supplies." For a moment, he seemed to speak reasonably with full understanding that their prison takeover was short-lived, but he then offered a caveat that further explained why she and Carol had been brought there. "I do not make light of our hostages. They are a crucial commodity, so when the day comes when they attempt to take back what we've built, we will launch bodies from the walls to keep them at bay."

      Marla leaned forward, barely masking her disgust. "You mean to kill the hostages?"

      "Only enough to show that we mean business." He leaned forward suddenly and finished the rest of his brandy in one long gulp. "Of course, this is all theoretical. The world has changed, just as prophesied. We are in the age of the First Order. We are protected here, and we will continue to grow far beyond this town, and one day secure our true place in this world!" His head was tilted up, his hands raised high in the air like some impassioned orator.

      "Do you really believe that?" Carol asked, astonished.

      Monroe lowered his arms and sat up straight, staring at her in the tense silence that followed. "Let's get to why you're here," he said abruptly. "For the past couple of days, my men have been exploring the countryside and gathering supplies. We're stocking up for winter, you might say. Word got back to me today of a troublemaker, a real cowboy, who killed three of my men." He turned and glanced at Brant with admiration. "Brant here knows the area very well. And he trailed this man, this cowboy, to an isolated cabin up in the hills of Willow Creek."

      Marla’s eyes widened in fear at how easily they had been found, but she was even more fearful of James's fate. "James is my husband. He traveled to Winslow today to find a vehicle, nothing more. He didn't kill anyone. He wouldn’t."

      Carol turned to her, confused. "You knew he was doing this?"

      Marla sighed and tried to look at Carol, finding it difficult. "We wanted a working vehicle. That's all. We didn't want to ask for Larry's or yours. It wouldn't have been right."

      Sadness spread upon Carol’s face. "You led them right to us..."

      "No," Marla said, holding up a hand. "This whole thing is one big misunderstanding."

      "I want to speak to Larry!" Carol shouted, fists balled. "What did you bastards do to him?"

      "Ladies, please," Julian said in the tone of a moderator. "My men were given clear instructions to bring back hostages, not to kill or maim."

      Brant turned around from the liquor cabinet. “I can assure you that both of them were left alive."

      "So there you go," Julian added. “You might even be able to see them someday."

      Brant filled up another glass for himself and walked over to where they were sitting, joining the conversation. "But if they step out of line again, they won't be so lucky."

      Marla was immensely relieved to hear that James was okay. But she was equally worried as to her own fate.

      "Thank you, Brant," Julian said, turning to face Marla. "This man looking for a car was your husband?"

      "His name's James Weller," Brant said, eating from a bowl of peanuts. "We’ve got his wallet and ID. They're from St. Louis, all right."

      "Yes, he's my husband," Marla said, stunned by how much they knew already.

      Julian folded his hands together over the desk. "Fascinating. What else can you tell me?"

      "We'd like to leave," Marla said, trying hard not to beg or cry, though she knew their chances were next to none.

      "Leave what?" Monroe said, laughing. "The prison? Look, I'll make this easy. You’re here at my behest, safe from the general population. That’s the best I can offer."

      Neither Marla nor Carol seemed to know what to say. They certainly didn't want to be at the mercy of the other inmates. Brant paced closer to them with a baseball bat in his hands. "Or we could knock your heads in." Marla and Carol gasped, looking at each other in fear.

      “Enough, Brant,” Julian said, rising from his chair. He had a tall skinny frame and wore oversized clothing. "You're far better off here with me. You'd stay in the day room down the hall. No one will bother you."

      Marla remained suspicious of his generosity. "What would we be doing each day?" she asked, as though they had a choice. At least they wouldn’t be in a cell.

      "Well," Brant began as he put down the bat and slowly approached with his hands in his pockets. "This particular ward could certainly use a woman's touch." He laughed to himself and then backed against the desk, sitting on the edge. "You'll be doing clerical work, logistics, and things of that nature."

      "And you can guarantee our safety?" Carol asked.

      Monroe looked at Brant and smiled. "I'll try my best, but you have to do your part too. Trust must be earned. Lies and deceptions will be punished."

      My god, Marla thought. It is a cult.

      "Do we have a deal?" he asked. He stared them down, his eyes like saucers with the reflection of flickering candlelight. All Marla could think about was escape, but she did her best to keep such thoughts to herself. She looked at Carol, and they nodded in unison.

      "It sounds fair enough," she said.

      Satisfied, Monroe clasped his hands together. "Wonderful. We have so much planned for the future, I can't wait to share it with you both. That is, when the time is right." He paused and signaled to Brant, who set his glass down and walked over, arm outstretched toward the door. "I'll take you to your room."

      Marla turned and walked to the door with Carol following. She stepped outside without another word. She couldn't bring herself to even turn around and look at Monroe any longer. In the back of her head, however, she knew that being nice to him was the only thing keeping them safe. Brant closed the door behind them and nudged them ahead. "Your room is close. Start walking." The man they’d encountered earlier, Derrick, was still at his desk. He glanced up, staring at Marla and Carol and avoiding eye contact with Brant.

      Marla continued down the darkened administrative hallway. They passed many empty offices with windows in clear view. Escaping might be very much in the realm of possibility, but Marla knew they couldn't be too eager. They'd have to find the right time. Their treatment so far had been okay, but perhaps that was a false enticement. Brant told them to turn right at the end of the hall as he shined his flashlight ahead. She caught a glimpse of dried bloodstains on the tile floor, coupled with bloody handprints on the wall. Her heart beat wildly as she stepped over a SWAT team helmet with a cracked front visor, a sign of the violence that had taken place. They reached a room next to two vending machines that sat empty. The snack machine’s glass was shattered and most of the items were gone.

      "This room here," Brant said.

      They stood aside as he unlocked and opened the door with its single vertical window slit. Once inside, he shined his flashlight around, revealing what looked like a break room with a refrigerator, counters, an empty table, and several chairs scattered about.

      "Come on in," he said as they cautiously approached. He turned toward Marla first, a small key in hand, and unlocked her handcuffs.

      She pulled them off, feeling a numb mobility in her arms. Next came Carol’s, as Brant began to explain what was clearly visible. He pointed to a few cots in the corner, with blankets and pillows piled on top of them. "This is where you'll be staying, at least for a while. There's no running water or electricity, as you could have guessed, but this is all temporary."

      "I have to use the restroom," Carol said.

      Brant turned away and scanned the room with his flashlight, finding a mop bucket in the corner. "There you go. Use that until further notice." He walked outside of the room, offering them a simple "good night" and nothing more.

      "Wait!" Carol said. "We can’t be expected to live in here! We're women, and we have feminine needs."

      Sensing Brant's indifference, Marla cut in with a question of her own. "Are we the only females here?"

      Brant thought to himself and then nodded. "As of now, yes. But that's soon to change. All of this will. We're going to construct a new way of life, starting with this prison. You'll come to learn of the First Order as it should be. Sleep well, ladies." He closed the door behind him and locked the deadbolt. They watched through the sliver of a window as he walked away, leaving them in veritable darkness. Marla turned to Carol and noticed she was shaking.

      "Come on," she said, placing a hand on her arm. "Let's sit and think this out."

      Carol shrugged and followed her to the cots. They both sat down with exhausted sighs. For the time being, they were alone. Marla wasn't sure where to begin. There was so much on her mind. But she did know, and was grateful, that they were still alive, they hadn't been assaulted, and they were safe for the time being. But James and Larry would waste no time in trying to rescue them, and that’s exactly what she didn't want.

      She told Carol that they needed to get some sleep. She assured her that they were going to find a way out and reunite with their husbands. They just needed to believe in themselves and have hope. The words sounded naive coming out of her mouth, but she meant every word.
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      Larry steered the wagon off the road and down the bumpy terrain. James gripped his armrest and braced himself as they reached the bottom of a dry ravine. The engine shut off as they opened their doors and stepped outside wearing dirty, bloodstained inmate uniforms, stolen from the dead prisoners. Doyle, the inmate they had spared, convinced him that wearing inmate uniforms was the only way of getting inside without being noticed. If there was any hope, he'd find Marla, but they'd have to blend in. James looked up into the night sky and its blanket of stars. "How close are we?"

      Larry grabbed his rifle from the front seat and lightly closed his door. "About a mile down the road. Just stay out of sight."

      They walked on as James tried to ignore the patronizing remark. Emerging onto a desolate road, they continued down the darkened path leading toward the prison. The hour was unclear, and there were no guarantees they would succeed.

      "How do you feel about this?" James asked, hoping for an honest assessment.

      "Good," Larry said, clutching the straps of his backpack. "We've got plenty of ammo. Just have to use it wisely."

      "I hope it doesn't come to that," James said. If they could get in and out of the prison without firing a shot, he'd be happy. Such an outcome, however, seemed unlikely, given what they had been through so far.

      "We'll take position outside the prison and watch," Larry continued. "Nothing too hasty. But we must get in before dawn. We’ll never make it in the daytime."

      The Audrain County Correctional Center was a vast facility of interconnecting buildings. According to Doyle, many of the inmates unaffiliated with the cult had supposedly left the prison days prior. They were free and roaming the countryside. That left only the cult members to contend with. Their numbers, Doyle had estimated, were in the hundreds. Finding Marla and Carol would be a challenge, but it wasn't an impossibility. As they walked, they stayed to the tree line along the road. In the distance, a large structure was visible. It was one of several buildings that James could see outlined far ahead, surrounded by dozens of light posts that were dark. He could see the concertina wire on top of the fences that were at least twenty feet high.

      "This way," Larry said, hurrying deeper into the trees off the road.

      He followed Larry across rocky ground and down a clay-like slope, where Larry made a beeline toward a second stand of trees. He could hear faint cheering in the distance, the sounds of a rowdy gathering that sent chills down his spine.

      Larry traveled up a small hill and took cover behind a flattened boulder, perfect for staging. He pulled out his binoculars and scanned the prison as James rested against the rock, catching his breath. They had reached the prison. Now, they just needed to find a way inside.

      From their vantage point, it looked next to impossible with the endless fencing surrounding the compound. There appeared to be no way to get handholds or footholds to scale it. A guard shack sat outside the gated entrance.

      Through his thermal binoculars, Larry examined the entrance. "There's three men at the guard shack.”

      There were no visible lights on inside or outside the prison. The blackout gave them a way to move around without being seen if they were careful. Once they got inside, the sprawling cell blocks would take time to search.

      "We might have better luck behind the prison near the loading docks," James said, feeling revived now after his brief rest leaning against the rock.

      "Or maybe Doyle is sending us into a trap," Larry said.

      "You have a better idea?"

      "We stay in the shadows and move quick," Larry said with confidence. "And be ready to take out anyone in our way."

      "Not everyone will be armed," James said.

      Larry took a step back, examining him with amusement. "Listen to you. James the pacifist."

      "I don't want to get caught in some crossfire," James said defensively. "That's my only point."

      "You think I want this?" Larry asked, incensed. "I wanted a quiet evening at the cabin. But no, you had to go exploring."

      "Okay, you’ve made that clear enough," James said with his hand in the air. He didn't want an argument, especially given the task at hand. "Are we going in or what?"

      Larry spun around with his back toward James, staring at the prison, rifle slung over his shoulder. "East side, near the courtyard." He began walking down the hill, flanking the prison.

      "The fences, though," James said. "There's concertina wire--"

      "I've got cutters in my bag," Larry said as though it was just another item on the list.

      "I take back whatever I said about you," James said as they embarked on a downward slope, nearing the road.

      They laughed as they hurried along the path, staying low and out of sight. They slowed to a halt across the street from the far side of the prison. Grass reached to the lower mid-section of the fence. The several dozen light posts that surrounded the fence offered no light. Larry crouched behind a guardrail on the side of the road and scanned the front of the prison once again. James used his own binoculars and noticed a large tarp covering the grass near the outside courtyard.

      "You see that tarp?" he asked.

      Larry moved his focus to the side. "Where?"

      "Near the basketball hoops."

      Larry nodded. "I see it." He paused and adjusted the focus of his lens. "I see bulges though, underneath." So far, it didn't seem as though the side entrance was being guarded. The gate itself was closed and locked with chain. James only hoped there was no one watching them from the several guard towers behind the fence.

      "Coast is clear," Larry said, scanning the area. "Let's go."

      They sprinted across the street and into the grass, twenty feet from the endless fencing that surrounded the complex. They crouched down, out of breath, and listened to the sound of faint laughter and cheering coming from the prison. Within the concealed darkness that was gradually fleeting, they moved alongside the fence toward the back of the prison. It was there that they saw a parking lot half the size of a football field with at least thirty or so vehicles, including police cruisers and prison buses among the abandoned.

      Larry knelt at the fence, opening his backpack. There was a chain wrapped around the fence entrance gate that held it shut. Beyond that fence was another, and farther beyond that was the courtyard. "Keep a lookout," Larry said, handing James his thermal binoculars.

      James brought the binos to his face and scanned the buildings beyond their path. He saw red flashes of light in some of the windows, along with trailing smoke. "All clear so far," he began. "I think they've got a fire going."

      "Doesn't surprise me," Larry said, completely invested in cutting the chain-link with his tool. Their clothing helped keep them hidden. Larry had on black gloves, matching his jacket and skull cap. James wore a dark jacket over his inmate uniform, and his own jeans and shirt were hidden underneath. He watched as Larry attempted to cut the links out, hand slipping as he grunted in pain.

      "You all right?" James asked quietly.

      Larry shook his hand out, relieving the pressure. “Yeah. I’m fine."

      James moved closer. "I'll take a stab at it."

      Larry handed James the cutters, its ends sharp, circular shears attached to plastic-handled grips. Larry had managed to cut half of a circle from the chain link, James only needed to complete it. Once they got through the fence, they would have to determine the best way to move through the prison undetected.

      From outside, there looked to be hundreds of rooms and cell blocks. Their advantage, however, lay in the map Larry pulled from his pocket, unfolding it. Doyle, the man he had nearly killed, gave them the map to spare his life. It was a valuable blueprint, identifying the different sections of the prison and who inhabited them. It wasn't an exact representation of the interior, but it provided them with crucial knowledge to successfully navigate their way through.

      Carol and Marla, Doyle explained, were most likely being held with the other prisoners in Cell Block B. Larry studied the map as James squeezed the end of the cutters along the chain link fence. Breaching the fence was no easy task. James could feel the strain in his hand and wrist already. As he continued, the cheering in the distance increased. Larry perked up and grabbed his binos. James stopped cutting for a moment and tried to pinpoint where the noise was coming from. He returned to cutting and sheared a hole that looked big enough to crawl through.

      "Ready," James said.

      "One more fence after this one," Larry said, folding the map.

      James crawled through first as Larry followed, bending the cut section back in place and hoping it wouldn’t be noticed. They reached the next fence, and James resumed cutting. The cheering echoed from behind a concrete wall near the courtyard. He cut link after link as Larry knelt, examining the buildings with his thermal binos. "Nothing yet."

      "Maybe we should try the loading dock," James said, reaching the final link.

      "That's on the opposite side of the prison. It sounds like a celebration is taking place. We might be able to slip right past it."

      "Oh,” James said mockingly, “so let's go to where the most inmates are gathered." He let out an exhausted grunt. "Brilliant plan."

      "We'll move quickly and keep to ourselves," Larry said with his usual air of authority. "Most important thing is getting to Cell Block B."

      James finished cutting as he pushed the fence out, creating another hole to crawl through. They moved in haste, crawling across rough pavement. They reached the grass of the prison yard and both half-stood, remaining slightly crouched. James hurried toward the courtyard as they drew closer to the first building. The plastic tarp came into view with its rows of bulges. James could only assume what was underneath. The closer they got, the more potent the decaying stench.

      Larry urged caution as they got closer. "You don't know what's under there."

      "I have a pretty good idea," James said, noticing the dark stains on the tarp and seeping onto the pavement like a blanket.

      Larry moved past him and raised one side of the tarp with his gloved hand, exposing a line of decomposed bodies with open wounds, some in police uniforms, others dressed as inmates. James wasn't quite prepared for the stench of death that overwhelmed them. He nearly fell to his knees gagging as Larry dropped the tarp, covering the bodies. "Just like I thought," he said.

      James got up and moved away, leaning against a cement wall with a line of windows directly above him. He did his best to suppress the coughing that was tearing at his chest. The jovial cheers had increased since their arrival.

      James turned to Larry with his eyes watering and the stench of death fading in the slight night breeze. "Sounds like they're having a hell of a party."

      "Keep moving," Larry said, looking around. "This could be the distraction we need." He opened the map once again, reading it over in the dark. "This building should get us to Cell Block B."

      They continued along, staying close to the concrete building with its barred windows, soon reaching a separate courtyard, also surrounded by concrete walls, with an opening in its side and no roof. In the distance, fires burned in open barrels. They drew closer to the commotion, watching all sides. The exuberant cheers were unsettling. A sizable crowd had gathered inside the courtyard, resembling a racquetball court. Larry held his rifle low as they approached the open entrance.

      Flames illuminated the large crowd. There were anywhere from a hundred to two hundred men gathered around a center stage, their backs to James and Larry. They were cheering wildly as a man walked to the center of the stage, his arms raised. James recognized him immediately as Brant, the bearded man in the long leather jacket and fedora who had led the attack on their cabin. If he wasn't the leader of the rowdy men, he was certainly the most visible.

      "Are you ready for a fight!" he shouted to even more ecstatic cheers from the crowd. A bottle suddenly flew over his head, thrown by one of the inmates. Brant ducked and then rose with a smile, immediately launching a beer bottle of his own back into the crowd. The bottle smacked against the one of the inmates below, hitting him hard in his face.

      A greater roar of applause sounded as the inmate collapsed. James and Larry watched the scene unfold, shocked by the intensity of the atmosphere. There were cases of beer in one corner, torn into and nearly depleted. The men who circled the stage seemed well under the influence. The sight of them filled James with hope. With such festivities unfolding, he and Larry could likely get in and out of the prison undetected. Four tin barrels burned on opposite sides of the courtyard. To the left of the stage were double doors, leading into the prison.

      "What do you think?" James asked.

      Larry shook his head, staring at the crowd. "Hold on."

      He pointed to the shadows near the door where two men stood with semi-automatic rifles in their hands. Not everyone was so distracted as the cheering mob. Larry knew they could keep moving, but curiosity about what was to unfold kept them there. It might be important to know. There were only two armed men in view. The other hundred or so were too busy hollering and drinking around the stage. Most of everyone was too enthralled to pay attention to anything else that was happening. You could almost smell a thirst for violence.

      Brant paced around the stage, reveling in the rowdiness. "We have something very exciting tonight. A rumble like you've never seen." He stepped center stage, arms out to the crowd. "We have our very own Captain Riley and Lieutenant Graham going head to head tonight. If we're lucky, they'll give us quite a show. For you see, we've made a deal with our former captors." He paused as the crowd went quiet in anticipation. "The winner shall be set free of this prison. The only question is, who wants freedom more?" Buoyant cheers followed as two men suddenly emerged from the shadows, cuffed at their hands and ankles and limping in pain. They were led to the stage by the two armed inmates no longer guarding the door as bottles flew and broke against the concrete building.

      "Oh my God," James said, shocked.

      He had imagined the level of brutality occurring behind the prison gates. That much was evident in the sprawl of decomposing bodies in the open prison yard. In only a week, the prison had turned upside down into a dystopian nightmare.

      "Listen," Larry said, raising his voice over the crowd. "We'll wait for the fight to begin and then head inside. We go right for Cell Block B."

      James nodded as the two guards were brought front and center on stage. Primal taunts and whistles and stomping grew more fervent by the minute. The former high-ranking guards wore tattered uniforms. Their faces were already bruised and bloodied. They stared down in a daze, clearly detached from their surroundings.

      Brant stepped between them as their shackles were removed. "Gentlemen," he began. "Are you ready?"

      Several inmates in the audience laughed as the two guards cautiously looked around.

      Brant then placed a hand on the captain's shoulder. "I know that it's been a rough couple of days, but there's hope in your futures."

      Both men looked away as though they had no real understanding of what was going on.

      "This is how it's going to work," Brant continued. "When I ring the bell, you must fight each other. Anything goes, as long as it's entertaining." He waited for a response as both men stared at the stage floor with indifference.

      The captain held up a hand and cleared his throat.

      "Hold on!" Brant called out, waving his arms to the crowd. "The captain has something to say." He looked at Captain Riley in anticipation. "Please. Speak."

      The captain glanced around, scanning the audience on both sides of them. "Let us go..." he said.

      "What was that?" Brant said, leaning in.

      "I said, let us go," he said louder.

      Jeers rang out from the dissatisfied crowd.

      "We're not fighting each other," Lieutenant Graham added defiantly.

      "Oh yeah?" Brant said, amused. "I'd reconsider your objections."

      Captain Riley stared back at Brant with sheer contempt. "You let us go and stop this madness now!"

      The roaring boos only grew louder as Brant raised his arms again for calm. "Now, now. Let's not lose our heads. It's only fair that we give them a choice in the matter." He looked from Riley to Graham and back as the unruly crowd showed no signs of slowing down.

      James squeezed Larry's arm. "We're not going to get a better chance."

      Larry nodded, his attention still on the stage. He looked at James. "Okay. Let's move." They stepped forward, ready to rush through the courtyard, when a single gunshot stopped them in their tracks. Larry dipped behind a burn barrel with James crouching low beside him. The crowd of inmates dropped to the ground as well, out of instinct.

      James peered around the barrel and watched as Brant lowered his pistol into his side holster. "Everyone just calm down," he said, laughing loudly. "We'll get this party started either way." A large, bulky inmate suddenly climbed onto the stage. His head was completely shaved bald. He flexed his tattoo-covered muscles as he paraded around the stage.

      "I'm gonna make it easy," the inmate began. "They can fight each other, or they can fight me."

      Applause and whistles signaled the crowd’s approval as the two officers looked down without responding. The more James watched, the more he felt they should do something to help the officers, but knew they couldn’t. Marla and Carol remained their main objective. Brant strolled the stage like a mediating showman, trying his best to quell the wide-range of emotions on display, now tinged with anger. "Nash, we appreciate your input, but let's not rush things. Give the ranking officers a moment to make a decision."

