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      “On my signal, Team A moves. Team B, hold back until you hear the code phrase,” Troy Vance whispered into his walkie-talkie. His breath misted in dense puffs of vapor in front of his heavy-jawed face in the frigid air with every syllable he uttered. The sky was growing darker as dusk approached, and shadows were growing thicker.

      A sudden wind howled, whipping away the puffs of mist, dissolving them into the sea of snow that blanketed everything. In the depths of the coldest February in over thirty years, the city was reeling from a three-day blizzard which had only ended the previous day. Much of the city was snowed in, and even though the city was working double-time, only the main roads had been cleared, and many residents were still snowed in.

      The police officers involved in the sting operation – against one of the biggest drug cartels on the East Coast, a ruthless biker gang known as the Vipers – were not dressed in their usual black uniforms. Owing to the fact that everything was covered with a thick layer of snow, they were kitted out in Arctic camouflage gear, colored in shades of white, light gray, and pale blue. The two squads, both heavily armed and anticipating violent resistance from the bikers, were camped outside a motorcycle mechanic workshop downtown, a front used by the Vipers to move their illicit products through the city. Inside the workshop was the leader of the Vipers, Paul Kirby, a man who Troy had been trying to bust for years now.

      “Roger that, Bulldog,” came the reply from Team A squad leader, Sergeant Liversage.

      “Bulldog” had been Troy’s nickname since before his long stint in the Narcotics Unit; it went all the way back to his high school football days. Troy’s relentless tenacity when it came to go after both his goals and his opponents, coupled with a stocky, powerful build, meant that the name had slid naturally into place. After becoming a cop, he had pursued the drug pushers, gangs, and drug kingpins who were the targets of his investigations with just as much relentlessness, so his old high school nickname had stuck. Now,  over twenty-five years since those days of touchdowns and Friday-night victories, everyone in the force – and many civilians – still called him Bulldog.

      Troy “Bulldog” Vance was no meathead though; unlike most of his peers in the high school football team, he had excelled at academics as well as on the sports field. He had been all set to pursue a career in engineering … until his senior year of high school, when his older brother, his idol and his hero, had been gunned down and killed in a robbery gone wrong. Since his brother’s tragic death, Troy had dedicated his life to upholding justice and the law and had become a cop.

      “You ready for this, Bulldog?” asked Leo Jackson, gripping his M-16 rifle tight and flashing his partner an eager grin. “I don’t think Kirby and his Viper boys are gonna surrender peacefully. We may just have a good ol’ firefight on our hands in the next two minutes.”

      Leo and Troy came from very different backgrounds – Troy had grown up in the mountains in a small town, living a very rural lifestyle with his tight-knit family, while Leo came from a broken home and inner-city poverty and had been in a gang himself in his teenage years – but after getting to know each other at the police academy and bonding over a shared loss to violent crime, Troy having lost his brother and Leo having lost a close friend, the two men had been best friends for well over twenty years.

      “If we move fast enough, they won’t even have the chance to draw their weapons,” Troy said. “As long as everything is perfectly coordinated, we should be able to take Kirby and his goons down without firing a single shot.”

      “Either way, I’m ready to take ‘em down,” Leo said, his dark face stark against the bright white backdrop of a snow-covered city.

      Troy peered through his thermal imaging binoculars, which allowed him to see through the blacked-out windows of the workshop. The bodies of the bikers inside showed up as human-shaped images on the screen. He could see these shapes gathering around a table, and from the movements they were making it was obvious that they were counting out stacks of money. Now was the time to move. Troy’s heart started to beat a little faster and he felt the first stirrings of adrenalin coursing through his veins.

      “How are things looking in there?” Leo asked.

      “I’m about to give the signal, get ready,” Troy replied. Then he spoke into his walkie talkie. “Team A, go, go, go!”

      Dozens of heavily armed cops burst out of their hiding places in the snow. Some of them had been hiding in the alley to the side of the workshop, while others had been in and behind vehicles out front. They had already set up explosive charges on both the front doors and the side door in the alley, and the instant Troy gave his command all of these explosives were detonated simultaneously.

      With the thunderous boom of the charges exploding, Troy and Leo burst out from their own hiding place, behind a snow-covered SUV to the side of the workshop. Troy raced through the billowing cloud of acrid smoke from the explosives, charging into the darkness of the workshop with his M-16 held out before him, its sights punctuating his vision, his finger on the trigger.

      Shouts of fright and surprise were resounding from inside the workshop as the bikers reacted to the attack, jumping up from the table and scrambling for their weapons.

      “Drop your weapons!” Troy roared as he charged in. “Drop your weapons and surrender, we have you surrounded!”

      “Freeze, scumbags!” Leo yelled as he came hurtling in behind Troy. He was, at 6’7, over half a foot taller than Troy, and in his full combat gear he cut an imposing figure. “If you assholes even look at your guns, we’ll blow you away!”

      Two of the bikers managed to draw their pistols and started shooting. Troy dived behind the cover of a half-stripped racing motorcycle and lined up one of the wildly firing bikers in his sights. With a cool squeeze of his trigger he put two bullets through the big man’s torso, and the biker was dead before he hit the ground.

      Leo took the other shooter out with a perfectly placed headshot, and now, with the workshop filled with over a dozen armed cops, Paul Kirby and his men realized it would be suicidal to attempt to fight. They were outmanned and outgunned, and caught in the open.

      Kirby was a huge, hulking man in his forties, covered head to toe in colorful tattoos. Like the rest of his men, he dressed in leather and denim, and had long greasy hair – black, streaked liberally with gray – and a bushy beard that was more gray than black. Half his face was tattooed, and the other half covered in heavy burn scars. His ice-blue eyes glared with naked hatred from beneath bushy black eyebrows. He raised his hands to surrender, dropping his favorite firearm, a Magnum .44, onto the large table in front of him, on which millions of dollars of cocaine, crystal meth, and other drugs were strewn, as well as stacks of hundred-dollar bills.