      "Fuck that!" he said, circling the two men. "Did any of these pigs give us the courtesy when the shoe was on the other foot? No! They treated us worse than dogs. Now, brothers, it's time to even the score. Justice for the new order!" Cheers erupted as inmates threw bottles over the stage in a hail of glass that shattered against the concrete walls.

      "Gentlemen," Brant said, placing a hand on both officers’ shoulders. "If you won't fight each other, I might just put Nash in the ring instead. Things could get very interesting."

      "What do you say, brothers?" Brant shouted, making a sweeping gesture in their direction. "Shall we let Nash even the score?"

      The crowd threw up their arms, with wild cheers echoing throughout the courtyard. The officers looked at each other with true fear in their eyes. Nash stepped forward and basked in the applause around him, clenching both of his hands above his head and then taking an exaggerated bow.

      James turned urgently to Larry. "We have to stop this."

      Larry glanced at him, surprised. "Not now. Stick to the plan." Before James knew it, Larry had stepped quickly past him, offering a simple command to keep up. With Larry exposed in the courtyard, James panicked and looked around, but no one had seen them yet. The complete focus of the inmates zeroed in on the stage. Nash circled the officers, playing the crowd like a TV wrestler, flexing his muscles and grinning to the crowd. Brant took an amused step back to watch the spectacle unfold.

      "Who do you want to fight first, Nash?" he asked.

      Nash stepped in between the officers and then pointed directly at Captain Riley, licking his lips. "I want this one right here. Yeah, he's the one." He then paused and turned to the lieutenant behind him. "Then I'll take you out next, little man."

      James watched as Larry hurried along the courtyard wall, halfway to the open doors that led inside the prison. And he wasn't stopping to wait for James to catch up. "Son of a bitch," he muttered as he watched for his own opportunity to follow. He crept from behind the barrel and stayed low as the crazed cheering grew louder. Brant paced from one end of the stage to the other, leading the crowd on as he fired two shots in the air, bolstering their excitement. James rushed inside the building and turned around after taking cover.

      "Looks like we have a fight!" Brant shouted with his hands up like an announcer. His voice was immediately drowned out by joyous screams, the crowd salivating over what was to come. Nash lunged at the captain like lightning, pummeling his face with several hard blows. Riley stood his ground, trying to block left and right hooks, one after the next. He then fell backward and collapsed onto the stage as Nash jumped atop him body, then lifted him to a half-sitting position and then pounded him with a series of relentless punches that seemed to have no end. James turned from the violent circus and rushed through the darkened hallway that led to a day room. Ahead in the shadows, he saw Larry, standing there as a lookout.

      Larry nodded and then pointed past the scattered tables filling the room to a sign that said Cell Block B. "It's about time you showed up. There it is."

      They listened as the cheers outside reached a fever-pitch frenzy. James could only imagine the horrific outcome both guards faced. They were never going to get off that stage alive, and if James and Larry weren't careful, they'd suffer the same fate.

      "I hope that almost everyone’s outside," James said as he looked toward an empty inmate phone center surrounded by Plexiglas, with chairs and individual booths.

      "Can't be too careful," Larry said.

      They moved together, staying close to the wall and moving across the barred windows. They stopped at a large metal door that led into the cell block. There were a dozen signs posted on the wall next to it, with endless instructions for the prisoners to follow. It seemed that none of that mattered. Larry stopped and peeked through a glass pane on the door. "Hold on. I think I see someone."

      James kept watch behind them. The cheers were dying out, but the party seemed to still be going on, with the sound of smashing bottles getting louder. He kept his pistol at his side, gripped and ready to fire. But they weren't the only people armed. The inmates had gotten access to the guards' weapons, uniforms, and everything else. Larry tried the door handle, pulling it down with caution. It moved with a rusty squeak but appeared to work. He then pulled at the heavy, vault-like door, opening it a crack. "It's now or never."

      James looked back at the hallway from where they had emerged. No one was around, and the inmates were still occupied with the sickening display outside. He turned to Larry with a nod and helped him pull the door open as its creaking echoed down the hall. With the door open, they left the day room behind and traveled quickly between cells on both sides, all with bars, nearly half of them open. Each cell looked occupied, with personal belongings and bedding in most of them. Maybe the same cells they had occupied as prisoners. James kept his eye on each bed, both bottom and top bunks, searching for anyone left behind. After seeing what the inmates did to the murdered guards, he no longer felt conflicted about their mission. Survival was the key, and he was ready to shoot anyone in their way.
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      Four armed inmates sat at a table, playing cards as James and Larry watched them from the hall. They reached a new cell block, dark as all the others. The men didn't appear to be particularly alert guards and seemed disinterested in the sadistic games taking place outside. Smoke from their cigars wafted by lit candles, placed among the beer bottles scattered on the table. Larry scanned the room and pointed to the stairway near the closed cells within the circular lower floor.

      "They've got people locked up," he said in a hushed tone. "Prison guards, I would think."

      James squinted ahead but couldn't see past the glowing candles on the table the inmates were using for their card game. Larry readied his rifle, aiming from the shadows.

      James grabbed the barrel and pushed it down, much to Larry's dismay. "You want to start a firefight? What about those men locked in the cells?"

      Larry yanked his barrel away. "What do you want to do, crawl by and hope they don't see us?"

      James hesitated as he examined the room, trying to think of a plan. Perhaps Larry was right. The raucous party outside wouldn't last forever. They had to find Carol and Marla before it was too late.

      "Just wait," he said as laughter erupted from the card table. "We can do this smart. Keep one alive and ask them where our wives are being held."

      "Which one?" Larry asked.

      "I don't know," James said. "You figure it out."

      He moved to the other side of the doorway as Larry stood across from him. The men sat roughly twenty feet from them, lost in their own activities. James took a closer look and noticed a disturbing sight among the beer bottles and cigar smoke. As they played each hand, the men tossed severed fingers into a small pile. He barely muffled his gasp in time.

      "Ante up," a bearded man seated in the middle said.

      A skinny mustached man with long hair, sitting at his side, spoke in an annoyed tone. "I'm all out of fingers, but I've got some teeth." With that, he tossed a handful of teeth onto the table. They bounced like pebbles, bloodied at their roots. It was all James needed to see. He aimed his pistol toward the men as Larry did the same. "Keep the bearded one alive," James said. "I've got a hunch about him."

      Larry crouched down, the scope of his rifle against his eyes. If gunshots were heard by anyone within earshot, their entire plan would be compromised. So be it. James shifted his stance, steadying his aim. Ambushing the men felt wrong, despite the situation. He supposed they really had no choice. If they ever made it out of the prison alive, he'd put it all in the past. Larry inched forward with the back of his rifle pressed against the tip of his nose. "On my go."

      James held his finger against the trigger with his heart racing. The room was dark, obviously hard to see in, but the lit candles gave him an idea of where to fire. There were four pistols and a shotgun lying on the table within reach of the inmates. One wrong move would prove fatal.

      The first gunshot rang out from Larry's rifle, deafening in its blast. James then fired his pistol at the inmate sitting with his back to them, but nothing happened. The bullet was lodged in the chamber, jammed. The man ahead spun around, confused and panicked, as he reached for a handgun. Larry fired again, taking out two of the inmates in succession. They fell back in their chairs with barely a grunt as the bullets ripped through them, splattering blood across the table. But there were still two they hadn't shot yet. James pulled his slide back and unjammed the round just as the men fired shots at them.

      A bullet whizzed past his ear, sending James to the floor for cover. Larry shot two more rounds, striking one man in the head and the other through the chest. "Stop!" he shouted at the bearded man as he reached for one of the pistols. "Hands in the air!"

      James rose from the ground and felt blood on his ear. One of the rounds had nicked him. He moved with Larry, both their weapons aimed at the only man left.

      "Keep 'em up," Larry said. "Nice and easy."

      As they closed in, one of the shot inmates launched up from the table, scattering cards everywhere. He had a pistol aimed directly at Larry. James saw this before anyone else and shot the man in the middle of his face. Red oozed from his mouth and he fell back, motionless on the floor. The bearded man jumped back from the table, terrified, with his hands in the air.

      Larry charged, telling him to stand up. The gunfire had echoed through the prison hall. "Where'd they take the women?" he asked, his rifle aimed at the man's head, his voice full of danger.

      James grabbed a small flashlight from the table and pushed the switch. Miraculously, it worked, though the flickering beam of light was hardly sufficient for the entire cell block.

      The bearded man backed against the bars of a cell, hands trembling. "What women? What are you talking about?"

      "The two women you kidnapped earlier," Larry shouted. "We know they're here."

      James watched the exits for anyone coming. He then hurried toward a row of cells and shined the flashlight through the bars. Inside, he saw neither Marla nor Carol. Uniformed prison guards peered up from their beds with bruised, beaten faces. Their uniforms were torn, and they showed no emotion beyond catatonic fear. Many of them seemed to have just awoken, with no idea what was going on. James asked about Marla and Carol as he circled the room, hoping one of the guards could help them.

      "Your women ain't here," the bearded inmate shouted. "You got me?"

      Larry pressed his barrel against the man's chest. "Where's Julian? Maybe he knows."

      A guard from a nearby cell suddenly pleaded with them to release them from their cells. There were ten in all. Marla and Carol were being held somewhere else, perhaps another cell block altogether. He knew, however, that they'd be outnumbered and outmatched if they didn't find a way out soon. "Has anyone seen our wives?" he asked, circling the cell block once again. The flashlight scanned across sunken faces, pressed against bars and staring out into nothing. "Marla and Carol are their names."

      "Let us out of here, please!" a guard shouted from his cell.

      "Unlock the fucking doors!" another testy guard added, pulling against his own bars in fury. Most of them were up now, alert, and eager to escape. After what he had seen, James couldn't blame them.

      Larry noticed the growing commotion and pushed the bearded inmate back. "You heard the men. Let them out."

      "I-I don't have the key," he pleaded. His back pressed against the bars, he extended his flabby arm and pointed to one of the inmates lying on the floor in a puddle of blood. "He's got it. Check his pockets!"

      James rushed over and knelt next to the fresh corpse with a hole in its head. He frantically searched his blue jumpsuit and found a ring of keys hanging from his pocket. He yanked the keys from his pants and stood up, looking around the room for the nearest cell to unlock.

      "Good job, James," Larry said. He then turned to their prisoner. "Now, take us to Julian."

      "I can't," the man said. Before a single word could follow, Larry kneed the man directly in the gut, causing him to hunch down in immense pain. "Care to reconsider?" he asked. Suddenly, one of the guards lashed out from behind the cell, locking his arms around the bearded man's neck and pulling him back. The bearded man thrashed in the air, gagging and unable to get out of the choke hold. Curious, Larry took a step back. The bruised and beaten guard squeezed his biceps around the inmate’s neck harder as the man's arms went limp and his eyes closed.

      "All right, that's enough," James said, stepping forward

      "No!" the crew-cut guard shouted from inside his cell. "They all need to die."

      James rushed forward and socked the guard in the face. The single blow made him stumble back and release the bearded inmate, who then fell to the floor, gasping for air. James approached the cell and apologized to the guard. "We need him alive."

      The guard held his face and glared at James. His wild eyes, tattered, blood-stained clothes, and smashed face indicated that he'd been through hell. "Your wife? I've watched these animals drag a dozen women through these halls. We never see them again."

      James gripped the bars, infuriated. "You want out of here, or what?"

      The guard immediately stepped away from the bars, backing off. The bearded man remained on the floor, catching his breath. Larry lunged downward and yanked the bearded man up by the back of his collar.

      "Get up. Let's go." He held the man up and then spoke to the guard in his cell. "What the hell happened here? How'd they take over the prison?"

      The guard just stared, stubbornly speechless.

      James then tried a more specific question. "Who's Julian?"

      The guard dabbed at the blood on his face with the sleeve of his shirt as others pleaded for their release. Their cries rang throughout the cell block.

      "Julian Monroe," the guard continued. "He's something of a celebrity around here. Cult leader from the eighties serving life."

      For the first time, the name connected with James, but not in the way he might have thought. It brought him back to a time he sat in front of the TV watching morning cartoons, when a newscaster interrupted to announce the capture and arrest of "notorious cult leader Julian Monroe.” He couldn't believe that nearly twenty-five years later, he was hearing the name again.

      "Monroe?" Larry asked.

      "These are his people," the guard added. "He's been recruiting new members for his First Order cult. At one time, we even had him put in solitary confinement." The name had James realizing why so many inmates had stayed behind. They were beholden to the cult.

      James examined their surroundings, looking for the nearest exit, when the guard's arm came through the bars, pleading with him. "Give me the keys! They'll kill us all when they come back, especially after what you two have done."

      James hesitated. They might need the keys to get between cell blocks, and he didn't want to give them up. "Where's Julian Monroe?" he again asked the guard.

      The guard extended his arms, reaching for the keys. "They say he's staying in the warden's office. He's got his men everywhere."

      Larry dragged the bearded man to the wall and pushed him against the concrete. "You take us to Julian, and I'll let you go. Deal?"

      Clutching his ribs, the man could only nod. Larry turned to James. "Time to go."

      James relinquished what looked like cell block keys to the guard, trusting his instincts, and held on to the others. "Make sure to let everyone else out and get as far away from this place as possible."

      The guard snatched the keys all too eagerly, his eyes beginning to well up and his hand shaking. "Thank you."

      "Let's go!" Larry said, pulling the bearded inmate along. They moved toward the hall, seeing a sign for the administrative offices ahead. The guard feverishly went through the twenty or so keys on the ring, jamming them inside the lock, until he found one that worked.

      "Good luck," the guard said, ecstatic as he opened his cell door.

      “You too,” James said as he grabbed a shotgun from the floor. He ran off and followed Larry, who pushed the limping inmate down along the admin hall. Two double doors awaited them ahead, with glass slits on each side. As they continued, James slipped on a puddle, nearly falling. A quick glance with his flashlight showed puddles of thick red blood in their path and blood smeared on the walls. James reached the doors and peeked through the glass. Inside the room, there was a corner stairwell.

      "Up there," the prisoner said. "Warden's office is that way."

      Larry slammed him against the double doors. "Lead the way, friend."

      "My name's Adam, by the way," the inmate said.

      "I don't give a shit," Larry snapped.

      Adam then pushed against the long med-section security bar, and the door swung open easily. Larry had his map out and was trailing his finger around the layout. "He's right."

      They moved ahead together, uncertain what awaited them at the top of the stairs. The inmate climbed the stairs with difficulty. James's only hope was that the benevolent force that had guided them this far would continue to show mercy upon their fate.
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      Marla sat on her cot in the corner of the room with nothing but escape on her mind. Carol lay nearby with her eyes closed, but Marla didn't think she was sleeping. How could either of them even try? They heard nothing from outside, which was a good sign. She shuddered to think what awaited them once the door opened. The day room acted as a holding cell of sorts. There were no windows. The ceiling above was solid. The thick, heavy door was impenetrable. They had unsuccessfully tried to break out. Their tools were limited to the few chairs and tables in the room along with the paper cups scattered along the counter. She hadn't given up yet though. There had to be a way out. She just had to think. A single LED lantern glowed from a table, allowing them to see.

      It was nice to know that even with the collapse of all technology, some things still worked. A hundred different scenarios flashed through her mind. They could charge whomever entered the room and attack them with chairs. She could use the lantern as a weapon too. If the intruders were armed, however, that would be a completely different story. There was no doubt in her mind that they needed to get out, or there would be no good ending. She didn't know why they had been brought to the prison, but she could only imagine. The protection Julian Monroe had offered meant little to nothing. He'd tell them anything to keep them at bay. They couldn't trust him any more than one of the thugs who had kidnapped them.

      "Carol, are you still awake?" she asked.

      "Yes," Carol said.

      "We have to get out of here."

      "I know," Carol said.

      "We can't wait until morning," Marla said.

      Carol opened her eyes and slowly sat up, her white hair coming loose from its bun and making her look a little scary. "How do you plan on doing that?"

      "It's been about two hours," Marla said. "No one has checked on us."

      “I know,” Carol placed her feet on the floor next to her shoes but remained seated. "We should consider ourselves lucky."

      Marla stood up and returned to the counter, examining the mostly open cabinets and drawers. They had been unable to find anything useful. A simple kitchen knife would have at least been a start. "If we can maybe get one of them to open the door, we can attack them and steal their weapon."

      Carol nodded. "If we can get one alone, maybe."

      They had to be smart. They had to act together on something that would work. Evening, it seemed, would be their only realistic window of escape for obvious reasons of concealment and the fact that most inmates would probably be sleeping. Marla began pacing the room, frustrated. Even she wasn’t convinced her plan would work.

      "They're going to kill us," Marla said, tossing her arms to her side. "One way or another, that's what is going to happen." The room went quiet as her pace quickened. She tripped on a chair and nearly hit the floor, catching herself against a table.

      "Come sit down before you hurt yourself," Carol said like a concerned mother.

      "I can't," Marla answered.

      A loud banging sounded against the door. Both Marla and Carol froze as their hearts seized. Neither of them made a sound. Marla couldn't bring herself to move. The pounding continued, much to their stricken dismay. They didn't know if the end had arrived. The knocking ceased as a man called out to them, faint but impassioned. At first, she didn't even believe it. The familiarity of the voice instantly grabbed her attention. And then she heard her name.
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      James pounded on the door once again before calling for Marla in the loudest whisper he could manage. Behind him was Larry with his rifle pressed against their prisoner's back. Adam, as promised, led them safely to the admin offices where he claimed the two women were being held, or so they hoped. So far, he hadn't seen anyone else, guard or inmate, on their journey through the labyrinthine tunnels of the prison. They'd been extremely fortunate, and it was a bout of luck that he hoped would not run out. He pressed his ear against the door and listened, not hearing a thing. He turned the deadbolt, but the handle was still locked.

      "Are you sure this is where they are?" he asked the inmate.

      Adam shrugged, looking more distressed. "I heard they locked some ladies up down the hall from the boss's office. That's what I know."

      Larry leaned within inches of the inmate's face, glaring at him. "Suppose it's an ambush. Maybe you should go in first?" He paused and then jabbed him with the rifle. "What do you say to that?"

      James rattled the doorknob and then turned his head. "Where's the key?"

      "I don't know," Adam said, opening his hands in a gesture of helplessness.

      "Don't lie to us," Larry added, breathing down the inmate’s neck. Frantically, they tried all the keys on the second ring, but none of them fit.

      "I'm not lying. Not everybody gets those keys.”

      Larry gripped his neck. "If you're wrong, I'll—"

      "Quiet, both of you," James said as he cupped his hands near the crack in the door and called for Marla. The doorknob jiggled from the other side as Marla's voice answered.

      "James?"

      "Marla!" he said, his voice trembling and ecstatic.

      "James, we’re locked in here."

      Larry pushed Adam to the side and charged at the door like a battering ram. The door rattled in its frame as he hit it with his shoulder, but there was no budging it. "Carol," he said. "Carol, talk to me."

      "I'm here, Larry. How... how did you find us?"

      Larry grabbed the doorknob and shook it hard in both directions. Short of kicking the door down, there didn't seem to be a way in. "Where's the key?" he repeated in a louder, angrier tone.

      James backed away and looked down the darkened hall, where he saw the door to an office at the end. He squinted and was just able to make out the defaced name plate. Above it, in large spray-painted black letters, was the name Julian Monroe. It must be the office the inmates had mentioned, the former warden's office.

      "Help me take this door down," Larry said, examining the frame. He then turned to Adam, who was leaning against the wall with his hands in his pockets. "Come on. Help me."

      James stood at the door, thinking. "Wait a minute."

      Larry then pointed his rifle down at the doorknob, ready to fire.

      "Hold on," James repeated. "Give me one minute to figure something out." He stepped away from the door and glanced down the darkened hall, painted in a shade of red. "Down there. I see the warden's office." He paused and then turned to Larry. "Let's finish this now."

      Larry yanked Adam toward them and then pushed him down the hall. "Your lead."

      Adam took careful steps forward as they passed shattered picture frames along the wall, the images debased, torn, or missing. The pictures appeared to have been photos honoring the prison officials, its staff, and its history.

      Larry remained right behind Adam with James following them both. The warden's office was in range, with a desk outlined and the shape of a person sitting behind it. Larry stopped and backed against the wall, pulling Adam with him. He held a finger to his lips, urging quiet as he aimed his rifle at the shape. James took a closer look and saw that the man at the desk was sleeping, his head rocked back. They remained still in their positions behind a filing cabinet placed in the middle of the wall.

      "We got this," James said. "He's out cold."

      Surprisingly, Adam did nothing to blow their cover or bring attention to them. On the cluttered desk of the sleeping inmate lay a pistol. There didn't appear to be anyone else around.

      "Look," Adam whispered, pointing at a ring of keys on the table.

      James stepped forward, approaching the desk. He gripped his pistol in one hand as he reached for the keys. His hand bypassed the holstered pistol lying below. His eyes remained on the inmate as the man snored rhythmically. A LED lantern sat nearby, glowing with a luminous blue light. James glanced to his right, farther down the hall, to see if there was anyone else, but all he saw were filing cabinets lined up against the wall. The coast looked to be clear. His hand hovered above the key ring, inches away as sweat beads formed on his forehead. James took the ring of twenty and slowly lifted it up. He guided his hand away, gripping the ring.

      Just when they seemed to be getting away without waking the guard, Adam shouted, "Klaus, wake up!"

      The inmate’s eyes opened. James yanked the keys away just in time, the jangling sound seeming as loud as church bells as they clanked together. He saw the inmate's hand shoot out fast as a viper, reaching for his pistol. A pro, not wasting any time. James brought his own pistol up, just as the man pulled out a .38 Magnum. The .38 flew to the floor as two shots slammed into his chest in rapid succession.

      The inmate flew back, eyes wide as saucers and mouth agape, and fell over in his chair. James spun around to see Adam take a swift bash to the head from Larry's buttstock. He collapsed onto the ground in a writhing lump, his arms and legs out, and blood oozing from the gash of his skull. James's ears rang from the gunshot. He looked down at their unconscious prisoner, surprised Larry hadn't just gone up and shot him.

      "I had a feeling he'd try something like that sooner or later," Larry remarked.

      James looked around the hallway, close to shock and unable to think clearly. For a moment, he couldn't even recall what they were supposed to be doing. Like everything he had experienced that day, it had all happened so fast he’d had little time to absorb it all. It was best to keep moving.

      "Toss me the keys," Larry said. "You look a little out of it."

      James turned away and examined the door of the warden's office. "If he's in there, we can take him out."

      Larry stepped forward with another idea. "Any Joe within earshot just heard us. Make it quick."

      James turned the knob and kicked the door open, aiming his pistol inside. The office was a cluttered mess. Lit candles were everywhere, close to burning out in a wet puddle of wax. At the desk, however, was an empty chair. James swept the room, aiming for anything that might move. "Julian..." he called out in a commanding voice. Wherever the mysterious cult leader was, he didn't appear to be in the warden's office any longer.

      James approached the empty desk, examining its cluttered surface. There was a cigar mashed out in its tray next to an empty whiskey glass. Lying in the middle of the desk was a series of photographs. James grabbed them without thinking and spun around. They left the room, rushing past the dead inmate slumped over onto the floor and Adam lying unconscious in the hallway. James hurried ahead, keys in hand, and went to the closed door, where Marla and Carol waited on the other side.

      There were at least twenty keys to choose from, and he wasted no time. He flipped between them, jamming each key into the lock and turning the knob to no avail.

      "They probably heard us already," Larry said. "Shoot the damn thing open."

      James considered Larry's request, only to unlock the door with the fifth key on the ring. He swung the door open, and Marla rushed into his arms, saying his name. He pulled her close and they embraced with tears in their eyes. Carol rushed into Larry's arms, shaking and crying as he smoothed her hair and brushed her tears away with the palm of his hand.

      "I'm so sorry," James said, forehead pressed against Marla’s.

      "Don’t worry," Marla said. "We're okay."

      His hand went to her face, thumb stroking her cheek. "Did they hurt you? What happened?"

      "I'm fine." Marla shook her head. "Even though I was afraid for you, I prayed that you would come for us, and you did."

      James couldn't help but smile. "Of course." He then took her hand and led her away toward the door. "Come on, baby."

      Larry and Carol moved past them, hugging the side wall and stepping softly.

      "How'd you get in?" Carol asked.

      Larry cleared his throat. "Through the east entrance courtyard." He took her hand and led her down the hall as James and Marla stayed close but kept watch. "Stay close. I'll get us out of here."

      They passed trashed offices and stepped over blood-stained hardwood floor. Death was around every corner. Larry pulled out the map and with his finger traced the most promising path for escape. They knew from before that there were armed inmates guarding the front exit and entrance. The east side would bring them to the courtyard where most of the inmates had congregated. Their best bet, according to the map, was the loading docks. They could reach the fences from there and cut their way through. It was as good a plan as anything they had. Larry looked at James, who nodded in agreement.

      Larry led the way down the stairs and into a deserted lobby area. Without any windows, it was difficult to see in the darkness. The flashlight in James's hand was fading by the minute. Larry squinted ahead, again glancing at his map, hesitant. There were several closed doors to choose from. Suddenly they heard shouting from the nearby cell block. Marla pulled closer to James as they froze and listened. Whether it was the prison guards or the inmates, no one could tell, but there was no reason to linger and find out.

      "Which way, Larry?" James asked as they inched forward, with only Marla's lamp to guide them.

      "Hold on," he said, snatching James's small flashlight. "I'm looking." Not a second later, gunfire rang out in a series of muffled blasts, loud and startling. Not far away.

      "The prison guards," James said, hurrying to the other side of the room. "They must have found them."

      Larry shifted to the left toward a door marked Laundry. "This way. Hurry." He reached the metal door and tried to push it open, but it was locked.

      “Son of a bitch!" he shouted, pounding on the surface.

      James pushed through with their newly acquired keyring. "I've got this."

      More gunshots were fired, becoming increasingly louder. One man screamed in pain and went silent after another blast. "You better hurry," Larry said.

      "Yes, thank you," James retorted as he flipped through the silver keys.

      None of them were specifically marked beyond etched numbers. Marla pressed against his back, close enough that he could feel her rapid heartbeat. Larry turned from the door and took a kneeling position with his rifle aimed ahead. Carol was crouched down behind him with the .38 magnum locked in her hands. James tried each key in succession.

      After one only turned halfway, he moved on to the other. He tried to keep his hands steady and his mind as clear as possible, despite knowing that the room was not far from undergoing a hail of gunfire. Marla said nothing as she tightly held onto him. To him, it made all the difference having her back.

      Another gunshot rang out, louder than the last one. Halfway through the key ring, a man rushed inside the room, frantic and alone. James turned his head slightly and saw that it was one of the guards. He looked to be running for his life. A gunshot followed and hit the man from behind, taking him down. James quickly returned his focus to the door and tried the next key, finally hearing the lock tumble.

      "We're in," he said, excited.

      Larry and Carol moved ahead, eager to escape, and Marla followed. Any second now, inmates would be barging inside the room, ready for blood. They heard shouts from the inmates, demanding to know what had happened. "How’d they get out of their cells?" one man shouted.

      "I don't know. Come on. There's more this way!" another voice answered.

      Hearing footsteps approach, James pushed the door open and pulled Marla inside. Larry and Carol stumbled inside after them and shut the door, locking it behind them. He hoped it would buy them some time. Once inside, he listened to the faint sounds of inmates charging into the room.

      "That was close," Larry said with a sigh of relief.

      They entered the pitch black before them, the tiny flashlight their sole guide. They probably had the only key, or at least James hoped so. Inside the large, windowless room, they saw industrial washers and dryers along both sides of the wall. Giant wheeled hampers were lined up in the middle. They moved quickly together, hoping to reach the exit. Though the inmates were on their trail, James hoped that they'd shaken them for now. From the lobby, there were many rooms to choose from. He felt safe for the time being. Once they got outside, it would be a different story.

      "Right here," Larry said, reaching an exit door. A big red EXIT sign was posted above it. They gathered together, prepared to emerge from the darkened tomb of a prison and into the outdoors, when Larry hesitated. "Stay close and alert for every sight, every sound. These guys are everywhere, and we've sure riled them up now."

      They all knew it was better to take their chances sooner than later. By dawn, escape would be near impossible. Larry stood aside as James moved forward to open the door. They listened for a moment, pressing their ears to the metal, alert to any persons who might be outside. For all they knew, inmates might have been posted right outside, but it seemed unlikely for such a remote section of the prison.

      "Okay..." Larry began with another deep breath. "This is what's going to happen. We move out together just as I said. James, you cut the fence. Marla and Carol, you keep watch. Our goal is to be unseen, but now we know they're looking for us. If anyone threatens us, shoot him."

      "I don't have a gun," Marla said.

      "Then you just take cover," Larry remarked. "We'll get you one soon enough." Carol suddenly leaned closer to him with a hug and a kiss on his bushy cheek.

      "I'm ready," she said.

      James held Marla's hand as he carefully opened the exit door with the push of the mid-section bar. Normally, alarm bells might be sounding. A cool night breeze welcomed them as they stepped outside, cautious and alert. James squinted ahead and saw that they were on a cement loading dock with three closed roll-up doors. There were even a few white cargo trucks backed up against the dock, apparently loaded or ready to be loaded. They didn't see anyone around.

      Beyond the loading dock was an open field with a fenced-in electrical transformer in the middle. Beyond the transformer, James saw the other side of the prison fencing in the horizon. Escape was within their grasp. They stepped off the loading dock and hurried through the grass, staying close together in their hasty retreat.

      "We're almost there," James said to Marla with excitement as he held onto her hand.

      Carol and Larry kept careful watch of their surroundings as they drew closer to the fence. Their pace quickened the closer they neared the fence with concertina running wire on top. Larry tossed James the cutters. The gesture was clear enough.

      "Did you meet Julian Monroe?" he asked Marla.

      Marla and Carol exchanged glances as Marla answered. "He's a cult leader."

      "He was very polite to us," Carol added. "But I didn't trust a word he said."

      They reached the fence, exhausted and not out of the woods yet. James went to his knees and began cutting, squeezing his hardest against the thick metal. Marla crouched closer to him as Larry and Carol went low, weapons drawn in opposite directions.

      James cut a small section of fence, not nearly enough for them to squeeze through. It seemed a miracle that they'd made it this far. Marla offered James help, but there was little she could do beyond watching. Clamping the thick, spiky chain-link was a one-person operation. Every so often, James had to shake his hand out to keep it from cramping.

      "We went to his office, but he wasn't there," Larry said.

      "Probably sleeping in his incubator," James added with a nervous laugh. He was halfway through his circle in the fence. Thoughts of the open road flashed through his mind, driving far away from the prison and the town that accompanied it.

      Larry turned his head and aimed his rifle toward the prison. Carol went quiet as Marla stared off, concerned. Noticing their cautious stances, James turned his head to look but saw only darkness beyond the transformer unit.

      "What is it?" he whispered.

      Larry held a hand up, urging patience. "Thought I saw movement."

      James squinted, but his eyes seemed to play tricks on him. From all corners of the prison walls, he thought he saw movement. He finished clipping, then bent the fencing back and made a hole for them to crawl through. "Let's go! Let's go!"

      Larry lowered his thermal binos from his eyes. "They're outside now." A shock ran through all of them.

      Wasting no time, Marla crawled out first.

      Carol soon followed as Larry kept watch. James squinted again and saw slight movement near the loading docks, just as Larry had pointed out. It looked as though they had made it out just in time, and it was clear that the inmates were on the hunt. Marla and Carol escaping would only compound their ire.

      "Go!" Larry said, nudging James with his shoulder.

      James crawled out beyond the fence and, still on his knees, he found Marla nearby, and they clung together, relieved in having reached safety, if only for the time being. Larry crept up close by, his rifle slung around his back, his eyes scanning ahead. The ground was moist in the early morning dew. The sky was gradually turning a tepid gray. They were losing night cover with every minute of the approaching dawn.

      Larry rose to his knees and looked cautiously around, taking in their surroundings. They had parked a safe distance from the prison, but danger and capture and death still weighed heavily.

      "It's all open field out here," Larry said, concerned about their visibility. "It'll be daylight before we know it. Let's keep moving."

      He rose to his feet, helping Carol up as James and Marla moved forward hunchbacked as fast as they could. Far beyond the prison in the distance, James saw movement, but not that of the inmates or any human threat. He gripped Marla's hand and pointed, urging her attention. She turned just in time to see a herd of deer gallop through the field and into the brush, vanishing as quickly as they had appeared. For a moment, it seemed that all was at peace. By the time they looked away, Larry and Carol were already hurrying toward the street. James kept hold of Marla’s hand, quiet and lost in their own thoughts as they tried to stay alive.

      For a moment, he thought about the cabin. He hadn't told her about the fire yet or about his fractured relationship with Larry and how they would need to go their separate ways. At that moment, he was just glad to be alive.

      The gap between Larry and Carol and themselves extended, then shrank. They soon reached the front side of the prison, following Larry to a patch of forest that gave them plenty of bushes for cover. The gated prison entrance was about fifty feet from where they stood. James saw at least ten men pacing outside it. His own footsteps through the brush gave way to the crackling sound of sticks underfoot. He hoped that the sound didn't carry.

      The four of them watched the front gate, eyes glued to the threat. As they advanced, no one seemed to notice them. Unseen birds began their morning calls, chirping and fluttering. A faint gray haze permeated the former evening sky. Colors were starting to appear. The sunrise was on the horizon. Larry urged them to hurry, even as they made it out to the street.

      The two lanes were clear both ways and the group ran across the road at their fastest speed yet. Larry continued toward the other side of the road with Carol and up a grassy hill, followed by James and Marla. As he ran, James kept Marla in his sight, ensuring that she could keep up, but she was doing fine. The hill became increasingly challenging as they ascended its rocky path. James glanced back and saw the prison in the distance. They had covered considerable ground and made it a good distance away from the imposing facility. Its various buildings and fences, taller than any James had seen, seemed to lose their threat with each dangerous step away. No sooner had they reached the hill, Larry then took another path, veering down and to the right. But James knew where he was going.

      The wagon was parked nearby in the ravine. No singular outcome was guaranteed. So far, however, they were safe. Faint gunshots in the air got them moving faster. James watched his step along the rough terrain, where holes riddled the ground everywhere. When it was all over, one thing was certain, James knew he'd have a story to tell.
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      The station wagon was parked where they had left it. Marla and Carol were shocked at seeing the familiar car, now with the windows shot out and glass on the seat. There was much they did not know, including how Larry and James had retrieved the wagon in the first place. No one had mentioned the cabin yet or how it had practically burnt down. Even if they were to rebuild it, the inmates knew where to find them. Their isolated refuge wasn't so hidden after all. Their safe house was no longer safe. The most they could do was to move on. Fortunately, they still had a vehicle in which to do that.

      Larry opened his door and brushed more glass from the seat. Carol got in the front as Marla opened the door behind her. James watched them all, amazed for a moment that they had managed to save their wives. Another part of him reveled in the satisfaction of the prison cult realizing that they had escaped. He then hurried to the opposite side of Marla and jumped inside. In their moment of calm, Larry sat and clutched his chest in pain.

      "Are you okay?" James asked, studying him.

      "Yeah," he answered, rocking forward. "I just gotta take a breather." Carol placed a hand on his shoulder, urging him to take it easy. He nodded, pulling the car keys from his pocket. "I'll get us home. Don't worry."

      James leaned closer, confused. "Where are we going?

      Larry turned his head to the side. "Back to the cabin. There are things there, things we left behind that we need." He paused and glanced at Carol in the rear-view mirror. "Honey, prepare yourself."

      Carol rocked back in her seat, her voice starting to break. "All those years... All that work. It can't be," she said, just above a whisper.

      "I'm afraid so," Larry said. "We can rebuild though. After everything blows over. We can get it back up and running in no time."

      She lowered and shook her head with her eyes closed. "Just drive, Larry."

      James and Marla exchanged glances. She remained quiet, not wanting to add to their misery, but James could sense her deep sadness. Larry turned the ignition, and the engine responded, not with its former vibrant roar, but a pained sputter and wheeze, followed by an incessant clicking sound inside the steering wheel. "Oh no..." he began, face awash in dismay. "Don't do this."

      For a moment, James didn't even think the reliable old car would fail them. The station wagon had gotten them this far. How could it suddenly stop working? None of it made any sense. Something was wrong. Maybe Larry wasn't turning the ignition correctly. Maybe he wasn't giving it enough gas. Somewhere, there was a trick to starting it that Larry wasn't getting. But he tried it again, and they heard the same clicking sound as before. James and the other passengers remained quiet, brought to silence by their own panic at being stranded.
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      With the hood open, James tested the wires and connections to no avail. He examined the battery, the spark plugs, the starter, and anything else that came to mind. Whatever had kept the old station wagon running since the EMP strike was no longer working. And with each passing minute, the inmates were doubtless spreading out and widening their search. The gray sky was considerably lighter, though a welcome overcast kept the rising sun at bay. No one wanted to abandon the station wagon, but they had little choice in the matter. The battery was dead. There was even acidic foam leaking from the connectors.

      They made one of the hardest decisions of all and abandoned the wagon, continuing through the woods toward an uncertain destination. Not having a vehicle had changed everything. The danger to their lives was far greater now. The cabin was miles away. Winslow was even farther. Their hopes of survival had nearly vanished with the devastating turn of an ignition key. As they walked away from the car, charting a new path, James glanced back and saw the branches again covering its hood and roof.

      James suggested the possibility of finding a new car, but no one seemed taken with the idea. Larry and Carol marched ahead with a widening gap as they led the way. James wasn't sure what they were going to do. He asked what Larry’s plan, but he gave no response. When he tried to ask again, Marla touched his arm, stopping him.

      "Give them time," she said.

      "We need to find another vehicle," he said. "Those lunatics will be hunting us down soon."

      "I know... I just don't want to push them. We need to stick together."

      James nodded in understanding. "There's not much left of the cabin, as you can imagine."

      "I'm just glad you two are okay," she said.

      Of course, Marla was right, but James still couldn't help feeling frustrated at what seemed a hopeless predicament, as they trudged forward on foot. They were trapped. The station wagon had been pushed as far as it could go. They were out of options. The only hope remained in Winslow, which was the last place James wanted to return to. It seemed that Larry was headed back to the cabin.

      James spoke quietly to Marla. "We've got to go back to Winslow."

      Marla looked at him surprised. "What about our stuff?"

      "I don't know if any of it survived," James said.

      "What about our money? We had five thousand dollars in cash."

      James shook his head. "I don't know."

      Marla shook her head. "We're not splitting up."

      Larry halted and turned around. "You don't have to go with us, James." He resumed walking and took Carol's hand in his.

      James stood in place, trying to make up his mind. Marla stood patiently at his side, but it was clear what she wanted to do. He stepped forward, without further issue, as they followed Larry and Carol up another hill. Marla asked him about their rescue mission. She wanted to know every detail. She seemed amazed that they had even slipped through the gate. She listened as he explained how they got inside the prison, the dangers they had met at every turn. Some of the details, he kept to himself.

      They continued through the forest with daylight rapidly approaching and a chill in the air. They walked exhausted, hungry, and demoralized. But they weren't going to give up. They were going to find a solution and survive.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The charred cabin lay in near ruin, an incredible sight. The massive holes in the roof and sides were even more startling in the daylight. A smoky haze still drifted above the embers. Carol stood with a hand over her mouth, staring at the destruction in shock. Larry squeezed her shoulder as tears dropped from her eyes. The cabin they had owned for five years, their personal refuge, was no more. It wasn't beyond repair, but without the means and resources to rebuild it, there was nothing they could do. The location had been compromised as well. Even if they were to fix it, the inmates now knew where they were. It was no longer safe.

      "I can't believe it," Marla said as they stood in front of their former home. "Why?"

      "Revenge," James said. "Bill Mosley, the man who I took the Dodge Challenger from… they were going to kill him. I intervened and... I guess this is what we get for that."

      Marla turned to him with a blank expression. "Why didn't you tell us?"

      "I don't know," James said. "I'm sorry."

      Marla put her arms around him, pulling him close. "It's not your fault."

      James glanced at Larry and Carol, who were still facing away, toward the cabin. They hadn't moved for several minutes, but he could hear Carol sobbing as Larry rubbed her back. "We should check on our stuff," he said quietly to Marla. She nodded as they walked ahead, passing the anguished couple.

      "You shouldn't go in there just yet," Larry called out to them. "The whole roof could collapse."

      They stopped and looked at each other. "I'll just run in and run out."

      Larry shrugged as though knowing the decision was out of his hands. "Don't say I didn't warn you."

      Carol's truck sat parked in front of the house, covered in ash. Its presence remained a constant illusion of false hope. They couldn't get it started before, and James doubted that would change. Still, it was worth another try. First, however, he wanted to know if their cash survived. There was no telling what kind of conditions awaited them at their next stopping point.

      "You stay here," he told Marla.

      He stood back and observed the nearly collapsed roof as he moved inside. He slipped through the door frame and into the burnt cabin with its fallen beams and burnt wood. Half of the wall had collapsed directly inside the kitchen, where a light breeze swept through the open ruins. James walked carefully through the cabin with his attention on what was left of the roof above. It was hard to believe that only a few short hours before, the cabin was completely habitable.

      He walked down the hall, across the warped floorboards and into the bedroom where the roof had collapsed halfway. Entering the room in a hurry, he found their bags on the floor, sheltered under the dresser and unscathed. He grabbed the two suitcases and his backpack and rushed out of the room, feeling as though he had found an enormous treasure.

      Passing Larry and Carol's room, he saw that most of it had been burnt beyond recognition. He continued through the largely decimated cabin and made it outside with a suitcase in each hand. Larry looked at him, surprised to see that anything had made it through the fire, as Marla rushed toward him, reaching out to grasp his shoulders and pulling him close in a tearful embrace.

      "How's it looking in there?" Larry asked.

      "Not good," James said, trying to offer an honest assessment.

      "There's a lot of supplies in there," Larry said, scratching his beard. "Can't let it go to waste."

      Marla stepped forward, wanting answers. "What are we going to do?" For a moment, no one said anything. Larry and Carol seemed to have their own plans, and James wondered if the time had come for them to go their separate ways. "Let's go into town. Someone there can help us, I'm sure."

      "No thanks," Larry said with finality. "Carol and I are going to find a new place to set up camp."

      "We should stick together," Marla said, looking to Carol. But Carol's eyes said that the decision had been made.

      "No hard feelings," Larry added. "But we're better off on our own."

      "My sentiments too," James said, clasping his hands together in a gesture both determined and regretful.

      Marla stood between them, conflicted. "Now, wait one minute. We need to stick together and get out of this area."

      "We're not leaving," Larry said. "Carol and I are going to relocate and hunker down with what supplies we have left."

      "Where are you going to stay?" Marla asked in disbelief.

      "We have tents," Larry responded. His mind was set. A decision had been reached, and there was little Marla could do to convince them otherwise.

      Her focus shifted to Carol, who remained steadfastly at her husband's side. "Are you okay with this? Do you think it's wise to split up?"

      Carol thought to herself and then nodded. "It's for the best. You're welcome to come with us, but I don't think that's what James wants."

      All eyes went to James as he shifted in place, digging the tip of his boot into the sand. "I appreciate the offer, but it's time to move on."

      Larry stepped forward as if bringing the discussion to a close. "Then it's settled. We wish you the best of luck." He paused and shook James's hand. "Stay safe."

      Marla stood with her arms out, glancing between the two men in shock. "After all we just went through?"

      James stepped closer to her, taking her hand. She paused and looked into his eyes. All he said was, "Come on," and tapped her arm. He placed his backpack over his shoulders and handed Marla her suitcase, making their decision clear. Marla shook her head, her unhappiness clearly visible, then turned away from him and went to Carol, hugging her goodbye.

      "Thanks for everything. I'm sorry if we were a burden."