      “We’ve got you, Kirby,” Troy said, rising up from behind the racing motorcycle, keeping his M-16 trained on Kirby’s broad chest. “No lawyer on earth is keeping you out of the slammer with this evidence in here, not this time.”

      Kirby smirked. He knew who Troy was, and hated him more than any other cop, since Troy had put two of his younger brothers – also members of the Vipers gang – in prison for life. “The day I see the inside of a cell again is the day hell freezes over, fucker,” he growled. “You don’t take the devil down this easily, Vance.” He chuckled darkly.

      “Cuff that son of a bitch and get him in the back of my cruiser,” Troy muttered to one of the junior officers.

      Half an hour later, the bikers were all handcuffed and in the back of police cruisers, and thousands of photos and video recordings had been made of the crime scene. Paul Kirby and another biker had been put in the back of Troy’s cruiser. He sat in the passenger seat while Leo drove.

      They were around three miles from the police station downtown when the car died. However, it wasn’t only the vehicle that spontaneously stopped working. Every light they could see went out, including the traffic lights up ahead, and all of the equipment on the dash, as well as the police radios, fell immediately silent.

      “What the hell?” Leo murmured, futilely messing with the controls as they rolled to a silent stop in the middle of the street. “This damn cruiser just got serviced last week!”

      Troy, however, was certain that this wasn’t simply a problem with the vehicle. And neither was it a power outage. It was far more serious than that, and one look at his phone, which he pulled hastily out of his pocket, confirmed this. “Leo, take a look at your phone quick,” he said in an urgent tone.

      “My phone? Okay,” Leo said, taking out his phone. “Damn, it’s dead too.”

      Now Troy knew without a doubt that what had just happened was the most catastrophic terrorist attack in decades; someone had just set off an EMP.

      From the back of the cruiser came a dark chuckling. “I told you fuckers it wouldn’t be this easy to take down the devil,” Paul Kirby muttered, an evil grin on his face … for he too knew exactly what had just happened, and he planned to use it to his advantage.
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      Julia paused in front of the mirror. As was usually the case in these gas station bathrooms, the lighting was terrible. Even so, with the harsh light of the fluorescent lamp doing its best to accentuate her perceived flaws, she knew she looked good. Most people placed her age squarely in the mid-thirties range, a full ten years younger than she actually was. Even though she was closer to fifty than forty now, she didn’t need to dye her hair; only a few gray strands were visible in her silky shoulder-length chestnut locks. And even in the unflattering light of the gas station bathroom, there weren’t more than a handful of subtle wrinkles showing on her pretty, heart-shaped face.

      She took some lipstick out of her bag and touched up her lips. It wasn’t a necessary action, but it was a distraction. Worry and anxiety twisted her innards, and even though she tried to smile, she could see these emotions in her large hazel eyes. Her husband, Troy, was leading a dangerous and risky sting operation later in the day against the ruthless Vipers, and she knew how many cops this savage biker gang had already killed. Troy had reassured her that he would be safe, that he wouldn’t be taking any unnecessary risks, and that the operation had been planned with such detail that absolutely nothing could go wrong, but even so, Julia worried. She always did when her husband was involved in risky undertakings such as this one.

      After touching up her lipstick, she checked her watch. It was just past midday, so Troy would be getting ready to head out soon. His sting operation was only scheduled to take place around dusk, so that meant many more hours of worrying for Julia. She was grateful that she had a long drive ahead of her; it would at least take her mind off the anxious worry for a while. She thought about calling him, but decided against it; Troy didn’t like having his concentration broken in the hours before a major bust like this one.

      She stepped out of the gas station bathroom and was immediately greeted by an enthusiastic bark. For a moment all her worries and fears flew out the window, and she was overcome with joy at the sight of her faithful companion, Buster, who was wagging his bushy tail with unbridled excitement at the sight of Julia.

      Buster was a three-year-old Belgian Shepherd, a handsome dog who looked just like a black wolf from the right angle. He was anything but a wolf in terms of temperament, though; he was loving and gentle, and a real lapdog despite his size. Julia traveled all over the country by car, attending academic conferences – she was a botanist specializing in edible wild plants in the eastern areas of North America – and Buster, who loved riding in cars, was her constant travel companion.

      Julia could have saved a lot of time by flying to these conferences, but she loved driving and hated flying, and besides, if she flew every time, Buster wouldn’t have been able to accompany her. She grinned and laughed, dropping down to hug Buster before unclipping his lead from the pipe outside the bathroom she’d fixed it to. He was well-trained enough to simply stay in place whenever she gave the command to stay, but so as not to scare other people – for he was a somewhat scary-looking dog – she kept him on a lead whenever she was in public.

      As soon as she unclipped his lead, though, she noticed that something was wrong. Buster kept barking excitedly and staring at the car.

      “What’s the matter, boy?” she asked. “You can’t be wanting to get back in the car so soon. I was only in there for five minutes.”

      Buster barked again, and Julia quickly realized it wasn’t his usual bark of eager glee. Instead, there was alarm and concern in the bark. Julia took him over to her SUV, which she had parked at the far end of the small gas station parking lot, and as soon as she got close to the car she realized why Buster had been barking. One of the windows had been smashed, and broken glass littered the ground.

      “Oh no,” Julia groaned. Someone had broken into her car.

      She had her money and cards with her in her handbag, but there was an important item in the car that she prayed the thief hadn’t found: her bugout bag. It was a backpack she kept with her at all times – at her husband’s insistence – which contained her pistol, spare ammo, lighters, a gas stove and gas lantern, emergency blankets, protein bars, water purifying tablets, a first aid kit, and a bunch of other survival gear.

      A quick search of the car revealed that the bugout bag was gone. “Dammit,” Julia muttered, cursing herself for not taking the bag into the bathroom with her. This didn’t seem like the sort of place where this would have happened – a small town in the Midwest – but she knew she should have known that crimes like this one could happen anywhere, even in the most innocuous of locations.