      "Of course not," Carol said, patting her back. "We loved having you around." They backed away from each other, holding hands with tears in their eyes.

      "We'll come back with a vehicle," Marla said in a hopeful tone. "Then you can come with us."

      Carol nodded. "That'd be nice."

      Marla next went to Larry and hugged him as James watched in awkward silence. He was angry at himself for the entire debacle, but he didn't want to show it. He didn't want so much as a smidgen of guilt displayed on his face. "Thank you for rescuing us," Marla said to Larry as they stepped apart.

      "Not a problem," Larry said. "You two take care."

      James took a deep breath and approached their former hosts. He hugged Carol goodbye and shook Larry's hand. The friction seemed to diminish between them in their parting moments.

      "We'll be in Winslow," James said. "Hopefully not for too long. If you need a place to stay, come to the church. It's across the street from the police station."

      Larry gave him a quick salute. "I'll remember that."

      James and Marla waved goodbye as they left the cabin, bags in hand. It felt unreal to part ways, especially as their former hosts stood in front of their burnt cabin in a clear state of mourning. There was still much to be done and a full day of trying to get somewhere, anywhere but this place, where they felt trapped and vulnerable.

      Walking quickly away, they continued down the dirt path as sunlight beamed overhead and they ventured through the wilderness, under the shade of endless pine trees. They had roughly five miles ahead of them to reach town. And their path was a dangerous one. The inmates had a clear advantage in numbers, and James had no doubt that they'd be on the prowl.
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      The town sign welcomed them to Winslow as they reached the outskirts of their destination. They continued onto the desolate road, split in the middle with a grassy median. The homes on both sides looked just as vacant and hopeless as they had days before. James couldn't believe he was back, not after what happened. And he also knew that by coming there, they were taking a big risk. A couple of hours had passed since their journey began. Halfway down the road, Marla began to veer toward one of the houses. She crossed through the open gate and down the cement walkway leading toward the front door. James followed her with concern, asking where she was going.

      "You said these houses have been abandoned," she said. "We need a place to rest."

      "The church is only a mile or two down the road," James said, trailing her. "We're almost there."

      She slowed down and stopped in front of the door. The windows were smashed out, the curtains blowing outside like streamers. James passed Marla and placed his hand on the doorknob. "Okay. You want to rest? Let me make sure it’s safe first." He turned the knob, not surprised to find the door unlocked. The homes along the first stretch of road into town had all been ransacked and were among the unluckiest.

      He opened the creaking door and stepped inside the foyer. Urging Marla to stay where she was, he peeked around the nearest wall and into the living room. It was reasonably furnished with a large couch and two sofa chairs. A bookcase against the wall had been pushed over, and books were scattered everywhere. James called out for anyone home but received no response.

      "We're just passing through," he said, just to be on the safe side. "Looking for a place to rest for a moment." He then turned to Marla and waved her inside. She walked in and shut the door behind her. As they entered the living room, she hurried to the nearest couch and sat, immediately pulling off her left sneaker. Curious, James watched as she turned the shoe upside down and shook a pebble out of it.

      "I knew it," she said. "I've been feeling that for the past mile."

      "We could have stopped," James said.

      "No, no," she said, lying back on the couch. She then pulled a nearly empty water bottle from her pocket and held it out. "Could you see if their sink works and fill this up for me?"

      James gave no objections as he took the bottle and left the room. To his right was a small hallway with two bedrooms and a bathroom. The beds were messy, clothes were strewn on the floor of both rooms, but neither was occupied. He stopped and observed an assortment of family photos on the wall: parents and their two young sons.

      Maybe they had made it out in time. There was no way to tell. He went to the kitchen, where the cabinets had been opened and dishes thrown out. Broken glass covered the floor. It was all so senseless. He tried the faucet, but not a drop came out. Frustrated, he opened the refrigerator and was met with the pungent odor of spoiled food. He caught sight of two unopened water bottles on the shelf and quickly grabbed both. His boots crunched against broken glass as he left the kitchen and returned to find Marla still sprawled on the couch, her eyes closed.

      "Here's your refill," he said, handing her a fresh bottle.

      She took it with a hint of disappointment. "More room temperature water. I don't think I'll ever get used to that." She smiled as she opened the bottle, embarrassed for being so ungrateful. "Better than nothing, right? Thank you."

      “Sure.” James sat on the sofa chair across from her. He leaned back with a sigh and opened the other water bottle, nearly gulping it down. "How are you holding up?"

      Marla wiped dirt from her forehead with a Kleenex and then looked at him. "After the walk?"

      "Yeah," James said.

      "Aside from my back, legs, and feet killing me, I'm fine."

      James chuckled and then turned around, looking out the busted window behind them. "Could be worse."

      They drank from their water bottles in silence. Their options in town were limited to the only safe place James knew of. The uncertainty in the air made him wary of traveling anywhere in the open. He didn't know what lengths the prisoners would go to find them, if they were being hunted at all.

      "Do you think Larry and Carol will be okay?" Marla asked.

      "They'll be fine," James assured her. He then stood up and walked toward the window. The street outside looked calm and peaceful. For a moment, it appeared as just a normal afternoon. James tried to remember what day it was but couldn't. Marla sat up and slipped her shoes back on, ready to leave.

      "I'd take a bike at this point," she said, rising from the couch. She grabbed her bag as James opened the door. Outside, there were no signs of anyone approaching. Marla sighed with a look of sadness on her face. James squeezed her shoulders with a look of understanding.

      "I miss Mom and Dad," Marla said. "I'd give anything for just one phone call."

      "I know, Marla."

      She pulled closer as they hugged. For a moment, he didn't want to let her go. They were incredibly fortunate to have escaped the prison in the first place, and he didn't want to gamble their future.

      "We'll get another vehicle," he told her. "Something that can get us across state lines."

      Suitcase in hand, they walked through the yard of the vacant house. As they reached the sidewalk, he scanned the road ahead through his binoculars. The neighborhood appeared as deserted as it had during his last visit. He wondered where most of the town had gone. Were they safer at their new destination? Perhaps if he had just trusted the government and evacuated the city with the others, they'd be in a better place. But dwelling on what he couldn't change wasn't going to get them anywhere.

      They continued down the sidewalk past more homes and soon reached the long stretch of rural road James remembered all too well. They passed the abandoned warehouse with its shattered windows and surrounding fence. Marla stopped just as he had done to look at it. The old brick building appeared as a relic of a bygone era. Tall weeds sprouted from the rocky ground. A chain hung from the entrance door, holding it together. Two long chimney stacks rested on the roof, and beyond the building was a grassy field. It was an unusual sight to see, sitting all alone with no other buildings around it. Perhaps that's what made its presence unique.

      "Police station isn't much farther," James said. "And the church is pretty much across the street from it."

      "Good," Marla said. "I just want somewhere we can lay down for a bit." To fall asleep feeling safe would be a gift.

      "Me too," James agreed.

      They hadn't slept in what felt like days. If they were going to embark on any lengthy excursion, they'd need to be rested. They resumed their walk and reached an intersection where two cars were entangled in a front-end collision. Neither vehicle had been moved from the road. The glass and wires were still there, scattered across the pavement, as if the accident had just happened. Marla circled the cars, curiously looking inside. James glanced into a field to their left with its rickety barbed-wire fence, pressing his binoculars to his face in near panic.

      "There's people..."

      Marla froze and ducked behind the wreckage. The group was far in the distance, walking through the field with what looked like hunting rifles. Upon closer inspection, James saw that two of the five people were women. The men didn't look like hardened criminals either. "It's okay," James said. "They're just townspeople."

      "What are they doing?" Marla said, rising.

      "Could be a security detail, or they're on a supply run."

      Marla squinted her eyes, watching them. "Looks like they're going hunting."

      "Could be that too," James said.

      Marla pulled on his arm as she stepped forward. "Let's go talk to them. Maybe they can help."

      But James stayed in place, hesitant to do any such thing. "I'd rather not approach a group of people with guns."

      They crossed the intersection and continued alongside the road with the police station soon in the distance. The two squad cars were still parked near the building. The windows and doors were still barred. The local precinct offered a false sense of security. The basic concepts of law and order were non-existent, but James knew that even without law enforcement, they weren't completely on their own. They needed people. Strength, at this point, was all about numbers.

      "Is there no one inside?" Marla asked, marveling at the seemingly unoccupied station. "Why would they leave?"

      "It's a small station," James said. "There were only a handful of officers on staff."

      "And they left?"

      James nodded. "Sheriff Davis stayed behind."

      Marla shivered. "This place is so weird. It gives me the creeps." It was the quiet, the absence of people.

      "Hey, it's better than the prison," James said as he began walking away from the station. He crossed the street with Marla following, relieved to see the First Church of Winslow, looking the same as when he had left it. The same vehicles were still sitting in the parking lot, covered in leaves and debris. The church was closed off and no one looked to be outside. They walked through the parking lot and approached the building, a handsome survivor with its steeple, stained-glass windows and elegant French double-doors. James led the way, slowing down a bit and offering a slight warning as they got closer to the church.

      "Things were a little crazy when I left here, but we should be fine. The sheriff is a good man."

      Marla said nothing as they walked up the entrance ramp and stopped at the door. James knocked, hoping for the best as the deadbolt turned. Expecting to see welcoming faces, the door swung open as the sheriff emerged from the darkened lobby, brandishing a long-barrel revolver, aimed at James's face. Marla screamed and jumped aside. James dropped his suitcase and held up his hands, walking backward as the sheriff followed him. His eyes were shielded by thick aviator sunglasses, and he showed no emotion beyond indifference with his robotic movements. James nearly tripped as they reached the end of the ramp. He felt drops of sweat on his forehead as he tried to understand what was going on.

      "Sheriff, it's me!" his voice panicky.

      "What are you doing here?" Davis asked as he advanced.

      Marla stood back and watched. This wasn’t going the way they had planned. The sheriff stopped moving but maintained his steady aim. One pull of the trigger on his .44 Magnum Smith and Wesson, and it would all be over. James had no idea what he had done to receive such an unwelcome reception. He kept his hands up and his eyes wide open, trying not to flinch. For a moment, the sheriff said nothing, but he didn't look happy to see James. Perhaps they had trouble written all over them and the sheriff believed they weren't worth the risk. All James could do was hope for another chance.
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      James looked down the massive barrel pointed at his face, petrified. Inside the dark hole was a .44 cartridge that could blow half of his face off. He remained still as he searched for the right words. Sheriff Davis seemed like a different person. His hostile demeanor was hard to read. He took little notice of Marla and seemed squarely focused on James.

      "Can you please get that gun out of my face," James said in a cautious tone.

      Marla cut in, frightened by the big, aggressive man threatening them. "We'll just leave. Please, sir."

      Davis turned his head in her direction and then looked back at James, lowering the revolver. "I just want to make sure you're on the level."

      James brought his hands down with uncertainty. "Excuse me?"

      The sheriff looked around as though the answer was obvious. "Your presence here is unexpected, and I can't take any chances." He then slipped his revolver inside his shoulder holster as though nothing had happened. "I also wanted to make sure you weren't followed. County inmates have been getting bold as of late."

      "I can assure you that we haven't been followed," James said, though he could never really make that guarantee.

      Marla marched down the ramp, shaken. "Let's go, James."

      Davis turned his head toward her with a curious expression. "And who might you be?"

      "That's Marla, my wife," James answered.

      Davis spun around to meet her, extending his hand. "Sorry about that, ma'am. I'm Sheriff Davis. Pleasure to meet you."

      Marla slowly shook his hand with apprehension. "Yes, Sheriff. I'm Marla."

      A smile came across the sheriff's face as his demeanor shifted. "I do apologize for that little scare. We all need to be more vigilant these days. At least until things go back to normal." He paused and glanced at the parking lot. "Where's the car? Did you park it away from the church?"

      James hesitated with an answer, nervously fidgeting with his hands. "We've got a lot to catch up on. I was hoping we could hide out here for a bit."

      Davis scratched his chin. "Hide? What do you mean?"

      "Can we talk inside?" James asked, looking around. "Don't mean to alarm you, but it's not safe for us out here."

      The sheriff took a step back and shook his head. "What'd you go and do now?"

      "Is Bill still here?" James asked.

      Davis turned toward the church and sighed. "He is. Well, come on." He walked toward the church, waving them along. "Bill's very grateful for what you did for him, though he can't remember much."

      James took Marla's hand and followed the sheriff. He could sense her confusion about it all.

      Opening the door, Davis stepped inside and beckoned them in. "He's resting right now, but you can talk to him in a bit."

      James and Marla entered the lobby as Davis closed and locked the door behind them. They could see the church pews beyond the glass. There were mattresses and sleeping bags covering the floor. Several people were either sitting or lying down on the cushioned pews. A group of children were playing near the stage. Marla approached the glass, surprised at seeing so many displaced people gathered inside a church, as though it was the end of times. Two rooms on both sides of the lobby had people inside as well, conversing and not paying immediate attention to the new guests.

      James shifted in place. "Is there somewhere we can talk in private?"

      "Sure," Davis said, looking around. "There's a room in the back." He opened the door into the nave and led them inside. Heads turned, watching them as they followed Davis down the aisle.

      "I don't see Bill," James said as they continued.

      "We've got him in another room. He's banged up pretty bad, but we're taking care of him." Davis pointed ahead toward the stage with its grand podium and a large cross affixed to the wall behind it. Sunlight glowed inside through the stained glass windows. A group of small children rushed toward them from the stage, colliding into the sheriff as he hugged each of them.

      "Easy there, kiddos," he said. "Be careful with all these people around."

      James and Marla couldn't help but smile as they watched.

      "We'll go outside in a little bit, okay?" he said, patting one of the young girls’ heads. They hurried past James and Marla. Davis glanced at them again with a smile. "They've been cooped up in here for a while, but they’re doing okay."

      James looked around the spacious church with its twenty or so occupants, wondering how they made it all work. The sheriff was eager to move them along as he assured the people that James and Marla were visitors who needed help. One couple who looked to be their same age watched them from a middle pew, where they sat with a blanket spread over their knees and a hunting rifle resting nearby. Davis led James and Marla up the steps to the altar and behind the podium. There were two doors in the back, on both sides, and empty chairs against the wall.

      "Who runs the church?" Marla asked.

      "Pastor Phil," Davis said. "He's around here somewhere. I'll have to introduce you." He opened the door and invited them in. Down three steps was a red-carpeted, minimally furnished room with bright white walls. As they entered, James noticed crates of supplies stacked in the corner. There looked to be at least six months of canned foods, among other things. There were suitcases and boxes piled in another corner.

      Someone had boarded up the windows and it was dark inside. A lit lantern on a nightstand provided some light as Davis shut the door. He pointed to two empty chairs near a work desk and asked them to sit. James absently took up a Bible resting nearby as he sat down, with Marla next to him. The sheriff took two bottled waters from a case and handed one to each of them. James thanked him while flipping through the thick Bible and its tabbed pages.

      Davis pulled up a seat and sat with a sigh of relief. "You're quite the man of mystery."

      James lowered the Bible and smiled. "Am I?"

      "You never told me what happened with Bill Mosley. I got the story from Bill mainly in his own delirious way. The escaped prisoners attacked him, and you came to his aid. Does that sound right?"

      "Right place at the right time," James said. "Depending on how you look at it." He noticed Marla staring. There was no sense in hiding it from her any longer. But James also knew that he had done nothing wrong. He had acted in self-defense, as he so often told himself.

      Marla displayed a disquieting stare, her eyebrows arched, her eyes narrowed. "Why didn't you tell me this?"

      James scratched his head and leaned back, rocking his chair back against the wall. "I didn't want to upset you." He paused, finding the story difficult to explain to his impatient audience. "There were six of them,” he began. “Maybe more, I can't remember. I walked up to Bill's front door just as they threw him through his own window. Then they started beating him. They weren't going to stop. I had to do something." He paused again, unable to go on.

      Davis then cleared his throat and spoke up. "These escaped prisoners are everywhere. They've terrorized the area, and I wish there was more I could do. But they'll move on eventually. They have to."

      "Most of them, yes," James said. "But there's at least two hundred that aren't going anywhere. They're a cult, and their leader's name is Julian Monroe. He engineered the riot that took over the prison."

      Davis turned to him with an inquisitive look as though whatever James was saying was news to him. He then leaned closer to the desk and took the same Bible. "When we went out to Bill's, we found three dead. I'm assuming you did what you had to, but you should have told me."

      James squeezed Marla's hand, trying to get his own thoughts together. They had returned to the church for a reason. In their current circumstance, it was the only place they could go.

      "I guess it would have been best to tell you,” he admitted. “Right now, we need a place to stay," he began. "Just for a couple of days until we can move on."

      "You mentioned that you were in danger," the sheriff said, curious about their predicament, but also concerned how it might affect the people in the church.

      James glanced around the darkened room, the way it was interconnected with other areas, and realized that they were in the pastor's quarters. Only it had been converted into a temporary storage room. "Have you heard of Julian Monroe? He was an infamous cult leader responsible for all those murders in the 1980s. He's serving a life sentence at the prison, and up to his same tricks."

      Davis set the Bible onto the desk and opened it as he rested his forehead into his palm. "I've heard of him, yes." He then leaned closer, his brows arched. "How do you know all of this?"

      James and Marla glanced at each other. "After I left here, my wife and I were ambushed. They... they took Bill's car. We escaped, but not after taking a few of them out in the process. They'll be looking for us. We just need temporary shelter, and then we'll move on."

      Trailing his finger across the open Bible, Davis stopped in the middle of the page and began reading in a hushed voice. "For the message of the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved, it is the power of God." He looked up from the page at James and Marla. "Mean anything to you?"

      James and Marla nodded in agreement, neither wanting to speak out of turn.

      "I think it's pretty obvious," Davis said, closing the Bible as someone knocked suddenly at the door. "Just a minute!" he called. He then looked alternately between James and Marla, deciding something and looking them squarely in the eye. "I'm responsible for the safety and well-being of everyone in this church. This is what's left of our town, and I refuse to abandon them or Winslow. And if you need shelter and protection, you've come to the right place."

      James and Marla felt an overwhelming sense of gratitude and relief, both thanking him profusely as someone knocked a second time. Davis got up to answer as the door opened and a man walked inside, wearing a white button-down collared shirt and gray slacks. From his demeanor, it was clear he was the pastor. He was of average height, with light scruff on his face and dirty blond hair thinning at the top. He had piercing, greenish eyes that shot across the room as he walked in, examining the new guests. "I was told you were talking to some newcomers."

      "Yes, this is James and Marla," Davis said.

      The pastor approached them with a welcoming smile, though the bags under his eyes and disheveled hair indicated exhaustion. "Welcome to the First Church of Winslow," he began, extending his arm toward James. "My name is Phillip Lynn, you can call me Phil." They shook hands, and he turned to Marla with an even greater smile. "Pleased to meet you both."

      "Thank you, Pastor," Marla said.

      He stood back for a moment, not quite sure what to make of these obviously worn-out strangers before him. "I didn't mean to interrupt anything. Just wanted to make sure everything was okay."

      "It's quite all right," James said. "We were just chatting."

      The pastor glanced at Davis and then returned his focus to the couple. "Where do you two hail from, if you don't mind me asking? I'm awfully curious on how things are outside of town."

      "St. Louis," they said.

      The pastor nodded slowly. "How'd you get all the way out here? Do you have a working vehicle?"

      "Unfortunately not," James answered.

      The sheriff then interjected. "Do we have some extra mattresses and maybe some blankets? They'll need to stay with us for a couple days."

      "Yes, of course," Pastor Phil said. "It was nice meeting you two," he said, leaving the room. "Anything you need, just let me know."

      "He's a good man," Davis said after the door shut.

      The room went quiet as James leaned forward with a question that had been on his mind all morning. "Do you know of any other working vehicles at your disposal?"

      Davis thought to himself and shook his head, saddened. "Not that I know of. The supply team has been out there looking. Even went to Pat's junkyard to see if we could find any." He rocked back in his chair, crossing one leg over the other. "Doesn't matter to most of us. This is our town, and we're not leaving, regardless." The room went quiet again as James and Marla looked around, polite expressions on their worn faces. The sheriff ran his hands through his white hair and then rose from his seat, ready to leave. "Anything else of pertinent discussion?"

      "That's all for now, Sheriff. Thank you," James said.

      The sheriff nodded and walked toward the door. James took Marla's hand as they followed him outside. Beyond the altar, it was business as usual, with people sitting in the pews, some reading and some sleeping. Despite the bleakness and danger that surrounded them, he still saw hope. It had been a little over a week since the EMP strike. If St. Louis hadn't been vaporized in a nuclear EMP attack, there was a good chance they could return home. Fifty miles on foot or on bicycle wasn't an impossibility. They always had that option.

      They continued down the steps of the altar toward the aisle. Sheriff Davis stopped and held his arms up, calling for the group’s attention. "I just wanted to introduce James and Marla Weller. They made it here from St. Louis and need a place to stay for a bit. Please welcome them."

      A lanky man in a flannel shirt suddenly stood up from one of the pews. "St. Louis? What's it like there?"

      "Tell us, please," a woman shouted.

      "Give them some time to settle in," Davis said, waving his hands. "Ask them all the questions you want during today's barbecue."

      "That's all right," James said, stepping forward to offer a brief explanation. "St. Louis was evacuated like all major cities. We were hit with an EMP that took out the power grid. And these attacks have taken place all over the country."

      Gasps of disbelief followed as collective murmurs of alarm rose among the whisperers. The sheriff asked for calm as he continued down the aisle with James and Marla. The news was naturally upsetting for the room to hear. James didn't want to dampen their spirits, but they had to know. It could take weeks or months to restore power. And once that happened, their vehicles would need to be repaired or replaced, along with whatever else was destroyed.

      They entered the outside lobby and walked toward a door marked "Reading Room" on the left. Sheriff Davis opened the door and led them inside. The room had bookcases against the walls on all sides, along with religious art, landscape paintings, and reading chairs set up throughout. What made it odd were the various sleeping bags and single mattresses on the floor. There were people inside reading, curiously glancing up from their books. Sheriff Davis opened the nearby door and they entered a furnished office with a bed in the corner.

      There was a young woman seated next to the bed, reading. She looked up, and James recognized her as Abby, the sheriff's wife. Next to her in the bed lay Bill Mosley, but his face was bandaged on one side. Abby closed her book and stood up, stretching. She seemed to recognize James as well. "You came back."

      "Yes," James said. "Nice to see you again.”

      The sheriff turned to Marla, noticing her confusion. "Oh, I imagine James didn't tell you what he did." She looked at him worriedly as if to say, “what now?” Davis laughed and touched her arm. "Don't worry. Some of those same rough-neck prisoners were harassing my wife Abby. Your husband stepped in, proving himself to be a gentleman of the tallest order."

      "Thank you for that again," Abby said, giving James a quick hug.

      "My pleasure," James said, nervous with all the attention.

      Abby went next to Marla and shook her hand, introducing herself. James moved beside the bed and looked down at Bill, whose one uncovered eye began to flicker open. "Hey there, Bill," he said.

      Bill muttered something that James couldn't hear. He leaned down closer. "What was that, Bill?"

      A faint whisper followed from Bill's chapped mouth. "My car. Where's my car?"

      James wasn't quite prepared for the question but tried his best. "I... I took your car, Bill. Those men who assaulted you, there were more of them, and they took it from me."

      Davis walked over, eavesdropping. "Hell, Bill. I told you what happened. Why are you harassing the man?"

      The bed shifted as Bill sat up, suddenly more animated than before. "Relentless sons of bitches, aren't they?" He then rocked back down, tired out. "Thank you for bringing me here."

      "It was the least I could do," James said.

      "Come on now," Sheriff Davis said. "Let's let Bill rest."

      James stepped away from the bed and went to Marla, who was patiently waiting for him near a big oak desk. She smiled at him and then placed a familiar object onto the table, unfolding it.

      "Your map," she said with a hint of pride.

      "Larry's map?" James said.

      "I think I have a plan."

      James looked at her, surprised. "Plan? What plan?"

      "Later," she said. "Let's get settled in first."

      "We're cooking today," the sheriff said, walking over to them. "Deer meat is on the menu."

      Deer meat. They walked out of the room together as the sheriff invited them to join in later. Their decision to come to church seemed better all the time. Perhaps they were better off there for a couple of days. They left the reading room and went back through the nave, which had four rows of pews on both sides. Davis led them through the aisle and to a back exit that led outside. The fresh breeze was an immediate relief. The blue sky and white, floating clouds gave no indication of the unrest and upheaval surrounding them.

      Out back were benches and picnic tables, a privacy fence that surrounded the area, lawn toys, rows of bicycles, and, farther in the back, a smoking grill. There were a few people outside, preparing food for what looked like an outdoor picnic. The church seemed an entirely different world of its own, isolated like Larry's cabin, but with a human touch or charm that made it more appealing. Davis led them to a bench and sat down with them, asking them about themselves. The vetting never stopped, it seemed. All James could think about, however, was what their next move was going to be.
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      After dinner, they were given a mattress to rest on and blankets. They were one of many people relegated to the floor of a crowded church and lying in the corner behind a row of pews. There was a family sleeping not far from them. Despite the dangers that still existed for them, James felt like he could sleep for days. He was stuffed from the baked potatoes and deer meat, which had seemed plentiful. The church had a well-water pump which had proved invaluable. They’d even been able to wash up.

      The townspeople seemed to have what they needed to sustain themselves, and there was a consensus that things could be far worse. The EMP strike had decimated their technology and that of most of the country, but they were still alive. Had nuclear warheads been launched instead, they wouldn't even have a chance. There was no radioactive fallout to contend with, no fear of nuclear war. This was an entirely different crisis, though the attack had effectively created total anarchy.

      Candles rested along the wall shelves and atop the altar, providing a comforting glow. Despite the harmony between the townspeople, there was an undeniable tension in the air. They all seemed to get along with one another and work together well, but fear was ever-present. The children were generally well-behaved. Nothing seemed too far out of the ordinary, but the calm couldn't last forever. It was obvious that they wanted their lives back. Operating in constant limbo with just enough to survive on had its limits. That evening, however, everything seemed at peace.

      Volunteers stood guard outside, keeping watch over the church. The townspeople had a fair number of weapons and ammunition. Sheriff Davis had provided the rest from the police station. James lay in bed with Marla sitting up beside him with the map and a flashlight. Her heightened diligence had been on display all evening. She had mapped an escape route back home toward the highway after a ten-mile hike through the woods. They'd travel east for that distance and soon get far enough from the area that the prisoners would no longer be an issue. Or at least she hoped.

      "This could be our safest route home," she explained to him as they lay in bed. "We'll dump our things, travel light, and only take the necessities. Two decent bikes, and we can pedal home for all I care."

      "I'd still like to get a vehicle," James said. They spoke softly, theirs being one of several quiet conversations occurring around them. “We don't know who we'll encounter on the way,” he said. “Fifty miles is no cakewalk, and on bikes, we’d have to stay on the road, exposed."

      She turned her head from the map and looked directly at him. "It sounds like you don't want to go home yet."

      He launched up, rising next to her. "They evacuated St. Louis. For all we know, it's completely wiped out." He paused as his voice echoed through the room. Heads turned in their direction as James waved and apologized.

      Marla then leaned close and spoke softly but with conviction. "You don't really believe that, do you?"

      James shook his head. "I don't know. Why take the chance?"

      "Because it's our home," she said.

      James kissed her on the forehead and then collapsed onto his pillow. "Let's sleep on it, okay?”

      Marla agreed and turned off the flashlight, rolling onto her side next to him. James hadn't decided yet, but if they were going to make the long trek back home, they needed rest. He felt as homesick as Marla, but they were living in a new world now, where foreign attack could be immediate and unexpected. As he drifted off to sleep, he wondered what their future would be.
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        * * *

      

      It was the middle of the night when James lifted his head, startled awake. A man stood over him, talking with urgency. A split-second realization followed, and everything soon came to him. James sat up, rubbing his eyes, and saw Sheriff Davis. He was in his full police uniform and he had a rifle slung over his shoulder. He didn't have to say much, though the message was clear. They had been found.

      "They're outside," the sheriff whispered. "More than I can count. We're clearly outnumbered."

      James looked to his side and saw Marla still sleeping. "What do they want?"

      "Four people," Davis answered. "They said your names, but I didn't recognize the other two."

      James thought to himself as the reality of the situation came over him like a bad dream. He shifted out of bed and pulled his pants on.

      "They're armed, and they've got torches. I've never seen anything quite like it," the sheriff continued.

      James stood up, balancing against the wall. "How many?"

      Marla slowly began to wake, moaning as she turned over.

      "I don't know," Davis said. "At least a hundred."

      James looked around the room, wondering what was keeping the prisoners from storming the entire church. Everyone around them was still sleeping. The church looked as peaceful as it could be.

      "Come on," the sheriff said. "We've got to get you out of here."

      James slipped his shoes on in haste, not quite following what Davis was saying. "What are you talking about?"

      The sheriff shifted around, losing his patience. "They're convinced that you’re here. We've got a crawl space in the back where you and Marla can hide until after they search the place. It's the only way this is going to work."

      James held a hand to his forehead, thinking. "No, no. That's ridiculous. Why don't we just escape out the back door? I don't want to put this church in any danger."

      The sheriff stepped forward, adamant. "Because we're surrounded. There's no chance of that now." Torch flames moved past the stained-glass windows. The prisoners were already assembling in a circle around the church, eliminating any chance of anyone’s escape.

      Marla rose from the mattress and asked what was going on.

      "Get dressed, and let's go," James said to her. He then glanced at the sheriff. "Let me have a look at what we're dealing with here."

      "You need to hide now," the sheriff said, pointing toward the back room.

      Marla stood between them, alert and cautious, with a hint of fear in her eyes. The light of the passing torches continued outside. "How do they know we're here?"

      "They don't," Davis said. "But they're sure set on finding out."

      James thought to himself, trying his hardest to reach a solution. It was another ambush, and this time they were out for blood. "How many people do you have outside guarding the church?

      "Ten or fifteen. Just enough to keep them at bay," Davis responded.

      

      James knew that if he went out there with Marla, they'd be as good as dead. But he didn't want the townspeople to be sitting ducks either. "Let me see," he said, walking past Davis. He moved around other sleeping couples and families and entered the lobby with Marla and the sheriff.

      "James, get back here," Davis protested, catching up with him.

      But James proceeded into the lobby and turned into the reading room. There were a couple of people sleeping inside in the darkness. He bypassed them and went to the office where he could see a plethora of torches outside amid a mass of people surrounding the building. He ducked down, peeking through the window as Davis and Marla cautiously followed. Bill Mosley suddenly woke up as if sensing their presence in the room.

      "What is it?" he said, coughing. "Who's there?"

      "Just us, Bill," the sheriff said in a calm tone. "Everything's all right."

      Not satisfied with the non-answer, Bill turned his head to glance outside with his unbandaged eye. "Who the hell is that?"

      James remained low and watched out the window. Within the blur of faces surrounding the building, he looked for anyone familiar. There looked to be at least a hundred of them, maybe more. Several held flaming makeshift torches, just as the sheriff had described. The others had rifles clearly stolen from the prison. A line of townspeople bravely stood at the front ramp, blocking the prisoners from entering. Marla then squatted next to him at the window as they stared into a vanishing future.

      The sheriff stepped forward, staying out of view from the window. "Come on, you two. I'm not taking any chances."

      James turned his head from the window. "It's not going to work. If one of us doesn't come out, they'll burn this church to the ground. Trust me."

      Somewhere in the front of the mob, Brant stepped forward, revealing himself as the leader. He shouted to the men guarding the front of the church and made his demands.

      "We only want those four people. An old couple and a younger one. They must have come to you today. I don't know where else they would have gone. We've scouted out this entire area."

      "They're not here," one of the men shouted. "Continue your search elsewhere."

      But from their lack of movement, the escaped prisoners showed no sign of retreat. Brant then pulled a pistol from his coat pocket and pointed it up, firing it into the air. James could hear gasps from people in the church waking up. He wasn't sure exactly what he was going to do, but he knew he needed to do something fast.

      Brant approached the church with a confident stride, mashed fedora atop his long hair. "Look, fellas. You're testing our patience here. All I want is those four individuals I named. We know who they are. We’ve got their driver's licenses. I know you've seen 'em, so cut the bullshit.”

      James turned from the window and rushed out of the room. Several people were already awake and gathered in the lobby, concerned about the men surrounding their church. James stopped at the front double doors, hesitant to do what he knew had to happen.

      "Have you lost your mind?" the sheriff said, approaching him with Marla in tow.

      "I've got a plan," he said, turning to them both. "I'll make this right, trust me."

      Marla threw her arms around him. "You're not going out there! Listen to the sheriff. He's trying to help us." Her increasingly loud voice woke up most of the people in the room, who then began to rise, confused and afraid.

      "I started this," James said, gently pushing her away. "Let me talk to them."

      "They'll kill you," Marla said.

      "Marla has a point," the sheriff added, listening in.

      Another gunshot sounded outside. James hugged Marla again and then extended his hand toward the sheriff. "I'll be fine. I'm not going out there to die."

      The sheriff stared at him in disbelief and then shook his hand.

      "Just make sure Marla is safe," James continued.

      Marla shook her head, tears welling in her eyes, as she grabbed his shirt. "Don't do this, James. You can't."

      "Marla, I have to," he said, stroking her hair.

      "Are you crazy?" she said. "Listen to me."

      The sheriff placed his hand on her shoulder, calmly pulling her back. "Let's go," he said. "We don't have much time."

      James placed both hands on her teary cheeks. "I have a plan. One that will keep all these people alive."

      Marla gripped him tightly, repeating "no" again and again.

      He kissed her on the forehead and then released her. "Damn it, Marla. Go with the sheriff, now!"

      "I'm going with you," she said.

      "No, Marla," James said. He glanced at the sheriff as Davis pulled her away. "I'll be back. That's a promise. I love you."

      The sheriff wished him luck, holding Marla at the wrist. All she could do was stare at him with quivering lips, sadness and fear in her eyes.

      "I love you too," she said in a shaky voice.

      James nodded while trying to mask his fear. He pulled the .38 pistol from his pocket and ejected the magazine, checking the rounds. He had a few shots if it came to that, but he didn't plan on further aggressions. He took a deep breath at the door and said a quiet prayer under his breath. He swung the door open and walked outside. The townspeople immediately turned around. The door closed as James continued down the ramp toward the mob of prisoners who had vengeance in their eyes.

      They had chains, bats, and knives in addition to firearms. He didn't doubt their intentions were to decimate the church and its occupants. He only hoped he could sway them away from it. James walked between the thin barricade of townspeople as they parted for him to pass. Brant's eyes narrowed as James approached, as though he hadn't a fear in the world. Inside, however, he was terrified.

      "What do you want?" he asked Brant, raising the volume of his voice and crossing his arms on his chest. He figured a little aggression would help. He stopped a few feet in front of Brant and observed the angry faces before him. "Haven't you done enough?"

      Brant studied him with silent skepticism. "What the hell are you talking about?"

      "I'm talking about my wife and my friends. They got shot escaping the prison, and now they're dead. You came here to finish me off?"

      "What do you mean, they're dead?" Brant asked, narrowing his eyes.

      "Gone," James said. "Now unless I can talk to Julian directly, you're wasting my time."

      Murmurs swept through the crowd, and shouts of “Kill him, too!” and “He’s lying!” rang out. Brant raised a gloved hand, urging calm. He then stared James down, looking for a hint of deception on his stoic face. "You've got some real nerve, buddy boy."

      "Are you going to take me to Julian or not?" James asked.

      Brant stepped forward, seemingly amused with a wide smile across his bearded face. A quiet tension gripped the onlookers, the only sound the crackling of torches behind them. James maintained eye contact, careful not to look away. Suddenly he felt a punch, like a sledgehammer to his chest, fast and hard, that sent him to his knees. The prisoners cheered as he fell. Brant stood over him with a balled fist, staring down with growing anger, his eyes daring James to get up. "You've got a mouth on you."

      James gasped for air as his eyes watered. One hand went to the pavement and a line of drool flowed from his mouth. For a minute, the world seemed to fade from his consciousness and all he could concentrate on was getting a breath of air.

      "I'm a writer," he said, looking up. "And I'd like to write a book about Julian. If he'd do me the honor."

      Brant studied him for a moment and then laughed loudly as some of the men joined in. "Now, why in the hell would you want to do that?"

      James rocked back on his knees and signaled to the church. "Because I've always been fascinated by him. I've got nothing left. My wife and friends are dead. If I can spare this church and its people any pain, that's what I'll do.”

      Brant cut him off, holding a silencing finger in the air. "This is what's going to happen. We're going to sweep the inside. If we come up empty-handed, you're going to show us where their bodies are. Got it?"

      James nodded and slowly rose to his feet, still clutching his chest. "You'd just be wasting your time."

      "You'll make no demands of us," Brant said. "We'll burn the whole place down if it suits us."

      "Why would you do that?" James asked. "I'm surrendering to you."

      "Julian is very upset," Brant said. "He had taken a liking to those two women, especially Marla. He wants a scalp or two to alleviate the pain."

      The church doors suddenly opened, and the sheriff walked down the ramp, approaching them. "That's enough of all this nonsense. I'd like you all off this property now."

      Brant stared at the sheriff in amusement. "You're harboring our prisoners, Sheriff."

      "What prisoners?" Davis asked. "This man came to us alone. Now, get moving and leave us be." Laughter rang out from Brant and the inmates near him.

      A short, stocky inmate with a knife in hand stepped forward. "Don't listen to this fool and his lying ass."

      Brant stroked his beard and raised a hand. "Sheriff, you better hope this man's telling the truth." He paused and turned to the inmate at his left with tattoos on his face and a bandana around his head. "Devin, take a small team in there and search the place."

      Ten inmates moved ahead and approached the church in a group, with the sheriff leading the way. James remained behind with Brant as the search party sprang forward. He tried his best to look indifferent and defeated despite the growing fear he felt for Marla. His only hope was that Sheriff Davis had hidden her as well as he claimed he could.

      "Nervous?" Brant asked. James could feel Brant watching him from the corner of his eye.

      James shrugged. "No need to be."

      At that moment, Brant's knife flashed within inches of his throat. "Don't test me, friend. I could kill you right now for what you've done." James looked away, saying nothing as the sharp metal end pressed against his skin. "How'd you get inside the prison without us knowing?"

      James stared back at him and tried to stay calm, though his heart was beating a mile a minute. "We cut through the gate and ran through the courtyard," he began. "You were having a party and didn't notice us."

      "I see..." Brant said, gray eyes flickering with malice. He removed the knife from James's throat and placed it inside a sheath on his belt. He then walked past James, toward the church, but the guards blocked the entrance ramp, staring back at him with defiance. Time seemed to crawl by, every second a torture for James, until finally, the church doors swung open and Brant's team reemerged from inside. It was all James could do to restrain himself from letting his eyes search the group for Marla.

      Upon their approach, James felt immense relief to see them empty-handed but succeeded in not showing it. The sheriff walked with them, pressing them on. "I told you they weren't in there. James here is the only one," he said.

      "Shut your face, old man," the inmate with the tattooed face snapped.

      "Nothing?" Brant asked as they got closer.

      "Nah," his man told him. "We checked all the rooms."

      Brant observed his men standing around, wondering what came next, then clapped his hands together. "All right, brothers. Our instructions were clear. Let's head back home."

      "You heard the man, let's move out!" one of the inmates shouted.

      James waved to the sheriff as he was herded with the mob, rifle barrel against his back. The sheriff waved back, keeping his hand in the air for a good while.

      "Let's go!" Brant shouted. "Move out!" He turned to see James being forced to join their exodus and smiled. "Try to keep up, writer man."

      James was pushed beside Brant and forced to walk next to him as the crowd herded away from the church in one angry mass. Many held their torches high, leading the way down the darkened road. James turned back to look at the church fading in the distance. He could still see the silhouettes of several of the men, the sheriff included, watching them go. He may have averted an imminent attack. Now all he needed was a plan to stay alive.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            32

          

          

      

    

    







            Brotherhood

          

        

      

    

    
      It was early morning and James walked along in a stupor, taken prisoner by a murderous cult, exhausted from three days of terror and almost no sleep. He walked between Brant and his underling, Devin. They continued down the desolate street with open fields on both sides, leaving the church far behind. The thought of sprinting into the darkness to escape crossed his mind, but that would serve no purpose. They would recapture him in no time, and he would pay a price for it. He was completely on his own. Halfway down the road, several of the inmates began tossing their torches aside, disposing of them as the flames dwindled. He asked Brant if they were going to walk the entire way back to the prison. Brant chuckled as he lit a cigarette and blew out a puff of smoke.

      "Not quite," he answered.

      As they approached the parking lot of a vacant gas station, James saw four old military Hummers and a cargo truck parked in a line.

      "You're riding with me, so I can keep an eye on you," Brant said.

      James marveled at the sight as they entered through the darkened parking lot. "Where did you get those?"

      "Funny you should ask," Brant said. "We ambushed a military convoy a few days ago."

      James turned away, disgusted.

      "I’m sorry that upsets you," Brant chuckled, noticing his reaction.

      The group began to splinter off as they drew closer to the Humvees.

      James said no more as he followed Brant to the first Humvee. He got in back while others piled into the remaining vehicles. With the click of several ignition switches, the engines roared to life in unison. James couldn't believe it. Like a parade almost. Brant circled the front of the vehicle and jumped into the front passenger side. He closed the door as the Humvee drove ahead, leading the convoy.

      From the back seat, James looked out the clear vinyl window zipped closed. The engine rumbled, and they accelerated down the road through town, headlights beaming. There were five people inside, including James, three in the back, and Brant and his driver in the front. The flimsy door beside him rattled with the wind. James reminded himself that he was going to survive. He had to. Marla was counting on him. He owed it to her to get back home. The engine's rattling noise only increased with speed. He couldn't hear a thing outside his own thoughts.

      Ambushed a military convoy. I can't believe it. Brutal bastards.

      Stripped of his own pistol, there was little he could do but wait.
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        * * *

      

      The convoy arrived at the Audrain County Correctional Center at the crack of dawn. The gray overcast sky concealed the merest hint of sunlight. The increasing coldness in the air indicated a possible front, but there was no weather report to go by. The gates opened, and the vehicles drove inside to the cheers of several inmates on the ground. James took a deep breath, trying to stay calm. Fear could be a paralyzing trait if he let it. But what chance did he think he had? He could very well end up fighting for his life in their makeshift ring. Brant had promised as much.

      The vehicles stopped in a line at the entrance building, engines throttling. An extended bus loop circled the lot, most likely for prisoner drop-off. But they just pulled to the front and parked. Doors opened, and inmates stepped outside to stretch. James waited until their engine shut off and pushed open his own door. A gun was pointed at his face before he even stepped onto the pavement.

      "You stay close, got it?" the steely-eyed inmate warned.

      James carefully got out with his hands up and turned to face him when told to do so. Brant soon came around the vehicle, brandishing his long knife with pride.

      "Well, here we are. Back again, right?" he said with a smile.

      James looked at the building complex. He’d never expected to be back here again, not after what they went through to get away. The men clearly relished taking over the building as their own. He was told to move forward and did so as Brant led the way. They entered the building through its looming double doors and the sign that hung above. Inside, the concrete floor and faded white walls looked as grim as the situation. They passed a vast cage with endless shelving units arranged alphabetically.

      Outside the cage were tables, old computers, and different measured markings on the ground where arriving prisoners stood to be in-processed. James felt like one of those prisoners. He didn't know what his sentence would be, nor did he know when he'd see the outside walls of the prison again. All he knew was that he had to get thinking. He didn’t want to end up under the tarp like those other men had.

      Several of the inmates sang aloud in their own cadences as they carried stolen goods and cases of beer from the Humvees to the storage room. James noticed blood on the walls and floors, long dried and a part of the décor, like paint. He passed a pair of bloody handprints that gave him chills. They walked through the processing room and into a vast lobby, turned upside down with chairs and tables flipped and a mass of loose papers covering the ground.