      “All right Buster, get in,” she said with a sigh, shaking her head. “We’ve still got nine hours to drive but we’re heading straight home, so hopefully we won’t need anything that was in that bag. We’ve done this trip many times before anyway, and I doubt anything else is going to go wrong. Insurance will cover everything, but it still sucks that this happened.”

      Again she considered calling Troy, this time to tell him about the misfortune that had just befallen her, but she decided against it. He didn’t need to be worrying about a minor break-in like this, not when his mind needed to be utterly concentrated on the mission that would take place later.

      She bought a garbage bag and some tape from the gas station convenience store and patched up the broken passenger window; the car needed to be sealed to keep the frigid air out. Then she and Buster set off, praying that they wouldn’t run into any other problems on the journey ahead.

      After a few hours of driving and listening to an engrossing audiobook, she had all but forgotten about the break-in, with the only reminder being the constant flapping of the garbage bag patch on the window. It was just as dusk was setting in that the snow started falling … and then, soon after that, everything in the car died.

      “What the…” Julia murmured, playing with the controls and stomping on the pedals as the vehicle simply coasted along the deserted road, slowing down to a silent stop.

      Everything was dead on the dash, and no amount of attempting to restart the car could get it to even wheeze or cough. It was as lifeless as a lump of scrap metal. Alarm bells began to ring in Julia’s mind, and when she opened her bag and got her phone out, they started to ring even louder. Her phone was dead, and no matter what she did to it, it showed no sign of life.

      “Oh no, oh no, not here, not now,” Julia murmured to herself as the implications of what had just happened started to hit her with full force.

      She was in the middle of nowhere; the last sign of civilization she had passed had been almost an hour ago, and there was nothing but wilderness around her – cold, icy wilderness that was growing rapidly darker and colder as the day faded away and the snowfall grew heavier.

      The flimsy garbage bag patch offered little protection from the elements, and now that the car was dead and there was no heating, the inside of the vehicle would quickly become as cold as the outside.

      Julia knew she was now about a hundred miles from home … and the only way she was going to get there, now that an EMP had been detonated, was on her own two feet. She couldn’t believe it; all these years of carrying a bugout bag with her, and on the very occasion she needed it, it had been stolen.

      Julia Vance, however, was not a woman who was easily deterred. She put on her coat and mittens and packed the snacks, bottled water, plastic cigarette lighter and pocket knife (Troy had always emphasized the need to have a lighter and pocket knife with you at all times) she had bought at the gas station into her handbag. She also took the tire iron out of the boot of her SUV; it was a crude weapon, but having it with her was better than being completely unarmed. Finally, she popped the hood, cut a fuel line, and drained some gasoline into an empty water bottle. She would need fire, she knew that for certain, and having some gasoline with her would make starting a fire far easier.

      While she had no compass, she knew how to navigate using the stars, so she felt at least somewhat confident that she would be able to get home without getting hopelessly lost. There was no point in staying here; the car would never work again, and no help would be coming. Indeed, the roads would steadily start to become a source of danger as people started getting desperate and behaving in predatory ways.

      “Come on, Buster,” she said as she got out of the dead vehicle. “We’ve got a long walk ahead of us.”

      The two of them set off into the darkening wilderness … and somewhere in the distance, a hungry pack of wolves began to howl.
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      “Ant, come here dude,” Vincent called out excitedly. “Check this out!”

      Anthony glanced over at his shoulder at Vincent Jackson, his best friend. While Vincent looked just like his father, Leo – extremely tall and lanky, with a long, strong-featured face – Anthony looked nothing like his father, Troy “Bulldog” Vance. Instead, Anthony had his mother’s attractive features and chestnut hair. He was tall and slim like her, but his face had a stern and manly cast to it, and his shoulders were broad. While he was skinny now, in the growth-spurt phase of his early teenage years, Anthony had the kind of frame that would no doubt pack on wiry muscle once he hit his early twenties.

      “What is it, Vince?” Anthony asked. His breath misted in front of his face, and he shifted the strap of his heavy bag on his shoulder. He and the other boys of the scout troop had been out in the freezing cold for three hours now, and Anthony wasn’t sure what was worse – the ache in his back and shoulders from carrying the heavy pack, or the biting cold that seemed to be finding its way into the marrow of his bones, despite his best efforts to stay warm.

      “I think there’s a dead body here, Ant!” Vincent exclaimed. “Look, under the snow!”

      Anthony, Vincent, and a dozen other boy scouts, along with their scoutmaster, a young man named Bradley Edwards, were delivering food packages to impoverished residents of inner-city districts where residents had essentially been trapped in their houses by the snow brought by the blizzard. These residents usually got their food from soup kitchens, some of which had been forced to close for a few days due to the blizzard. The local Boy Scouts, as well as a number of charitable organizations, had been bringing in food and supplies for the trapped residents.

      “What are you two doing over there?” Mr. Edwards called out.

      “I think there’s a dead body here under the snow, Mr. Edwards!” Vincent called out excitedly.

      Edwards was a small, serious-looking man who had a permanent expression of stern consternation on his narrow, sharp-featured face. His attitude would have been more suited to a man twice his age. His frown deepened as he walked over to Vincent and Anthony. “This had better not be another one of your pranks, Jackson,” he said to Vincent, who had achieved a measure of notoriety in the scout troop for his goofy antics and silly pranks. “We’ve still got plenty more hungry people to help, and this is no time for jokes and time-wasting.”

      “I’m not playing around, Mr. Edwards, look!” Vincent insisted, pointing at what certainly looked like two human legs, clad in weathered old shoes, sticking out of a thick bank of snow in the alley. It looked as if a homeless person might have been sleeping there, and possibly died of exposure before being buried by snow.

      “Oh my God, I think you might be right,” Edwards gasped. “I’d better call 911.” He got his phone out and started dialing.

      Anthony, however, was always one to analyze a situation extremely closely before jumping to any conclusions. “Mr. Edwards,” he said, “maybe we should have a closer look, get some of this snow out of the way before we call the cops? My dad’s a cop, and believe me, sir, they have their hands full with this blizzard and all the chaos it’s caused. We should just make sure that this is an actual person before we call anyone.”