      Inmates went off in all directions to different rooms as James followed Brant, with only one underling behind him, rifle pointed at his back. Traveling through various occupied and unoccupied areas, they soon reached a darkened administrative room where daylight was beginning to show through grimy caged windows. A staircase to their right looked immediately recognizable. Brant asked James as much as they ascended its stairs.

      "Feels like you were just here, doesn't it?" he asked.

      "Yep," James said.

      They came to the top of the stairs and a hallway with a long stretch of offices on both sides. James paused, fearing that his time was short. A quick jab of a rifle barrel to his back got him moving.

      Brant turned his head slightly, waving James forward as though there was no time to spare. James forced himself to follow despite his instinct to flee. Past the offices, they came to the next room with an L-shaped hallway. The room far ahead was where they had freed Marla and Carol. And now here he was. They turned left and continued toward the warden's office. Brant stopped at the door and knocked.

      "Enter!" a voice shouted from inside.

      At last, James thought. I get to meet this crazy asshole.

      Brant spun around and gave a gesture to halt. "Let me check in with the man first. You wait right here." He opened the door and slipped inside, closing it behind him. James waited, the unseen inmate behind him with his finger on the trigger.

      "So..." he began, "what kind of leader is Julian, after all?" He turned his head slightly to see the man.

      "He knows his shit," Devin began, his eyes not leaving James.

      "Knows about what?" James asked.

      "How society will fall, and how we'll become its new benefactors."

      "Only until the power comes back on, I imagine," James said, turning away.

      The door opened, and Brant stepped outside with a solemn expression. He gently closed the door and turned around. "Julian is very upset at the outcome. We'll need to give him a minute. He stepped closer and slapped James on the shoulder.

      "Though he is glad that we have one prisoner. My, the plans he has for you..."

      "Bring him in!" a voice shouted from behind the door.

      "It's time," Brant said. "Right this way." He opened the door once again and led James inside. The door shut behind him and he was face to face with Julian, waiting inside. The room was illuminated by rows of candles on every conceivable surface. Curtains were drawn on all windows, blocking the coming daylight.

      The leader sat behind a large desk in front of James, concealed in shadow. Brant hurried to the corner and poured himself a drink from the liquor bar, tossing off his gloves with a sigh. He held up the half-empty bottle in the candlelight, displaying it to James.

      "You want a drink?"

      James shook his head as Brant laughed.

      "Don't tease our guest," the man at the desk said, hands folded in front of him. He then leaned forward, exposing his thin, sunken face and long, wispy gray hair. He brought a hand down on both sides of his bushy mustache. There was a long scar along his right cheek. He stared at James with cold, unblinking eyes. He wore what appeared to be a white dress shirt with the collar open. The desk was cluttered with photographs, papers, and notebooks stacked to the side near a burning lantern.

      "Mr. Monroe, if I may," James began.

      Julian slammed one fist onto the table, startling James. He then glared at him through the haze of cigar smoke evident from the ashtray on the desk. "No. You may not. You killed three of my men in Winslow. We then find the loveliest hostages in those two women, and you sneak in here, kill more of my men, and steal them from us." He paused and took a deep breath, glaring at James. "Is that about right?"

      James nodded as Monroe produced a knife, roughly the size of a bayonet, and began carving the surface of the desk with its tip. "This is a post-societal age. All that was before is now gone. We must usher in a new order, and there will be no doubt casualties along the way."

      James said nothing and only listened.

      "But you will learn all of this soon enough." He lowered his knife and then shifted to a somewhat friendlier demeanor. "It is my understanding that you are the only survivor of your group."

      James nodded again. "That's correct."

      Monroe motioned for him to sit in the red leather chair in front of his desk.

      "And how did they die again?" he asked, immediately after James sat.

      "They were shot as we tried to escape here."

      "And where are their bodies?"

      James thought to himself, unsure, though he had expected the question.

      "About a mile or two from here," he said. "It was dark, and we were running, and they just couldn't make it anymore. I had to keep going."

      Monroe smirked while shaking his head, eyes closed. "Abandoning your friends and your own wife to save your skin? That's cold, man." He paused, staring James down with his hands folded. "Let's talk about you."

      James glanced around the darkened room. Brant was no longer at the bar in the corner but on a chair, legs kicked up and apparently sleeping.

      "What about me?"

      "You're a writer?"

      "Yes, I'm a fiction novelist, but I have skills in nonfiction biography."

      "Interesting..." Monroe said, fingers interlaced.

      "I wanted to make you an offer," James continued. "I've wanted to write a book about you, and what better time than now?"

      Fidgeting now, Monroe grabbed his cigar and mashed it further into the ashtray. "Why do you think I need a book written about me?" Monroe studied him with apparent suspicion from behind his desk. He brought a hand to his cheek, stroking the stubble.

      "Because what you've done out here is quite remarkable, frankly," James said. “Not that I approve.” Monroe frowned. "And besides, I've rarely looked into the eyes of pure evil before."

      Julian stared at him, mouth straight as a line, causing James to wonder if he had been too blunt. Writing the book was a means to stay alive, but escape was the main goal. Just when he thought he had perhaps crossed the line, Julian's mouth curved in a smile.

      He slowly rose from his seat, revealing a man of average height and skinny frame. He leaned against the side of the desk, hunched over slightly as his gray hair hung down the sides of his face. He wore black slacks and dress shoes as though he was about to go on a business trip, hardly the attire of a convicted murderer sentenced to life in prison. "I've conducted countless interviews with an abundance of journalists, authors, and writers for decades now. You, of course, want the opportunity to document the First Order's ascent." He tossed a small notepad from the desk onto James's lap, followed by the pencil. "Ask me any questions that come to mind."

      James opened the notepad. Should he start asking questions or try to negotiate a deal first? He struggled for the right opening question as a plethora of words flooded his mind. Raising his head, he tapped his pencil on the edge of the notepad. "In talking about the New Sanctuary of the First Order, many of your followers claim that you had predicted the chaos that has followed the mass blackouts. Do you know what might have caused the blackouts?"

      "The means by which the world fell is not as important as the means it takes in rebuilding it," Julian quickly said. "What I do know is that it's our time, and we will plunder the known world as we know it to its core. We're the new Vikings, my friend. We take what we want, starting with this prison." He still hadn’t answered the question.

      James cleared his throat. "The emergency broadcasts said it was an electromagnetic pulse, multiple EMPs, responsible for disabling the national power grid. But that's not all. Explosives were also used in major cities all over the country, with untold casualties. We're at war with any number of enemy countries. Does that bother you at all? Do you think you really understand what is going on?" James knew he had said a mouthful, asked too many questions at once, but was curious what Monroe's response would reveal about his mental state. Strangely enough, he only nodded, pausing for a long time before continuing.

      "You’ll see, Mr. Weller. This area will soon be under our control. We will then expand our reach and we will grow beyond our wildest dreams."

      James jotted into the pad, making note of Monroe's confidence as well as his lack of specifics. "Can I ask what your movement teaches its followers? What is the appeal of joining the First Order?"

      Monroe paced back and forth over a large bloodstain on the rug. "We are a family here, and we don't discriminate. That is reserved for our enemies.”

      "And who is that?" James asked.

      "Everyone else," Monroe said. He turned and picked up a pair of square framed glasses, cracked on one lens. "These belonged to the Warden Russell. He was a fair man, a decent man, but when push came to shove, he had to go. The same will happen to your friends in the church. We'll be sending them a message very soon."

      James set the pencil and notepad to the side, angered and apprehensive. "If you just kill everyone, how would your movement grow?"

      "Who said anything about killing?" Monroe said. "They will be conditioned into the light. They will serve the First Order as I have done, and we will spread from there. There will always be resistance, and that will be met quickly and with sheer, brutal force."

      For a moment, James disregarded his plan and let the mask slip, unable to help himself. He thought of the bodies he saw covered in the courtyard and the endless bloodshed. "Sounds like everyone would just be supporting you, whether they believed in the First Order or not. Isn't that what it's all about? Yourself? Isn't that who you've been serving since your first victim?" He looked up and noticed that Monroe was staring down at him, eyes locked with a deadly expression.

      "I see that you have some strong feelings about the matter," he then said, amused.

      "Why wouldn't I?" James shot back. "My wife and friends died for nothing."

      Monroe stepped forward, intrigued. "And do you blame me for that?"

      "No," James said. "No, I don't." He said nothing more as his mind shifted from thoughts of escape to something else. Julian was clearly not content with just having the prison. Next, the church. The town. More towns. He'd never stop until someone stopped him. James was beginning to realize that person would have to be him.

      Monroe sat on the edge of his desk and crossed his arms as if bringing their meeting to a close. "We're going to find you a cell to stay in for the time being. You are, in fact, our prisoner. But you will have a chance to redeem yourself and eventually join us." He suddenly raised a finger, speaking adamantly. "You're not ready yet, but we'll get you there. In time, you will shadow me and document the First Order as we grow."

      James looked around the room for an out or weapon within reach, anything that would end the nightmare and allow him to escape before they locked him in a cell. Brant was standing not too far behind him, armed with a pistol. Monroe clearly had a knife as well. He might start carving up James, like the way he’d hacked at his desk. James had to be careful not to get so eager that he got himself killed. One mistake could end things badly, without warning.

      He suddenly felt Brant's hand slap down on his left shoulder as Julian ordered him to be taken away. James rose from the seat and left the office under heavy guard. "Don't disappoint me," Julian said as the door shut.

      James was escorted down the hallway by both Brant and Devin and taken to a nearly empty cell block with only a few remaining prison guards locked inside. He was led upstairs to a cell in the corner, where the bars were pulled shut after he went in. The darkened cell had two empty bunks inside, mounted to the wall. There was a toilet and sink but no windows and nothing to look at beyond the blank, concrete walls.

      He turned to look outside the cell, surprised to see Brant still standing there beyond the bars. "I give it two days max before you break."

      "Break?" James asked.

      Brant rocked his head back, laughing as he walked away, leaving the question unanswered. He sat on the bottom mattress and stared ahead. It was the first time in his life he had been behind bars. With all the unanswered questions in his head, he could barely think straight. The other guards, several of them bruised and beaten, had to know what was going on. He wasn't the only person locked up. He rose from the bed and walked to the heavy gate holding him in. He couldn't see the captured guards from his vantage point, but some daylight was shining in from latticed windows downstairs. As his eyes adjusted, he saw several empty tables placed in the center of the room, standing on a green tile floor. That was strange.

      "Hey! Can anyone hear me? Anyone at all?" James waited and listened, not hearing a thing. He called out again when suddenly a timid voice below urged him to keep quiet.

      "Don't bother us," the man's voice said. "Just shut up."

      James gripped the bars, barely able to understand the reaction. He moved back to the bed and sat down. He had escaped the prison one time, and he was sure he could do it again. He just needed an opportunity. He yearned to see Marla again. Just the thought of her face put him at ease, and through it all, he could feel her there with him. James lay on his side, trying to calm his nerves. By willingly allowing himself to be taken prisoner, he had either done something strategic or downright stupid. He wasn't sure which. Oddly, within the prison cell, he felt temporarily safe from the dangers that existed all around him.
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      James woke to the sound of bars slamming open. He jumped up from the mattress and saw two men standing outside the cell, shadowed in the darkness. Hours had passed, but he wasn't sure how many. He felt groggy and disoriented after countless days of little rest or no rest at all. He turned to the two silhouetted figures outside, asking them what they wanted.

      "Mr. Julian would like a word with you."

      "Where is he?" James asked.

      "We're going to take you to him," the other man said. "Hurry up."

      James slowly rose from the bunk with a crick in his neck. With two armed men standing outside his cell, James didn't have much of a choice. He followed them outside the cell as the gate was slammed shut. From the relative darkness of the cell block, he recognized one of the men as Devin, Brant's underling. Everyone seemed subservient to someone, with Julian Monroe at the top. James was told to start walking as Devin led the way through the corridor and down the stairs. This time, however, they weren't going back to the warden's office. From the bottom floor, they directed him to go left, past the cells and down a long hallway with rooms on both sides. He asked the men if they knew what time it was.

      "Night," Devin said. "You've been out for a while."

      "Where are we going?" James asked as they walked for some way.

      "To talk with Mr. Julian," Devin said.

      "Why are we going this way?" James asked.

      "Hey, pal," the other man said. "Shut the fuck up."

      James said nothing more as they eventually stopped at a closed door at the end of the hall. There was a window on the door with blinds covering it and a faint glow of a light source inside. Devin knocked on the glass and was told to enter by a voice from inside, Julian's voice. The door opened, and he was led inside across a white tile floor.

      There were counters along the walls and a chair in the corner with three people standing around it. They watched as he walked in. LED lanterns rested along the countertops, illuminating the room. One of the men in the corner turned on a long industrial flashlight and shined it on the chair, revealing it to be, in fact, a stand-alone dentist chair mounted to the floor.

      "We found all these battery-operated lights in the basement," Brant said.

      Narrowing his eyes as he stepped forward, James could see both Brant and Julian, welcoming him with sinister amusement, and his body went icy with fear. There was another man dressed in a white robe who James didn't recognize. He stopped a few feet from the chair, next to Devin, who kept his weapon clearly in view.

      "Welcome," Julian said, stepping forward. "I hope we didn't keep you waiting too long."

      James rubbed his eyes and looked around the room, trying to remain calm. "What is it?"

      Julian slapped the headrest of the dental chair with excitement. "It's time for your check-up!" He paused, noticing James's apprehension. "Don't worry. We've got a professional."

      The man in the white coat turned around and pulled down his surgical mask, revealing a stubble-ridden face with piercing eyes and tattoos traveling up from his neck.

      "Dr. Miller knows his way around a dentist office," Julian continued, placing his hand on the man's shoulder. "Remind me. What'd you do that got you in here?"

      "I murdered one of my patients," Miller said, adding: “Don’t worry. It wasn’t incompetence or an accident.”

      Both Julian and Brant laughed. James observed a nearby tray placed by the chair. There were random dentist tools lying out in full display, not one of them appealing. And here he was, facing god only knew what, and he found himself worried if the tools were sterilized.

      "What the hell is this about?" he asked.

      Julian crossed his arms with a smirk on his sunken face. He had changed from his dress clothes into a blue smock. Brant as well. James didn't know what kind of game they were playing or if they were just messing with him, but he backed away from the chair nonetheless. He then felt the barrel of Devin's gun jab him in the side.

      "Not so fast," Devin said.

      James spun around, angered, and then glared at Julian who standing by the chair, tapping his hand on the seat, an invitation to sit down. "If this is intended to scare me, it's not necessary."

      Julian slowly approached him. "You’ll have to trust us, James. The book will happen. You have a gift for survival, an inclination to kill or be killed. We could use a person like you."

      "I just want to write the book," James said defensively.

      Julian stopped within inches of him and grabbed his arm. "Not yet. We have to be sure where your loyalties lie."

      "Listen, Monroe," James began with newfound defiance. "This isn't part of the deal."

      Monroe released his arm and stared him down, backing away. "Sit down."

      James remained in place, staring back.

      Devin jabbed him again. "Get moving."

      Prepared to fight, James received a quick knock in the back of the head from Devin's buttstock. It was his second one in the past two days. The blow dropped him to his knees, hands on his head and wincing in pain. He felt dizzy and disoriented as two blurry figures lifted him under his arms to the chair and sat him down. James shifted around as they leaned him back, but the straps came around him fast, securing him to the chair. They held the flashlight over his face, blinding him. His arms were held at his sides. His legs were quickly strapped together around his knees and ankles. Within moments, he couldn't even move. "You sons of bitches. Let me go!"

      A strap came across his forehead, holding his head back. The flashlight shined brightly into his face, only to be quickly taken away. James saw Julian, Brant, and Miller, all of them playing dentist and dentist assistants. They looked down with equal amusement. James tried to pull against the straps. He twisted and thrashed, but nothing worked. They had bound him tightly to the chair. Terrifying questions raged in his mind: What they were going to do with him? He closed his mouth the moment he saw Dr. Miller lift a long, thin pick and a pair of extracting forceps from the tray. Miller plunged one of his latex-gloved finger between James's lips, feeling his gum line.

      Julian held both sides of James’s head, just below his ears, and leaned closer as Miller backed away. "We just want to do a checkup."

      "I'll bite your damn fingers off!" James shouted.

      "Perhaps we could break your jaw open instead," Julian said.

      James held his mouth closed, not budging. For the moment, he could only see Julian standing over him, and he didn't know where the others had gone. He pleaded with them to reconsider, but Julian would do no such thing.

      "You see, James. I've spent a lot of time researching effective methods of submission. Hell, I've had more than enough years in here to do so. As an outsider, you will be an interesting experiment."

      James felt crippling panic start to take hold. He felt short of breath and constricted to the chair. He was in serious trouble, and he knew it. If by chance he was experiencing an elaborate charade, he hoped that there would be a way out of it. But as he pulled against the straps pinning him to the chair, he was beginning to realize there was nothing phony about any of it.

      "Let's talk about this, okay?"

      Dr. Miller slowly came into view, holding his needle-like pick and clamps. "Open your mouth for me, please."

      James clinched his jaw shut, closing his eyes as a light shined onto his face.

      He could sense them all standing over him again. His chair was leaned back, and there was still no way to break free. A sharp punch landed on his gut, hard and fast, causing him to gasp for air, eyes open and squinting, as they shoved a projectile into his mouth to keep it open.

      He opened his watering eyes and tried to clamp down as hard as he could, but the resistance was far too great. They had propped his mouth open with something big and metal and immovable, and there wasn’t anything he could do. He screamed and tried to wiggle his straps loose, but all attempts failed.

      "Start the examination," Julian said.

      James tried to turn his head away as Miller stood over him with the dental pick inches from his teeth. "Stop this! Please..." he cried, tears of panic streaming down his face.

      Julian studied him a minute and then sighed as he leaned against the chair. "You see, the human mind is resilient in all its wants, desires, and yearnings, all shaped over time. And while we can condition man toward submission, his mind is never truly ours. That's where you come in."

      James took a deep breath, bracing himself for the ensuing torment as Julian continued.

      "You're going to pronounce your allegiance to the New Sanctuary of the First Order, your allegiance to myself, and your devotion to your brothers," Julian calmly said. James understood exactly what was happening, and that he had a choice to make: Submit, lie, and save his life, or eventually be killed. If he lived, he’d have to find a way to forgive himself. Julian backed away and waited as James tried his best to repeat his words.

      "I pronounce allegiance to the New Sanctuary of the First Order, its leader, Julian Monroe, and to all my brothers..."

      "Of?" Monroe asked.

      "The First Order," James said.

      Monroe applauded him, and for a moment, James thought that the ordeal might have been over. But he couldn't have been more wrong. "That's wonderful," Monroe continued, turning toward the dentist. "Dr. Miller, you may proceed."

      Before James could so much as moan in pain, Miller leaned close with his instruments in hand, jabbing the gums around the teeth in some of the most sensitive spaces. He gripped James's tongue, pressing down as he continued to pick, jab, and scrape around his teeth and gums. The excruciating pain was unlike anything James had experienced.

      Saliva and blood poured from the side of his mouth as he turned his head, trying to find any way to move from Miller's steady hands. For a moment, everything stopped. James’s screams soon died out, followed by delirious groans. The dentist had moved away. They were giving James a break. More saliva flowed from the sides of his mouth as he tried to avoid gagging. The painful ordeal had seemed to last hours, but it likely had lasted no more than a minute or two. He knew they were all watching him, mocking and laughing at him as well.

      Julian leaned in closer and spoke admirably. "You're doing well. Now let's hear it again."

      James looked up at him with exhausted, watering eyes and tried his best to remember. With his mouth pried open, every word sounded weird, nearly unintelligible, in addition to his gums being cut and mutilated. "I pledge allegiance to the First Order... its leader... and all my brothers."

      "One more time," Monroe said.

      James took a deep breath and repeated himself, mouth full of blood and saliva.

      "You're doing fine," Julian assured him. He then looked at the dentist and beckoned him forward. "Back to work. I think I see some cavities in there."

      James’s eyes widened in terror. "No, Julian. Listen to me."

      But it was too late. Dr. Miller had some fresh tools and sharpened probes and knives, which James couldn't even look at. He felt them press between and behind and in front of his teeth, scraping into the corners of his mouth, up and behind his two front teeth and then the bottom. No matter how hard he tried to close his mouth, he couldn't get it shut. It made no difference how much saliva continued to pour down his chin, Miller wouldn't stop.

      The pain was horrific, but it wasn't enough to let him lose consciousness. Miller was careful to scrape and probe just enough to inflict pain. James thought it would never end. His muffled screams were ignored. There seemed to be no end in sight. New pain James never thought imaginable was piled on to even greater pain. He squirmed and screamed, unable to resist. And then, after a few moments of non-stop torture, it ended.

      "That's enough," Julian said, stepping forward.

      "Damn!" Brant called up. "That boy's all cut up."

      James could barely see a thing through his increasingly blurred vision. He tasted blood as he tilted his head to the side and spit.

      "Ah, I didn't even get to pull a tooth!" Miller protested.

      "I think he's had enough for today," Julian said. "Haven't you, James?"

      James could only moan in response. The immense pain and torture had taken the fight out of him.

      "Let's hear the words one more time," Monroe said into his ear.

      James tried to speak but couldn't.

      "Don't give Dr. Miller a reason to start pulling," Monroe continued.

      "Allegiance to First Order... to you... to brothers," James said, fading off. They all grew silent as they watched James quietly moan in exhaustion like some dying animal on display.

      "Okay, take him back to his cell," Julian said. As they began unstrapping James, Monroe leaned down and whispered into his ear, "That was just the pregame. The real fun starts tomorrow."

      Dr. Miller took a hand towel and wiped James's mouth. He reached inside and grabbed the extender prop. James closed his jaws. His entire mouth was in aching, throbbing, and immeasurable pain. They picked him up and brought him to his feet. James wobbled, leaning against the chair as bloody drool streamed onto his chin and shirt. They pushed him along, outside the door and into the darkened hall. He heard Monroe call out to him that he needed to rinse his mouth out to stave off infection.