      Edwards put his phone back in his pocket. “Uh, okay, okay, I guess you’re right. Well, what are you waiting for? Go on, you two can go ahead and dig that snow off the body … if it is a body, of course.”

      “Uh, I don’t know about that,” Vincent said uncertainly, staring at the legs and shoes with a look on his face that was half horror, half disgust. “I don’t wanna be digging snow off no dead body…”

      “Come on Vince,” Anthony said, kneeling down next to the legs. “Actually,” he said, peering more closely at them, “I don’t think I even need to do any digging.” He reached down and grabbed one of the legs.

      “Holy shit bro, don’t touch that!” Vincent yelped, jumping back with shock. “That’s a freakin’, a freakin’ dead body, man!”

      Anthony yanked the “human leg” out of the snow and grinned. Now that he had pulled it out, it was clear that it was merely a plastic prop, with the top covered in fake blood. “Halloween garbage from a few months ago,” he said. “I saw a plastic jack-o-lantern sticking out of the snow up the alley, and you know, put two and two together…”

      “Well done, Mr. Vance,” Edwards said. “Good thing I didn’t actually call 911. And now that that distraction is out of the way, I think we need to get back to our work. Come on boys, we still have plenty of food to deliver, and it’ll be dark soon. Lots of hungry people are counting on us, and many of them haven’t eaten for two days now.”

      They carried on moving through the snowed-in streets of the inner city. Vincent and Anthony walked at the back of the group, chatting.

      “Do you think our dads are busting the Vipers about now?” Vincent asked. “My dad said it would happen around this time.”

      Anthony glanced at his watch, and then looked at his friend with an expression of consternation on his face. “Yeah, it should be happening soon. Are you, like, uh, worried or anything? This is definitely the most dangerous mission our dads have been on in a while, and um, I know those Vipers bikers have killed a whole bunch of people before, many of them cops…”

      A look of worry and fear came over Vincent’s face. “Yeah,” he admitted. “I’m worried. My dad said they’d be fine … but he always says that, and I, well, I just get a bad feeling that one of these days … they won’t be fine.”

      Anthony sighed and nodded. “I know what you mean. When I was little, I always felt so cool telling the other kids my dad was a cop who took down drug dealers and gangsters, but now I … I kinda wish he had some boring desk job or something. Then I wouldn’t be so worried every time he has to do stuff like this…”

      “Yeah, I get that feeling too,” Vincent said. “And because my mom ain’t around, if anything happens to my dad … I ain’t got nobody else in the world.” Vincent’s mother had died of cancer when he was only a toddler, and he could barely remember her. After her death, Leo had never remarried.

      “You got us,” Anthony said, smiling. “My dad said that if anything ever happened to your dad, you’d come and live with us. He and my mom consider you family, Vince. And—”

      There was a sudden, strange hum and a deep, subsonic pulse that seemed to rattle the boys’ innards, which disappeared as quickly as it had appeared, and immediately the entire street was plunged into darkness. All the street lamps, as well as the lights in people’s houses, went out simultaneously. A rickety truck that was driving past them on the street, noisy and spewing out black clouds of diesel smoke, immediately fell silent. The boys watched with their jaws hanging open with surprise as the truck’s headlamps died, and it coasted silently across the street and plowed into a snowdrift. Up ahead, at a nearby intersection, they heard a loud metallic crunch as two cars slammed into each other. There was no revving of engines, though, and no screeching of brakes – just the sickening slam of a high-speed impact, and the screams of panic that followed it.

      “Holy shit,” Vincent gasped. “What just happened?!”

      A million thoughts were racing through Anthony’s mind, but as for what had happened, he was almost entirely certain that he knew. He reached into his pocket and took out his phone, and in light of what he suspected had happened, he wasn’t surprised to see that the device was dead. “Vince, uh, check your phone quick,” he said.

      “I’m on it man, I’m dialing 911,” Vincent said. “Well, I will be, as soon as this stupid phone comes back on. It turned itself off in my pocket somehow.”

      “Sorry dude,” Anthony said grimly, “but your phone isn’t going to be turning on ever again. Neither is mine.”

      “What?!” Vincent gasped. “What are you talking about?”

      Before Anthony could answer, Mr. Edwards called out to the boys. “Anthony, you’ve got your level two first aid badge! Hurry, get over here, we have to help those people in the car!”

      “I’ll tell you later, but it’s not good, really not good,” Anthony said to Vincent as they ran over to the scene of the car wreck.

      A taxi had T-boned a sedan carrying a family. “Scouts, get your flashlights out!” Edwards yelled as they reached the scene of the crash. “We need some light, hurry!”

      The tax driver was slumped over his steering wheel, unconscious, and with his torso pressing against the horn it should have been blaring out a loud monotone of a wail. However, everything was eerily silent, aside from the hiss of steam as clouds of it billowed out from under the taxi’s crumpled hood.

      In the sedan, the driver – the father of the family – and his teenage son, on the driver’s side, where the impact had been, were both unconscious, but the mother and her young daughter, on the other side of the car, were conscious. Both were screaming and bleeding from head injuries.

      Anthony was the most experienced in first aid among the scouts, and had also done a number of first aid courses with his parents. He knew exactly what to do in a situation like this, and even though he was extremely worried about the fact that he was certain that an EMP had just been used, he managed to focus his attention on the victims of the accident.

      “Mr. Edwards, Vince, help the lady and the girl out of the car, but before you do anything check ‘em for any signs of neck or spinal injury, make sure they can move their hands, feet, arms, legs! I’ll check the driver!”

      “Dammit, why isn’t my flashlight working?!” Edwards yelled. “Boys, give me a flashlight! We need light here!”

      “Mine isn’t working either, Mr. Edwards,” Vincent said.

      “Neither is mine,” another scout said.

      “Mine’s dead too,” a tall, skinny scout said. “And my phone, and my tablet! They’re all dead!”

      Anthony now knew without a doubt that in this one chaotic sliver of time, the world had been irrevocably altered … and nothing would ever be the same again.
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      “Shut up, Kirby,” Troy growled. “The only place you’re going is prison. You and your brothers are going to rot in a cell for the rest of your natural lives.”

      He tried to sound confident and intimidating, but he knew that what had just happened changed everything. Would there even be courts and prisons in this terrifying new world? Anything could happen. However, regardless of what happened to society, Troy knew that a man like Kirby should not be part of it. A dark thought entered his mind; perhaps it was time for a little extrajudicial justice. If Kirby was to somehow break free, the chaos he would sow in this new post-EMP world would no doubt bring death and misery to dozens, if not hundreds or even thousands of people. If Troy just drew his pistol right now and put a bullet through Kirby’s head, it could possibly spare thousands of people from death and suffering…

      He felt his hand reaching for his pistol, felt his fingers curling around the grip. His heart started to beat faster, and he could hear his pulse booming in dull thuds in his ears in the eerie silence of the suddenly dark city. He slowly pulled the pistol out of its holster and swallowed a mouthful of dry nothingness.

      “What are you doing, man?” Leo asked, staring at Troy with a deep frown of worry on his face.

      In the back, Kirby chuckled darkly. “Who’s the monster now, Vance? What are you gonna do, murder me in cold blood? Shoot me like a dog in the street? Is that how you ‘honorable’ cops do things, huh? Well go on, do it. Put a bullet in me … and become me…”

      “Put the gun away,” Leo said gently. “We don’t need to do this. No lawyer on earth is capable of getting this scumbag off the hook, not after all the evidence we got today.”

      “Except,” Kirby said from the back of the cruise, grinning fiendishly, “there ain’t gonna be no more lawyers or judges, not after what just happened.”

      “What you talking about, fool?!” Leo snapped at him. “It’s just a power outage, shut your damn mouth!”

      Troy shook his head and tightened his grip on his pistol. “He’s right, Leo. What’s just happened has changed everything. It’s turned the world upside down … and nothing is ever going to be the same again. The world we knew up to this moment … it’s dead and gone, and nothing will ever bring it back. It’s gone…”

      Leo looked quizzically at Troy, and then at Kirby, who was still grinning like a demon freshly arrived from hell in the back. “Are you both insane?!” he asked. “What are you talking about, the whole world being turned upside down?!”

      “This isn’t just a power outage,” Troy said. “It was an EMP. I’m sure of it.”

      Leo and Troy had talked about EMPs before, so Leo knew what it was and what an EMP strike entailed. However, he had always been extremely skeptical that such a thing could ever happen. However, now that Troy had said that, it was starting to make sense. The car was dead, their communications equipment was dead, their phones were dead, every light and traffic light was out, and from what he could see, every other vehicle on the road was dead too. Leo realized that Troy and Kirby were right; this had to be an EMP. “Son of a bitch…” he murmured.

      “So what are you boys gonna do, huh?” Kirby asked, smirking. “Now that you know what’s really going on?”

      “Get out of the car, Leo,” Troy said.

      “Why?” Leo asked.

      “We need to talk where that piece of garbage can’t hear us.”

      Kirby chuckled and shook his head. They ignored him and got out of the cruiser, walking a few feet away to talk where Kirby couldn’t hear them.

      “What do we do now?” Leo asked. “If this really is an EMP, then—”

      “It is,” Troy said grimly. “I’m sure of it. One hundred percent certain.”

      “Jeez. This changes everything,” Leo said, shaking his head and frowning. “Everything. Is there any point in taking him back to the station? Is there even any point in us going back there, with or without Kirby and his men?”

      “We should try to link up with the other officers, I guess,” Troy said. All the cruisers had taken different routes back to the station, just in case any of the many Vipers who were still on the loose tried to set up an ambush to spring their friends free. “We’re going to need to stick together in a situation like this. It won’t be long before true chaos starts to unfold in the streets.”

      “What about Kirby? Leo asked. “What do we do with him? Dammit, we’ve been trying to take that piece of trash down for years, and now that we finally succeeded … this happens! If we leave him in the car he’ll get away, but if we take him back to the station on foot … I don’t even know what they’ll do with him there. I’m guessing that nothing in the station is working either, and everything’s probably as dead as it is everywhere else.”

      Troy thought about this for a while. He still had his gun in his hand, and both men stared at the firearm, and then glanced at Kirby, who was staring at them through the barred window of the police cruiser with a smug smile on his bearded face. Each man knew the other was thinking about doing it … but each ultimately knew that their honor and principles wouldn’t allow them to murder a man in cold blood, no matter how evil he was.

      “He deserves death, but … I can’t do it, not like this,” Troy said, shoving his pistol back into its holster. “As much of a scumbag as he is, it would still be murder. I’m no murderer, and I never will be.”

      “Yeah man, I know that, and I ain’t no murderer neither,” Leo said.

      “We can’t leave him here; he’ll be free within hours, if not minutes,” Troy said. “And even if all the electronic equipment at the station is out, the locks on the cell doors are good old mechanical keys. They’ll still work. We can throw him and his buddies into a cell and lock ‘em up, and at least we won’t have to worry about them sowing anarchy in the streets. It’ll give us time to figure out what to do next.”

      “Um … what do we do next?” Leo asked. “I can’t even get back into my apartment, the whole building has purely electronically controlled access.”

      “You know that backpack I keep in the boot of the cruiser all the time?” Troy asked.

      “Yeah?”

      “That’s got stuff in it that’ll help us survive for at least 72 hours,” Troy said. “And we don’t need to worry about weapons and armor; thanks to the bust we just pulled off, we’ve got M-16s and plenty of ammo. Things are going to get real bad here real fast, once people start to figure out that the power won’t ever be coming back on … and especially when food and water start becoming scarce. I want to be far away from this place by then.”