      "We'll get you some saline water," he shouted, entering the hall.

      Julian then watched as Devin and Brant led him back to his cell while he and the dentist relaxed in the hallway, smoking cigars. James held the towel to his mouth, bleeding profusely as everything began to make sense.

      They had woken him later that evening to keep him rattled and confused. Now he knew that his captors meant business. It was a brutal warning signal if ever he’d gotten one. They led him down the hall and into the next cell block. He glanced into some of them and caught a glimpse of a jailed guard standing in the darkness behind bars, watching him.

      The guard nodded at James, making eye contact, and then opened his mouth wide, displaying a row of missing teeth. The message was clear. James had to get out of there. He reached the stairs, climbing the steps as he gripped the banister. Upon reaching the aisle above, he continued toward his cell without any assistance from Brant and Devin, who were still following him.

      He reached the last cell in the corner and stopped, waiting for them to open it. The cell bars rolled open with a hefty push from Brant. James turned and entered, head down and not saying a word. He pulled the towel from his mouth for a moment and saw that it was drenched with red. Those sons of bitches...

      They pulled the cell door shut as Brant called out to him. James slowly turned around and glared at them both with contempt.

      "The sooner you learn how things are done around here, the better," he said.

      James slowly turned away and sat on the edge of the bottom bunk, dabbing at his mouth.

      "Ain't no man can take more than a couple of minutes of that shit," Devin added.

      Brant pulled a bottled water from his coat and passed it through the bars, dropping it. The bottle rolled to James's feet, where he leaned down and picked it up.

      "That should be enough agua for the night," Brant said.

      James said nothing as he stared ahead at the wall of his cell. His mind was consumed with getting out of there, but he didn't know the first thing about how. The First Order wanted undying loyalty like any cult did. James hadn't put it past them to use torture, but he had underestimated just how far they would go. He thought he could talk to Julian Monroe and exploit the man's ego. But he had walked into a nightmarish trap.

      "It'll heal," Brant said, watching from behind the bars. Oddly enough, he hadn't yet walked away. He seemed to have something on his mind. "You seem like a smart guy," he continued. "A little careless, but you should wise up and play along. It'll make things a lot easier, I promise."

      James moved quickly to the sink, ignoring him, and spit blood. He turned around, surprised again to see Brant still there.

      "You might think things will go back to normal, but that's where you're wrong. It's too late. The EMP attacks, the blackout, the loss of technology; those were just the nails in the coffin. Survival of the fittest now, my friend. And Julian is all about that."

      Brant walked away, leaving James in his cell, towel against his mouth in a lingering state of shock at what had happened. The brutality that had befallen the new world seemed to have no bounds. He then took the bottle of water and stumbled to the sink with a growing dizziness. In the darkness, he proceeded to open the bottle and swig from it as the sting of his wounds reminded him of just what future horrors awaited.

      Five Days Later

      

      The regimental days that followed existed for the sole purpose of breaking James's spirit. With the threat of another dental appointment looming, James remained cooperative. Sleep and food deprivation were part of their methods. He was taken out of his cell a few times each day and beaten by five or six inmates for their own amusement. He was repeatedly made to repeat his allegiance and profess his loyalty to the First Order. And with every fight or violent brawl, his escape plan was fading further and further away. Some nights he dreamed that Larry would spring him from his cell, as they had done for their wives. But that became less likely with each passing day.

      By the fifth night, he was given shower privileges, which consisted of an outside tub filled with water from the retention pond behind the prison. Upon returning to his cell, he found Julian inside, waiting for him. He hadn't seen or spoken to Julian since that first day at the prison. James entered his cell, limping, and hardly looking like himself anymore, with bruises on his face, chest, and sides as Julian watched him with great satisfaction.

      "I hear you've been something of a team player the past few days. Is that correct?"

      James stared at the floor without saying anything.

      Julian crossed his arms and leaned against the wall with a sigh. "You appear to be learning much more quickly than I thought."

      James spoke just above a whisper as he sat on the edge of his bed. "What do you want?"

      Julian leaned down, trying to hear him. "What do I want?" He suddenly rocked back with laughter. "If only it was that easy. You see, James. In a perfect world, you'd learn all about the First Order, willingly. You'd come to our side just as everyone has and join our mission. But we can no longer afford that luxury. Submissive conditioning is our best bet."

      James continued to stare down with little to say. He wanted to kill Julian but lacked the energy to do so. He could barely stand on his own. Perhaps that was part of Julian's new torture, to instill James with so much hatred and not be able to do a thing about it.

      "It's going to take time to get you where you need to be," Julian continued. "By the end, you will be one hundred percent subservient."

      "Who do you think you are?" James said with contempt.

      Julian's eyes widened as he snapped his fingers. "Ah! You see. We still have a lot of work to do. Your defiance is showing. Have you been trying to con us?"

      "It was just a question," James said.

      Julian then crossed his arms and leaned against the wall, taking a deep breath. "Since I was sentenced to life here, I've learned a lot. There were hard times, just like you're going through now, but I never gave up. They threw me in prison because they were threatened by what I represent. The First Order is going to change the world, not overnight, of course. My father used to tell me that when I was young. A lot of what he preached was bullshit, but he had his good points."

      He paused and turned his head to the side, staring out through the bars of the cell. "They talked about us in the media like we're some mass-murdering madmen. But the only people we've ever killed were defectors, traitors to our cause. We hunted them down, because a traitor is worse than a dog. And I love dogs. So, you see, my intent was never to be a 'murderous cult' as the papers described. What we did… that was justice."

      "What does the First Order want?" James asked.

      "Control..." Julian began. "Dominance. And we've always been clear about our goals. What you see in this prison, the followers it took decades to establish? I did it through earning their trust and promising that one day, this prison would be ours. And soon after, we'd have even more."

      He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a notepad and pen and tossed it on the mattress next to him. It was the same one James had been given before. The symbolic gesture was obvious, it was time to start writing. He then walked out of the open cell, stopping to turn around. James gripped the pen in his hand, prepared to stab Julian, but he could barely stand up straight.

      "Patience, James," Julian said, pulling the gate shut. "In time, everything will be in its right place." He stood for a moment before walking away.

      It was dark outside the cell, already evening. Every day had been a painful blur of abuse at the hands of the merciless captors. They were trying to break his spirit, wear him down to nothing, and turn him into a mindless drone. Or maybe they were torturing him for no reason beyond their own enjoyment. James fell back into the mattress, drained. His left eye had swollen up. Every movement hurt. His ravaged gums were cut all over, but at least the bleeding had stopped. He soon closed his eyes, dreaming of the moment he could escape his hellish imprisonment and return to Marla once and for all.

      

      The following morning, James was taken to the outside courtyard and placed against the wall, handcuffed at the wrists. Across from him stood a few of the guards, wobbly and beaten as he had been, and all handcuffed as well. It was the first time he had been allowed outside since being captured, the first time he had seen other captives. But he wasn't taken out there to relax. There was some type of training planned. At least twenty inmates had gathered outside, forming a group as Brant took center stage to address them. James stood to the side and watched as he was told to do. He wasn't sure if he had been brought out there to take notes or simply listen. He didn't much care either way. He'd been underfed, beaten, and malnourished for days.

      And there seemed to be no end in sight to any of it. He recognized the courtyard from before with its concrete walls, blocking views outside the prison. There were broken bottles all around that still hadn't been cleaned from fight night. He hadn't seen the officers who had been paraded on stage for the spectacle and didn't think he ever would. A rumbling echoed through the gray, overcast sky above. The chilled, bitter air only added to James's desperate mindset.

      Having been brought outside, his first impulse was to run, and he began looking for an opportunity. The hole he had cut out in the gate was most likely still there. He watched the stage as Brant began to address the group. It didn't seem as though anyone was watching James. He could inch his way across the courtyard and then turn and run. He took a cautious glance around, looking left, right, then up, and all his hope dissolved. Julian had placed his own guards in the towers above. There were at least four of them, watching the area with binoculars.

      James lowered his head, cursing under his breath. Tighter security measures must have been put in place following Larry’s and his break-in. Larry was never far from his mind. He kept thinking that at any minute, he'd see a roundish man in overalls with a white beard storm the gates with the sheriff and dozens of other able-bodied fighters. However, the realistic part of his brain told him to stop imagining things. No one had come. He didn't think they ever would.

      Brant displayed his rifle to the group, talking loudly. "We're getting organized, gentlemen. Winter is upon us, and we've got to assemble teams to raid the countryside for supplies. Winslow can only provide so much. We've got to branch out and make our presence known." He then pointed his barrel upward and fired a loud, startling shot into the air. "Bullets. We only have so many bullets, so don't waste them like I just did. If so, you'll lose your gun privileges. Simple as that. Now, it took a lot of work to take this prison. Lots of blood has been spilled to do so. Since the first week after, we've been having fun. Julian now wants us to be more disciplined."

      He then signaled behind the stage where a small group of inmates exited the building and walked outside, all armed with rifles. "We've done supply runs. Now we have to step up our game." He paused as the group of armed men walked around to the front of the stage and stood in a straight line. "Starting today, we train raider teams. These are single, self-sufficient teams who can cover a lot of ground in a short amount of time. This training includes navigation, long-distance travel, and most importantly, proficiency with a firearm." Brant stepped forward, voice booming. "Sound good?"

      "Yeah!" the men cheered with their fists in the air.

      "Now, listen to me. This comes from the top," Brant said as they quieted down. "We do not indiscriminately kill people. We do what we can to defend ourselves, but it's all about the supplies. The key is to grow our numbers and spread our influence. This is a precise, ordered approach that will soon put the entire state of Missouri under the First Order."

      James glanced over to the three prison guards and tried to get their attention, but they seemed to be in their own world. Brant continued to instruct the mob. "We have to train tactically, to practice securing locations using the element of surprise." He walked across the stage, an impressive figure in his long black coat and fedora. "The people will provide for us. They will help expand our reach. Of course, none will do so willingly, and that's why we send them a message." He then walked off the stage, toward a building to their right, with several doors and windows, all darkened inside.

      "I want groups of five here, led by your team leader, with him out in front of you." He clasped his hands together and got everyone moving, despite the rolling thunder in the sky. James looked at the guard towers, sensing once again an opportunity to run. The men in the towers seemed to be looking out beyond the prison yard and over the fence. The crowd below began to disperse toward the random storage building behind the stage. James waited as he saw the three guards being led over by a man with a gun. Perhaps they had overlooked him, and there was no better time to escape.

      He inched away, sliding his back against the wall. He was prepared to sprint, even if his legs couldn't take it. Tomorrow, or the next week, they might be weaker. A hand suddenly slapped down hard onto his shoulder, stopping him. One quick, panicked turn to his right and he saw Devin looking at him with a tight-lipped grin of amusement. "You going somewhere?"

      "Yeah, I need to piss," James said.

      “Too bad.” Devin linked an arm around James, leading him to the group with the others. "You can wait. Now, pay attention. Don’t move."

      James limped along. The officers didn’t even look at him. His swollen eye, puffy cheeks, and bruised face were nothing out of the ordinary. The men had gathered in groups of five as Brant stood by instructing them. It was like watching a militia train its foot soldiers, and maybe that's what they were. Devin released James and pushed him next to a large wooden crate, telling him to stay. James reluctantly sat down on one, his hope of escaping almost gone. Besides worrying about his own safety, he needed to warn the sheriff and the others about the raid the First Order was planning. Most importantly, he needed to find Marla and let her know that he was still alive.

      "We never make ourselves known beforehand," Brant was saying as he continued his instructions. "We work together as one functioning unit where everyone serves a role. We protect our brothers." He paced along the concrete walkway, pausing to gather his thoughts. "This, my brothers,” he continued, “is the opportunity we've been waiting for. The First Order will reemerge, just as Julian promised. But we must be well-trained and prepared for the slightest resistance in these new times. We seize, we plunder, we take all that we want and then we do it again."

      "What about some more ladies?" one of the inmates shouted, hands cupped at his mouth.

      The group hollered in approval at the very mention. Brant nodded and smiled.

      "Yes, women. Of course." His smile soon faded as he shifted to a more primary topic and adopted an admonishing tone of voice. "Don't forget where your true allegiance lies, and that's with the First Order. We've had female converts. Several are in prison right now, or perhaps leading their own revolution. Concentrate on your training. All good things will come to those who wait."

      He then waved the trainees over to the corner of the building as they took positions behind strategically placed crates and other obstructions. It appeared that Brant's speech was over. James watched as one team of five men stormed inside the building, sweeping from room to room, only to be told to return outside and start over.

      As James observed them from afar, a thought crossed his mind. If he did earn his place among the First Order, there was a chance he could infiltrate them, thus stopping their plans to pillage the area and destroy the church. They had to be stopped. Devin stood nearby, rifle always in hand. His blond hair was parted completely to the side, hanging partially over his right eye. He circled in front of James, a look of suspicion on his freckled face.

      "I bet you think you're smart."

      James thought to himself and shook his head. "Not at all."

      "I can see you plotting," Devin continued. "We all do. Julian may think we can change you, but I'm not holding out for you." He took one step forward and leaned down, inches from James's face. "And when the time comes, I'll be glad to be the one to take you out."

      James looked away, not saying a thing. He felt the long, almost useless instrument inside his pocket, where his pen was. Devin continued to taunt him with new threats as James carefully moved his cuffed hands, slipping one awkwardly inside his pocket.

      Devin said, "What I'd really like to do is to find that wife of yours," Devin said, laughing. "Nice piece of ass that she was. I don't care what you say, I don't think she's dead. And when I find her, I'm gonna give her the high hard one all night long."

      In an instant moment of rage, James pulled the pen out and drove the sharp point directly into Devin's neck, jamming it as hard as he could. James sprung up, pushing the pen inside as Devin stumbled back, gripping his rifle in shock. Just as soon as the pen was driven in, Devin yanked it out, tossing it on the ground. The guards watched, not helping. James tripped and fell back onto the crate, as Devin attempted to call out, enraged.

      A black gash had opened on his neck, blood flowing in a pulsing trail. His finger went for the trigger of his rifle as his eyes widened in absolute rage. James closed his eyes, ready for the inevitable. But once again, it didn't come. Instead, Devin brought his rifle back and once again batted it against James's head, knocking him out cold. He slumped to the ground, unconscious. The guards began to turn around, curious, though none of them looked surprised.
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      Two Weeks Later

      

      In the days that followed, James had dreamed about escaping. Sometimes, he woke up in the middle of the night, believing that he was back home with Marla lying next to him. It seemed real, until he felt the concrete wall against his back. The cold, dark prison had become his new home. He was given rations at most twice a day, and word was that the prison's food supply was running low. The teams had been training to hunt for more supplies through looting and pillaging. Julian had promised them paradise.

      Everything they had experienced in their lives, the events that had brought them there, were a valuable part of their training and a test of their endurance, he told them. The victors of the new world would reap its benefits. Monroe was telling James the same thing. The suffering he had endured at the hands of the cult was a test. Monroe had also told James that he would be one of them soon enough. And if he refused, they would have no use for him.

      They gave him a prison uniform and kept him in the cell most of the time. The beatings had become less frequent. However, James lived in constant fear of what each day would bring. He didn't think the punishment would ever end. It had been over a month since the EMP attacks. His incarceration, however, felt like years. It was morning when he woke in his cell to the sound of footsteps coming down the hall. He rose up in bed, nearly hitting the bunk above him. He could see the dim sunlight coming in through the windows downstairs and the moving shadows getting closer to his cell. He could only imagine what they wanted with him. Two familiar faces stopped outside the cell, gleaming with sadistic smiles. It was the two people he had come to hate the most, Brant and his lackey, Devin.

      James stepped out of bed in his tattered prison uniform and stared at them. His own hair was thick and disheveled, and he had close what might be called a beard by now, patchy as it was. He said nothing to them as they observed him with glee.

      "Good morning," Brant began.

      "Morning," James said.

      "Do you know why we're here?" he asked.

      James shrugged and in a brief show of defiance, he turned away, went to the stainless steel toilet, and urinated for a good thirty seconds. He turned around, hiking his pants up, and stood at the foot of the bed. "You were saying?"

      Neither man appeared amused, as the smiles disappeared from their faces.

      "Julian wants to speak with you," Brant said.

      "So, get your ass moving," Devin said.

      James nodded while leaning down to retrieve his shoes. Sitting on the bed, he slipped his shoes on and drank water from a tin thermos they had given him. He set the thermos down and wiped his mouth, intentionally taking his time with every movement. He was beginning to care less and less about what they did to him. He was tired of being afraid. The cell door slid open, and Brant handed him a pair of handcuffs to put on.

      "You know the drill," he said.

      James reluctantly took the cuffs and snapped them around both wrists with his hands in front of him. He really didn't understand the point of it by now, except to further humiliate him. He walked ahead. glancing at the bay floor and seeing two guards just waking up in their cells. The third guard, Sergeant Barton, had died the other night in his sleep from what appeared to be a heart attack. They were given no cause but could assume it was from his injuries.

      James feared the other two would suffer the same fate if things kept going as they had. It angered him that the power grid had yet to be repaired and control had not yet been brought to areas. Where were the police or the military? Where was anyone? James felt abandoned and left to die. He walked down the steps and reached the bottom floor, prepared to go down the right corridor. He had a series of fresh notes for Julian and assumed that was the reason for their meeting. Brant and Devin then grabbed both his arms and pulled him in the other direction.

      "What is this?" James said. "Aren't we going to Julian's office?"

      "Not today," Brant said, leading him toward the left corridor.

      James stopped in place and shoved against them. "No... I'm not going there."

      They pulled him back just as hard. James tried to twist from their grip but couldn't get free.

      "We'll get you there one way or another," Brant said, grunting.

      As James twisted and turned, screaming, Devin pulled out a nightstick and held it inches from his face. "Want another lump on that thick skull of yours?"

      James calmed himself as his resistance faded. They pushed him forward, holding both arms, as they continued down the left corridor. He'd been through there before but only once, when they had strapped him to the dentist chair. "Where are we going?" he asked, panic rising in his tone.

      "You know where," Brant said.

      "Time for your check-up," Devin added.

      James stopped in his tracks, pulling back once again. "No! I'm not going. Kill me if you want."

      He jerked one arm out from Brant's grip and nearly pulled himself free from Devin. His losing battle came to an end quickly, however, when Devin swung his nightstick against James's back, knocking him down.

      James fell to his knees, paralyzed from the pain. No sooner had he fallen than they lifted him back up, cursing, and led him down the darkened hall, lined with closed doors to the rooms on both sides. He fought them the entire way as much as he could before they opened the door and pushed him inside.

      James slid on the tile and stopped in place, fury and fear taking hold equally. As before, an empty chair awaited him, with a nearby tray of gleaming dentist tools on it. Standing by the chair were Monroe and Dr. Miller. James stood frozen as they welcomed him. The door shut behind him. Devin and Brant positioned themselves on both sides of the chair and leaned against the wall, rifles at the ready.

      "What is this?" James said, swinging his head back to Julian. "I thought you said—"

      "Calm down, James," Monroe began. "It's merely a harmless check-up."

      James pointed across the room at the supposed dentist, dressed in a smock with a cap and surgical mask covering his face. James stomped his foot, enraged. "You're not strapping me to that fucking chair again."

      Julian exchanged glances with Miller and then looked back at James, seemingly disappointed. "After all this time. After all we put him through, he still resists us."

      Miller shook his head in agreement. "That's too bad."

      James stood defiantly in place and pointed at them both. "It's not happening, so you're just going to have to shoot me."

      "James..." Julian began, unconvinced. "Just stop."

      "You've got my allegiance. How many times do I have to say it?" James continued.

      But nothing seemed to convince them. Brant and Devin charged at him, boots scuffing tile, and dragged him to the chair. James kicked and swung as they slammed him onto the chair and quickly began strapping him down. Familiar panic took hold of James as he screamed loudly in unbridled rage. They had the straps around his chest, waist, arms, and legs. They strapped across his forehead next, pinning his head down. James darted his eyes to the side where Julian was in his peripheral.

      "I have nothing but allegiance to the First Order, its leader, and my brothers," James said.

      Dr. Miller tilted the chair back, dipping James toward the floor. Julian leaned down to address him. "Everything is going to be okay. We just have one tiny little hump to get over."

      "What's that?" James asked, desperate for answers.

      "I think you want us to believe that you've changed, but I suspect you're hiding your true feelings. To be a true brother, you have to believe it fully in your heart."

      James's eyes began to well with tears as he pulled against his straps, once again helpless to free himself. "No... I have changed. Just stop this insanity... please."

      Monroe studied him for a moment and then spoke softly, soothingly. "So, you can tell us the truth about your wife and your friends now, right?"

      James felt blindsided by the question but stuck to his guns. "They're dead. I-I buried them myself."

      Monroe patted him on the forehead. "We'll just take a few teeth first. And if you're telling the truth, there should be no reason to take any more."

      Dr. Miller stood over James and began going through his instruments as Monroe continued. "You might prove after all the extent to which physical pain leads to complete submission and dominance."

      "I'm telling you the truth," James said with increasing desperation. "There's nothing more important to me than the First Order. J-Just hear me out."

      Monroe slowly moved away, allowing Miller space to work.

      "Julian, listen to me!" James shouted to no avail. He couldn't imagine the thought of more cutting and scraping or how very painful having teeth pulled by Dr. Miller would be. Monroe, however, had moved out of sight now. Miller held up a scraping tool in one hand and the jaw prop from last time in the other.

      Miller asked, "Do we need this again? Are we going to be cooperative or difficult?"

      James immediately closed his mouth, tightly holding it shut, and already his clenched eyes were watering. He breathed hard through his nose, preparing for the worst. The sharp edge of the dental pick pressed against his lips. He opened his eyes to see Miller hovering over him like a vulture, poking him in the face.

      "Let's get this over with now," he said in a friendly tone. He sighed, seeing James's continuing resistance. "Mr. Monroe. I'm going to need some help here."