      “And by far away, you mean…”

      “My parents’ place deep in the mountains. You’ve been there a few times. And you know that you and Vincent are welcome to come with.”

      Leo nodded. “Now that I think about it, it seems to be the perfect place for a situation like this. Far away from people, completely off the grid and self-sustaining. You think their solar power and stuff will still be working after this EMP strike?”

      Troy shook his head. “I don’t think the solar will be okay, but pretty much everything else will be. And they didn’t use the solar power much anyway. No, for them, life will be pretty much normal … which sure as hell won’t be the case for 99% of the population.”

      “You can bet me and my boy will be coming with y’all then,” Leo said. “And speaking of our boys…”

      “We have to go get ‘em,” Troy said. “They should still be downtown with their scout troop now. If their scoutmaster has any sense, he’ll get ‘em straight home.”

      “And your wife?” Leo asked.

      A worried look came over Troy’s face. “I’m not sure, man. She may have made it home by now, but she also might be stranded a few hours’ drive from home in a dead car. She’s got her own bugout bag with her, though, and she’s a wilderness survival expert. If she needs to, she can travel cross-country on foot and get home like that.”

      “Jeez, even in weather like this?” Leo asked.

      Troy nodded. “Julia is one tough cookie, brother. I mean, I’m worried about her for sure, but right now I’m more worried about my boy – our boys.”

      “Me too. Let’s get this asshole Kirby back to the station, lock him up, and—”

      From out of nowhere a gunshot rang out. The bullet hit Leo square in the upper torso and he gasped, clutched at his chest, and collapsed into the snow.
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      The sound of wolves howling in the distance sent a shiver of fear down Julia’s spine, and Buster growled next to her. It sounded as if the animals were far away, but as someone who knew the wilderness well, Julia knew that they could sense potential prey from great distances away. She gripped the tire iron in her right hand a little more tightly, but the crude weapon provided little comfort; against a pack of wolves, it would be next to useless.

      The darkness was growing rapidly thicker, and the sky above was clouded over and showed no signs of clearing up. Owing to the fact that it was overcast, Julia decided it would be safer to seek shelter and wait for the sky to clear up a little so she could navigate by the stars. The terrain here was hilly and forested, with imposing mountains in the distance.

      Julia knew that she would be in no danger of getting lost if she walked parallel to the road, staying just far enough from it that she wouldn’t be seen from it. However, she also knew that this would add almost fifty miles to her journey, and if she cut through the wilderness in a straight line she could get back much quicker.

      The wolves howled again, prompting Julia to take action. “All right,” she said to Buster, “we’ll stay close to the road for now, since we’d better play it safe, but when the sky clears up, I want to take a more direct route. Lord knows this food won’t go very far, and with cold like this we’re gonna burn up those calories real fast.”

      She and Buster walked up into the trees until she was certain that they were out of sight of the road, and then they began walking through the darkness. At first Julia felt almost as if she was fumbling around completely blind, but soon enough her eyes adjusted to the gloom and she was able to at least see where she was going.

      The cold was a ferocious and relentless enemy that had started attacking her the moment she had stepped out of her car. She had winter clothes on, of course, and a good padded jacket, but even so it felt as if the cold was seeping through her gear and biting into her flesh and bones. Buster was shivering too, despite his thick coat.

      “We’re gonna need to get a fire going, aren’t we?” she said to him. “But then we’re going to have to go deeper into the woods. A fire anywhere near the road is going to attract attention, and there’s a good chance that it’s not going to be the kind of attention we want.”

      Just as she was about to turn and head deeper into the woods to begin her search for firewood, she heard the wolves howl again. This time, though, they sounded a lot closer. Before Julia could react, yet another wolf howl resounded through the dark forest, and it was coming from her right side.

      An icy shiver of fear coursed down her spine, and Buster started growling, looking left and right into the thick shadows. It sounded as if the wolves were slowly surrounding them.

      Julia had always been a very rational, level-headed person, but now she could feel the first stirrings of panic rising up inside her. The car was a mile back, and if she and Buster turned and ran they could get to it pretty quickly … but then what? She couldn’t make a fire inside the vehicle, and with the broken window she and the dog would end up freezing to death overnight. Even without the broken window, with the vehicle being completely dead and having no heating, their chances of survival inside it overnight were slim. She had to find shelter and had to make a fire.

      Julia realized this with chilling clarity and knew that as terrifying a prospect of heading deeper into the woods and being hunted by a pack of wolves was, it was her only chance of survival. She muttered a few vehement curses against the thief who had stolen her bugout bag, and then did her best to steel her will.

      “Come on boy,” she said to Buster. “Never mind those wolves. We have to get a fire going, and once it’s roaring they won’t come near us anyway.” She wasn’t sure if she actually believed this, but simply saying it out loud did help to calm her nerves and ease some of the feelings of fear and dread that were gnawing at her.

      She and Buster pressed on into the woods. Buster’s ears were pricked and he kept sniffing suspiciously at the air, but didn’t appear to pick up on any sounds or scents that would indicate the presence of danger nearby. Julia, meanwhile, could barely see a thing, but the snow everywhere did make the gloom of the woods slightly brighter, and she could make out shapes and at least avoid walking into trees.

      A few times she thought she saw dark shapes racing between trees perhaps one hundred yards away, but as much as these fleeting sightings got her heart racing and set off a surge of icy terror through her veins, she managed to talk herself down and convince herself that she was just seeing things. After all, if there really were wolves that close, surely Buster would have picked up on their presence and started barking … right?

      The omnipresent snow also made it difficult to find firewood. Many of the sticks that weren’t buried under snow were damp, but Julia picked them up anyway. She figured with the help of the gasoline in the bottle, she could get them burning long enough to dry them out and get the wood burning properly.

      A sudden growl from Buster snapped Julia out of these thoughts. This growl was different to the ones he had let out before; it was deeper and raspier, and more sustained. In the gloom she could see his ears pressed flat against his skull, and his fangs were bared.