      Julian then called Brant and Devin over. James knew they were going to attack him. He was ready to fight to the very core of his being. He was going to keep his mouth closed at any cost. And maybe soon the suffering would be over. As fate would have it, a loud knock sounded from the door, and for a moment, everything seemed to stop.

      "What is it?" Brant yelled.

      The pounding on the door continued, louder and more urgent than before. Brant then stormed toward the door, shouting. James opened his eyes and saw Miller standing over him, distracted and looking to see who it was.

      "We've got company!" a voice yelled from outside.

      They opened the door as two men rushed inside, out of breath and sweating. "Outside," one of them continued. "Must be twenty of them or so."

      James turned his head to the side, trying to see what was going on. Everyone had huddled in the center of the room with growing panic in the air.

      "What do they want?" Monroe asked.

      "Who is it?" Brant asked.

      "One thing at a time," the inmate said, cutting his hands across the air. "It's that sheriff and his people. Looks like they walked here."

      James’s heart started beating faster than it ever had before.

      Devin smacked his hands together, thrilled. "Let's waste 'em, once and for all!"

      "Not unless Julian wants to," Brant said, cutting in.

      Their heads turned to Julian at the room went quiet. "Where are they?"

      "Right outside the gate," the inmate said. He then pointed toward the corner of the room where James was tied down. "Sheriff said he wanted to make a deal for that one."

      Brant laughed hardest as the others joined in and lobbed obscene threats. "They've got some nerve, 'eh, boss?"

      Julian nodded while maintaining a pensive stance, holding his chin. "Indeed they do." He turned to look at James and then back to his men. "Looks like we need to have a word." He took a step toward the door when Brant placed a hand on his shoulder, stopping him. "Are you sure that's a good idea? This could be a trap."

      "Besides, it's freezing as balls out there," Devin added.

      "It is snowing," one of the men added.

      "I don't care," Julian said. He then returned to the dentist chair and stared down at James, seemingly amused. "How is this for a turn of events?"

      James looked up at him evenly, not showing anything.

      "Let's go out and talk to them, shall we?" Julian continued. He signaled to his men and told them to remove James's straps. At James's moment of immense relief, Monroe leaned closer to him and offered a fair warning. "Whether or not we kill your friend is entirely up to you." He undid the strap around James's forehead and glared at him, eye to eye. "Understand?"

      James nodded, his face pale, terrified by the threat.

      "Who do you serve?" Monroe asked as the other straps were loosened.

      "The First Order," James said.

      "And who do we kill?"

      "Outsiders," James answered.

      Monroe moved away, seemingly satisfied as he told his men to escort James outside. "We'll meet at the overlook, just above the front gate. Dress warmly." He left the room, glancing back with a doubtful look on his face. James's chair was elevated, and he was hoisted to his feet with Brent and Davis on both sides. Miller stood awkwardly by his tray of instruments, disappointed.

      "So, are we going to do this later, or what?"

      Brant turned his head as they escorted James toward the door. "Put a sock in it, doc. We've got bigger fish to fry." They left the room, continuing down the hallway and toward the east corridor that led to the front of the building. The situation was unreal. James could barely comprehend what was happening. Was it all a trick? But as they pushed him along like a common prisoner, James had real hope for the first time since coming there.
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        * * *

      

      The bitter air stung them outside, the cold seeping through their inadequate clothing. James was brought to the guard post atop the building overlooking the front gate. First Order men remained behind the fence below, surrounding a burn barrel to stay warm. They operated as a first line of defense, but they weren't the only ones. Monroe had improved security positions around the entire prison to ensure against another breach. Larry and James had been lucky. The security shack outside the gate remained unoccupied. Julian’s men were inside, huddled in the cold.

      Snow covered the ground as far as the eye could see. A cold blanket of endless white, and above, a gray, cloudy sky filled with dark menace. Outside the prison, they had visitors. James stood at the railing in a flimsy coat, his hands jammed deep in his pockets. For the time being, they had removed his handcuffs. The chilly air rustled his hair. His breath appeared as fog, dissipating like white smoke. Monroe stood nearby with Brant and Devin at his side. They observed the group outside the fence with amusement.

      There were twenty or so people outside, dressed for the cold in their coats, caps, and gloves. James could barely identify who they were. He searched in vain for Marla, and although he wanted to see her, he hoped that she wasn't foolish enough to show up. He recognized the sheriff, obviously leading the group, who stood in his blue police coat and black skull cap. He held a semi-automatic rifle, and most of the others appeared to be armed as well. Julian continued to observe them with a pair of binoculars.

      "Yep. That's the sheriff, all right," he said to Brant.

      Brant chuckled and then turned to James. "Now's the time to see what you're made of."

      James stared back at him, shocked. "What do you mean?"

      Julian lowered his binoculars and cut in. "It's simple. If they came here to threaten us, we will capture or kill them. And you're going to help."

      James turned away, trying to shield his true feelings. "Whatever it takes..." he said softly.

      "That's good to hear," Julian said, lifting his binoculars again.

      The sheriff and his crew hadn't said anything yet. They just stood outside the gate with their weapons in hand and large rucksacks lined up to the side, resting in the snow. There existed a momentary quiet between the two groups as Julian assessed the situation. Besides, it was both fun and strategically smart to keep the visitors waiting. He then spoke to Brant quietly and in secret. The sheriff stepped forward and exchanged words with one of the First Order men through the fence. The guard turned around and pointed up toward the balcony, where James stood with Monroe’s group. Sheriff Davis removed his aviator glasses for a moment, eyes on them, and then nodded. Julian then handed Brant his binoculars and stepped forward, clearing his throat.

      "Sheriff Davis!" he shouted, voice echoing. "To what do we owe the pleasure of this visit?"

      Davis moved closer to the fence and spoke equally loudly. "Greetings, Julian. I wanted to talk to you personally."

      Julian stared at the sheriff below. "Well, we're here now. Talk!"

      The sheriff nodded and continued. "We didn't come here for conflict. I just wanted to make that clear."

      Julian thought to himself and then responded. "I'll be the judge of that. What do you want?"

      "Fair enough," Davis continued. "Wanted you to know we're moving on. The whole lot of us. All who's left."

      James felt his heart sink, all hope disappearing.

      Julian examined the sheriff's numbers again, counting in his head. "Looks like you’re missing half your congregation. Where's the preacher?"

      Davis glanced at one of his men and then back to Julian. "He's not here. We're going our separate ways."

      "Ah," Julian said, smiling. "The plot thickens."

      "Regardless, we're headed north, and we're going to go that way until we find some help."

      Julian slapped the banister with his gloved hands. "In this weather. Are you crazy? Just get some burn barrels like we've got."

      "I'm afraid it's too late," the sheriff continued. "Plus, I heard things are worse south."

      Julian turned to Brant. "He's lost his mind."

      Brant laughed, nudging James with his shoulder. James was just trying his best to stay optimistic, but this wasn’t the rescue he had dreamed of or imagined. The sheriff’s small group couldn’t take on an entire prison just to save James. In the vicious cold, he wondered how they were all going to survive the winter, which was just beginning. He stamped his feet, trying to stay warm, as every bitter gust of wind cut like a knife. The snowfall had ceased by dawn, but its aftermath of relentless cold remained.

      He couldn't imagine traveling a long distance on foot in such weather with so few supplies. Sheriff Davis was taking a large gamble. But he was already undergoing a huge risk coming to the prison in the first place. The First Church of Winslow was safe, secure, and protected, which was precisely why the First Order had been unable to take it over. Now, the sheriff and his group were out in the open and exposed. James wanted nothing more than to ask him about Marla. It drove him crazy not to know. Just seeing them outside the gate, however, fueled his fevered hope for escape.

      "You came all this way for a goodbye?" Julian asked Davis as the groups on both sides of the fence watched each other with suspicion.

      "Not quite," Davis said. "I came to make a deal."

      Julian laughed the loudest as his men joined in. "A deal, you say?" Julian continued, wiping at his eyes. "What would that be?"

      The sheriff approached the line of stuffed rucksacks, six in all, and extended his arms. "We've gathered a majority of our supplies, nonperishables, medical and hygienic supplies, you name it." He paused and then went to the gate, looking up at Julian. "This is all yours. It's more than we can handle."

      "That's very generous of you," Julian said, stroking at his mustache. "What's the catch?"

      "We have only one request, and it's more than fair. Give us James Weller, and we'll be on our way."

      James stood there, as stunned as Julian and his men were by the proposition.

      "James?" Julian said in a curious tone. "Why would you want him back?" He paused and narrowed his eyes.

      Davis answered with conviction. "When James came to our church, I assured him that we would protect him. Unfortunately, we failed. That's why I'd like to make things right now." He then signaled back to the line of rucksacks. "You have months of supplies all here for the taking. All we ask is that you release this man."

      "That's wonderful," Julian said, slapping James on the back. "It's just so happens James is here with us. Perhaps we can let him decide right now." He leaned closer to James with his arm around him as all men watched in anticipation. James could see the challenge in Julian's piercing glare. The implication was clear enough. Going with the sheriff would be considered a betrayal, and James couldn't even comprehend the pain and torture that would follow. The most he could do was hope that Sheriff Davis had a real plan up his sleeve.

      "Time's up, James," Julian said with a leering smile. "Everyone is waiting. This is the moment of truth."

      James looked away from him, unsure.

      "Is that a no?" Julian said.

      James slowly nodded as Julian turned around, gleeful.

      "You'll find that James rather likes it here," Julian announced to the sheriff. "I think he'd prefer not to aimlessly travel the countryside."

      But the sheriff remained steadfast. "I don't know what kind of trauma you've put him through, but we'd like to talk to him."

      "Sure," Julian said, excited. "You can hear from him now." He moved aside and held his arms out for James to take his place. The more James hesitated, the more he knew that he'd suffer later if things went wrong.

      "I'm not leaving," he announced as a cool chill filled the air. "My allegiance is with the First Order, its leaders, and my brothers."

      The sheriff stared up at James through the chain-link gate. After some thought, he expressed his skepticism. "This man is clearly under duress. Now, please, have a look through our rucksacks before discounting us so quickly."

      Angered, Julian pushed James out of the way and stepped forward. "How about I take them all and give you nothing?"

      Davis stepped back and placed both hands on his slung rifle. "Then, I suppose we'd have a problem."

      "Oh, so this is what your visit is about?" Julian shouted. "You're not asking for James. You're demanding him."

      "Not at all," Davis said. "We can't force him to do anything he doesn't want to."

      "But you said he was under duress," Julian said. “Which one is it?”

      Davis’s breath flowed from his mouth like vapor. "Be that as it may, I implore your men to take these supplies before things get over-heated here. Consider it a gesture of goodwill."

      Julian stood back from the ledge and convened with Brant, speaking softly. It was clear they were just as wary of the situation as James was. The sheriff and his crew waited patiently in front of the gate on the snow-covered road. After quiet plotting, Julian turned to the banister and made his demands.

      "Pass the bags off to my men in an orderly manner. If you so much as step beyond the gate, we'll shoot every one of you where you stand." He signaled to Brant and Devin, who both had their rifles aimed at the gate while looking through the rear sights. He then told his men to unlock and open the gate while exercising extreme caution. The sheriff directed his men to place the bags right at the gate as it was pushed opened.

      After a brief, tense standoff, the First Order guards rushed outside and hefted each heavy rucksack, carrying it to safety. Once all the bags were inside, the gate was immediately pulled shut and locked by chain. It looked as though the sheriff had played whatever cards he had. The bags were inside, beyond their reach, and they had nothing in exchange. James’s heart sank, but at least he had made the right choice to stay. As part of the brotherhood, his earlier plan might work.

      "What have we got there?" Julian shouted to his men below.

      The men carried each bag closer to the building entrance, leaving footprints in the snow. They heaved them down in a straight line and began to unzip them with heightened anticipation. Supplies were running low at the prison, and the coming winter was only making things worse. As they waited, the sheriff approached the gate again and called out for fairness.

      "One man," he shouted. "That's all we want. I've given you the bags, now let James go. It’s the honest thing to do."

      Julian turned again to James, clearly enjoying himself. "Well, James. Again, the decision is all yours. Would you like to leave the organization that you've declared allegiance to? Did I fail to convince you?" He then displayed a sinister smile, exposing crooked, stained teeth. "Maybe we just didn't dig deep enough. You know?"

      All eyes went to James as he stepped forward. "I don't want anyone to get hurt..." he began.

      "Louder!" Julian shouted.

      "I said I don't want anyone to get hurt," James paused, struggling with his options.

      "Perfect," Julian said, throwing his arm around James. "And how can we assure that?"

      James glanced from Julian to the sheriff, who watched them through the gate with his hands on his hips. "I've made up my mind," James said.

      Julian suddenly stepped away, excited and waving his arms overhead like a pendulum. "People, people. Stop. Listen. James is ready to speak."

      The bags lay below on the ground, open, with their contents spilling out. One of the men looked up at Julian with saucer eyes, barely able to contain himself. "There must be two months of supplies in these bags!" he shouted.

      A man rifled through the end bag with great enthusiasm. His eager search came to a halt when he found a shiny, metallic object stuffed inside under everything else.

      The sheriff suddenly called out to James in an urgent tone. "Before you say anything, James. Get down."

      James stared at him, oblivious. "What?"

      The man below suddenly pulled out the shiny object in both hands and held it up. "What's this, a pressure cooker?"

      James and Sheriff Davis locked eyes a second after, and instantly, James knew what was about to happen. The sheriff and his men suddenly rushed away to the nearest snowbank across the road, taking cover. Julian and his men looked perplexed from the lookout. One of the men pulled out another pressure cooker from the next bag, staring at his reflection in its shiny surface. A deafening explosion followed in an instant, launching a ball of fire as six different bombs exploded at once, rupturing the entire area.

      The blast sheared through every First Order guard nearby and blew them to pieces. James flew to the ground, face inches from the concrete as flames rose to the upper ledge and the impact threw back Julian and his men. Half of the building entrance was blown out in a second. Bricks, concrete, pipes, limbs, and organs covered the red-soaked ground. Tremors traveled through the building.

      James stayed down with his arms over his head as black smoke consumed the lookout. Distant gunfire sounded from all around the prison. James waited for the worst of the smoke to pass before rising, half wondering if his hearing had been blown out. His watering eyes stung as he waved away the smoke, coughing and gasping and desperately trying to recover his breath. The outside of the building was burning in leaping, white-hot blue flames. He looked to the front gate and saw the sheriff and his men break through. Once inside, they charged the prison like soldiers on a battlefield.

      They immediately began firing their guns at First Order men who emerged from the wreckage, disoriented and unprepared for the onslaught that followed. James watched in amazement as his ears started ringing like a dozen canons had gone off. He turned to his side and watched uneasily as Brant got up, face blackened from the smoke and bleeding from his face and chest. Their eyes met as Brant pulled a knife from his hip sheath, unable to find his rifle. He charged at James without warning. For a moment, everything felt like slow motion. James grasped both of Brant's arms, struggling as the edge of the dagger came within inches of his face. They grunted, pushing against each other. James could feel his momentum slowing. Brant heaved, getting closer.

      "Going to... kill you..." he said, blood foaming at his mouth.

      They pressed against the ledge as smoke flowed into the air from below. A cacophony of gunfire erupted from all around. James had no idea who was winning, who was losing. He only knew that he was in the fight of his life. As they battled, back and forth, against each other, Brant was gym-built and in good shape. James shifted his feet to the side, inching away from the ledge.

      At that moment, he spun around, slipping out of reach. Brant lunged forward and lost his balance just as James pushed him from behind and over the ledge. He flew down with a scream that was cut short the moment he hit the concrete below. James looked over and saw him lying in the rubble of the blast, motionless among the carnage. The sheriff's crew advanced as gunfire raged from all over courtyard. It was hard to tell who was winning or losing as guns fired, bodies dropped, and the screams never stopped. James turned just in time to see Devin standing behind him with a rifle pointed at his head.

      "You son of a bitch," Devin seethed, bleeding from his forehead, his hair covered in ash. "I should have killed you in the beginning."

      James closed his eyes. Nothing would keep Devin from pulling the trigger. He heard the blast, a loud, abrupt gunshot, followed by a stream of blood spraying all over James's face. He opened his eyes, surprised to still be standing. Devin fell back and collapsed to the ground, a piece of his skull missing. James spun around to see the sheriff below, his rifle aimed to the place where Devin had been standing.

      The sheriff gave James a quick nod and then ducked behind one of the old crates and took aim again. James knelt to retrieve Devin's rifle when he felt a hard kick in the face delivered by Julian's heavy boot. Falling to the ground in agony, James landed right next to Brant's knife. He grabbed it, pulled himself up as quickly as possible, and was face to face with Julian. There was nothing more at that moment. He took a step back, brandishing the knife and ready to use it.

      "Still have some fight left in you, eh?" Julian said. His own knife was ready for the contest.

      "It's over!" James said.

      "Nothing is over," Julian said in defiance, bleeding too, oddly enough from his entire mouth. He sprinted forward and lunged at James in the throes of primal rage. James raised his left arm as the blade came down, quickly and with immense force, plunging into his side. The sudden rush of pain was a startling, almost paralyzing sensation. With one reflexive thrust, he drove Brant's knife directly into the side of Julian's neck, all the way to the handle. Julian's arm went limp as he stumbled back, gagging. With adrenaline pumping, James glanced at the knife still sticking out of his arm and pulled it out without a second thought.

      For a moment, he felt nothing until a small geyser of blood flowed from the wound. The pain hammered from his shoulder down through his leg. He tried not to look at it as he knelt next to Devin's corpse and pulled off his jacket, wrapping his arm tightly as quickly as he could.

      He heard Julian fall and looked over to find him in the corner of the ledge, a wild, shocked expression on his face. He tried to talk but could only gurgle on the dark red blood that poured from his mouth and neck and collected at the back of his throat.

      James backed away, keeping a cautious eye on the dying cult leader. At any minute, he expected another one of his men to come rushing up the stairs, and James had little fight left in him. Then, just as feared, he heard footsteps coming closer and the door suddenly swung open. James ducked and grabbed Devin's rifle, aiming it up as a man rushed through the smoky haze with purpose, coming right for him. James's finger went for the trigger when a voice shouted for him to wait. As he hesitated, the sheriff emerged, sweeping the area with his rifle. James tossed his weapon to the ground and fell back with an exhausted sigh.

      "James!" Davis called out.

      He stumbled to his feet while holding the bloody coat around his arm.

      "Are you okay?" Davis asked, looking at him with concern.

      James nodded as the sheriff looked around in surprise. Devin lay dead at his feet with Julian still gagging in the corner, his eyes rolling into the back of his head.

      "Pressure cooker bombs?" James said in amazement. "How the hell did you pull that off?"

      "Timing is everything," the sheriff said with a smile. He then placed a hand on James's shoulder. "Let's go."

      James followed as they left the lookout ledge, stepping over the two bodies. They traveled downstairs and out the front where the explosion had ripped through the building. The sheriff continued through the front gate as the gunfire died out in the distance. "I've got teams breaching the prison from all sides. This isn't going to end well for our prison friends."

      "Are you going to kill them all?" James asked. He wasn't sure why, but the notion bothered him.

      "Not if we can prevent it," the sheriff said. "I'd gladly lock them back up if it comes to that."

      James turned toward the prison and saw a small team rushing from the side. He blinked, thinking he recognized one of the men. As they got closer, he saw that the man with the white beard was no stranger.

      "Larry! Oh my God!" James rushed over as they met up. He threw his arms around Larry, hugging him. Larry stumbled back, somewhat surprised. "It's good to see you too, James," he said, patting his back.

      James backed away and looked at Larry in amazement as Carol suddenly emerged at his side. "Carol!" he shouted, pushing past Larry and hugging her tightly. "How did you guys...? I thought--" He was too surprised to talk.

      "We heard those bastards got you," Carol said.

      "And we weren't going to let that stand," Larry added.

      The sheriff stepped forward and asked them for a status. Larry then explained that most of the prison was secured with minimum casualties. "I think we took them completely by surprise." He added.

      Davis nudged James again. "Come on. Someone is waiting to see you."

      James turned away, thanking Larry and Carol profusely, as he followed the sheriff outside the gate. Davis explained how they had strategized for weeks, trying to develop a foolproof plan to free him. "We weren't going to let you rot here, James," he explained. "Our only hope was that they wouldn't kill you in the meantime." His words began to fade as James looked across the road and saw Marla standing on a concrete embankment near the icy ravine. She looked straight at him, and rushed toward each other, leaving cracks in the thin ice and then footsteps through the snow. They collided and threw their arms around each other in grateful relief. Marla cried, and James couldn't help himself either. She kissed him all over his face as he stroked her hair, not wanting to let her go.

      "I'm so glad to see you," she said. "I thought about you every minute, every day, every night."

      "Me too," James said. They opened their eyes and looked at each other with big smiles across their faces. Before they could say another word, they heard a convoy of loud engines rumbling down the road. They turned to see military trucks approaching from the distance. A helicopter droned through the air above them, passing by. James looked at Marla, curious, and then turned to the sheriff who was standing nearby. "Are these friends of yours?"

      "Not mine," he said, equally surprised.

      "Maybe they're here to help us," Marla said, tears streaming from her eyes. The trucks got louder as they closed in, slowing toward the prison.

      "This could be it," James said. "The help we've been waiting for."

      "Is this over?" Marla asked.

      "I don't know," he said, stroking her chin with his thumb. "It could be the beginning of something different."

      

      Thank you so much for taking the time to read my story!

      Writing has always been a passion of mine and it’s incredibly gratifying and rewarding whenever you give me an opportunity to let you escape from your everyday surroundings and entertain the world that is your imagination.

      As an indie author, Amazon reviews can have a huge impact on my livelihood. So if you enjoyed the story please leave a review letting me and the rest of the digital world know. And if there was anything you found troubling, please email me. Your feedback helps improve my work, and allows me to continue writing stories that will promise to thrill and excite in the future. But be sure to exclude any spoilers.

      I would love if you could take a second to leave a review: Click here to leave a review on Amazon!

      Again, thank you so much for letting me into your world. I hope you enjoyed reading this story as much as I did writing it!
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