      Then out of the corner of her eye she saw two large dark shapes moving through the trees to her right, only around fifty yards away. Buster saw them too, and snarled and barked. Then Julia saw three more shapes moving through the trees to her left, these ones even closer; maybe forty yards away.

      Her heart started hammering in her chest, and surges of fear-laced blood raced through her veins. Before she could react or even think, however, Buster spun around and started snarling at something behind them. Julia swallowed slowly and turned around. In the heavy gloom she was able to make out two large shapes directly behind her … and there was no mistaking the fact that they were wolves.

      The realization of what was happening hit her like an arrow shot from the darkness. She and Buster were being hunted. They were the wolf pack’s prey.

      Somewhere in the back of her mind, an urgent voice was telling her she needed to stay calm, to act brave; it was rare that wolves attacked humans, and if she just stood tall and made herself seem as intimidating as possible, she would be safe.

      This voice was drowned out by sheer animal panic, though. Fear overwhelmed Julia, chilling her blood and almost paralyzing her limbs. Then, through this raging tempest of terror, a far louder voice cried out in her mind. “Run!” it screamed. “Run!”

      Julia screamed and broke into a sprint … and with a howl, so did the wolves. The hunt was on.
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      “Why on earth is this happening?” Edwards asked. “How can everyone’s devices be dead?! My God, how are we going to get an ambulance here?!”

      “Mr. Edwards,” Anthony said nervously, “I know what’s happened. And, uh, it’s really bad.”

      “Well, go on, spit it out Vance,” Edwards said, somewhat sarcastically. “What’s happened?”

      “It’s an EMP, I’m sure of it.”

      Edwards’s pinched features twisted into an expression of both skepticism and confusion. “EMP? What on earth does that mean?”

      “Electromagnetic pulse weapon,” Anthony answered. “It’s like this powerful burst of electromagnetic energy, and basically it kills absolutely anything electronic. Totally fries everything with any sort of electronic chip in it, beyond repair. It’ll also take out the power grid and stuff. It’s like, uh—”

      “Oh please, Vance,” Edwards said, scowling. “We don’t have time for this science fiction garbage! Forget about your damn video games or TV shows or wherever you got this ridiculous idea from. We have some seriously injured people, and we need to get an ambulance out here!”

      “It’s not science fiction, Mr. Edwards, it’s—”

      “I said that’s enough, Vance,” Edwards hissed. “Now hurry up and check these people for injuries. Who’s the fastest runner here? We need to send someone to the nearest hospital to go get an ambulance, since we can’t get any of our phones to work. Now—”

      “Uh, Mr. Edwards?” Vincent said.

      “Don’t interrupt me, Jackson,” Edwards said in an annoyed tone of voice. “I’m trying to figure out a solution so we can save these people’s lives!”

      “Mr. Edwards, I don’t think there’s any point in trying to get an ambulance out here,” Vincent said warily. “L-, look…”

      Throughout the neighborhood fires were being lit, and camping lanterns were blazing patches of light through the intense darkness. And in these patches of light thrown across streets and intersections by the emerging fires and lanterns, more and more car wrecks were becoming visible. The scouts were at an intersection of two of the longest and straightest roads in the neighborhood, and all along the length and breadth of these roads, the emerging lights revealed dozens of car wrecks. A great, heavy silence had fallen over the formerly buzzing city, and now the only sounds breaking this vast silence were the screams and cries of panic of injured people … and these screams were starting to come from everywhere.

      “My God…” Edwards gasped as he began to comprehend the true scale of the disaster.

      “Like I said, Mr. Edwards,” Vincent said softly, “I don’t think any ambulances are going to be coming out here. I don’t think any ambulances are going to be going anywhere…”

      “Mr. Edwards,” Anthony said cautiously, “I think we should do what we can to help these people here, but then we all need to go home. There isn’t much we can do now, and uh, this city is going to start getting pretty dangerous pretty fast.”

      “We’ve still got all these food parcels to deliver!” Edwards snapped. He was feeling utterly overwhelmed and was reeling with shock and the implications of what was happening. He had no idea what to do, so, as was his nature, he simply doubled down on stubbornness. “I don’t care what’s happened,” he muttered. “Nobody’s going home this evening until every last one of these food parcels has been delivered. We’re scouts, and we don’t quit! Now hurry up and help these people, and don’t utter another word of complaint or protest. All of you! Come on, those of you without first aid badges, listen to those of you who do have them. Now’s your chance to learn something and earn those badges! Move it, go!”

      Anthony realized it was pointless to argue with the scoutmaster at this point. “Come on,” he said to Vincent. “Let’s do what we can to help these people.”

      They examined the taxi driver, while Edwards and some other scouts did what they could to help the family in the sedan. The taxi driver, a Bangladeshi immigrant in his late forties, groaned and started to regain consciousness as Vincent and Anthony were examining him. “Ugh … where am I? What happened?” he croaked.

      “Just take it easy, sir,” Anthony said gently. “You’ve had an accident. We’re Boy Scouts, and we’re going to do what we can to help you.”

      He went through the series of checks he had been taught in his first aid courses, and soon determined that aside from a minor concussion and some bruising, the taxi driver was fine. “You’d better go straight home, sir,” Anthony said to the man. “Something really terrible has happened.”

      “My taxi,” the man said, “I need to drive it back to the shop, my boss, he’s going to kill me when he finds out about this, I—”

      “Sir, I think your boss is going to be the least of your worries considering what’s coming,” Anthony said, frowning. “The whole world has been turned upside down. Don’t worry about your boss or this taxi or your paycheck or anything like that. Trust me on this. Just get home to your family, get as much fresh water and long-life food as you can get your hands on, and lock yourselves in your house or apartment. It could be weeks … months, even … before help comes.”

      “He’s right, sir,” Vincent said before the taxi driver could respond. “Things are going to get real bad before they get better … if they even get better. Just go home to your family and bunker down.”

      “Okay, uh, okay,” the taxi driver said, looking both terribly frightened and immensely confused. “I will, um, I will go home.”

      The boys helped him out of the taxi, and watched as he staggered and stumbled away.

      “Man, it feels like it’s getting colder and colder out here,” Vincent remarked, rubbing his gloved hands together. “We gotta get out of here and find our dads.”

      “Edwards isn’t going to let us go anywhere until we’ve delivered all the food parcels, though,” Anthony said. “We’re either going to have to do our best to do that quickly, or find a way to sneak off.”

      Vincent sighed and shook his head. “I guess we should just do what he says then and finish delivering the food parcels. After all, it’s gonna be the last food some of these people might ever get…”

      “Yeah,” Anthony said. “Yeah, we can’t just abandon this food, it’s gonna be more valuable than gold to most people soon enough. Let’s step things up and get it delivered, then get out of this place as fast as we can.”

      Filled with a new sense of drive and determination, the boys hurried over to the other vehicle and helped Mr. Edwards and the other scouts with the family. The father and his son regained consciousness, and it turned out that nobody was seriously injured. Despite Edwards’ insistence that Anthony’s EMP theory was nothing more than “science fiction”, Anthony explained to the family that the world had just been flipped on its head, and that they needed to go straight home, make sure they had adequate supplies of food, water and fuel, and lock themselves in.

      “You shouldn’t be saying stuff like that to people, Vance,” Edwards muttered as the family limped away, abandoning their wrecked vehicle. “It’s irresponsible to spread panic and fiction like that. I’m sure everything will be back to normal in a few hours, or at least by tomorrow. This has probably been caused by, I don’t know, a transformer blowing at the power plant or something.”

      Anthony knew that there was no point in arguing, so he did not respond. Instead, he got onto the topic of delivering food parcels. “Mr. Edwards, I think we’d better hurry and get the rest of those parcels delivered,” he said. “And once they’re all delivered, we can all go home. I uh, I don’t feel safe in this power outage.” Calling it a power outage subtly indicated that Anthony had deferred to Edwards’ position – which he hadn’t – but it was enough to convince the scoutmaster that he had won.

      “Yes, of course,” Edwards said. “Come on, let’s step things up, boys. We don’t want to keep these poor people waiting in hunger any longer. Let’s move.”

      The scouts moved through the neighborhood, delivering the last of the food parcels, and as they did this night came on, bringing an inky an impenetrable darkness to the city, broken only in patches where people had lit fires in the streets, or where they had camping lanterns.

      Just as the scouts were delivering the final few parcels, though, a sound broke through the heavy, eerie silence that had smothered the city: a sound neither Vincent nor Anthony had expected to hear: the sound of motorcycles racing through the streets.

      “What’s that I hear? I thought you said that no vehicles would ever work again, Vance?” Edwards said smugly. “So much for your science fiction ideas. See, I told you things would be returning to normal soon enough.”

      Anthony was surprised to hear the sound of working vehicles, but he remembered his father telling him that many vintage vehicles, mostly those manufactured before the 1980s, would still work in the wake of an EMP. And what was more, an instinct of alarm stirring within him told him that these motorcycles would not bring rescue, but chaos.

      “Uh, yeah, you’re right Mr. Edwards,” he said hurriedly, not wanting to waste time arguing. All he wanted to do was get out of this place before the bikes arrived. “Can, uh, me and Vincent go home now? We’ve just got this one last parcel, for that house over there. After we’ve given it to the people, can we go?”

      “No,” Edwards said adamantly. “After the final parcels have been delivered, we have to have a meeting, and—”

      “The bikes! They’re coming this way!” one of the scouts shouted excitedly.

      Anthony, however, was anything but excited. “Dude, we need to go now,” he whispered to Vincent. The tone of dire urgency in his voice communicated the extent of danger they could be in. “Screw Edwards, let’s just run!”

      Vincent glanced at Mr. Edwards and the other scouts, who were all craning their necks and staring with excited anticipation at the dozen motorcycle headlamps that were slicing through the darkness at the end of the street. Like Anthony, he felt that the riders would not be bringing salvation but disaster. “Yeah man, let’s bounce,” he said. “I know this ‘hood, me and my dad used to live a few blocks from here. This way!”

      Vincent and Anthony dropped their last food parcel and slipped away. Mr. Edwards and the other scouts were too enthralled with the spectacle of the approaching motorcycles to notice their sneaky departure.

      “Come on Ant, down here!” Vincent whispered, veering into a pitch-black alley that took them off the main street. “Don’t worry, it’s a shortcut.”

      Anthony trusted Vincent completely, and had no qualms about following his best friend into the black alley. Once the darkness had swallowed them, the boys took out their Zippo lighters, which they carried everywhere. The little flames that sprang from the lighters revealed that there was nobody hiding in the darkness but a stray cat, who hissed at the boys and then scurried away. From the main street they heard the motorcycles, which sounded like dirt bikes, slowing down nearby. It sounded as if they were coming to a stop near Mr. Edwards and the scouts.

      Anthony stopped halfway down the alley. “Do you think we should try get a look at what’s happening there?” he asked, suddenly full of doubts about his earlier assertion that the bikers were a threat. “What if they’re a bunch of cops coming to help?”

      Vincent shook his head. “No man, we ain’t stopping. I got a bad feeling about those motorcycles. We need to get away from ‘em as fast as we can, before—”

      A gunshot rang out from where the motorcycles and scouts were, and a series of terrified screams echoed through the streets. In the dim orange glow of the light from the Zippos, both boys’ eyes bulged with fear and their mouths dropped open with shock.

      “Oh shit,” Vincent gasped. “We gotta run man, we gotta run!”

      There was no question now that the bikes were a threat – possibly a lethal one. Vincent and Anthony broke into a sprint, dashing down the alley toward the open street beyond. “Hurry!” Vincent yelled. “If we can get onto the street, we can take a shortcut through the park and get onto the train tracks on the other side! It’ll be the safest way back to our part of the city!”

      Anthony sprinted down the alley, his legs pumping and his lungs burning. Fear and adrenalin gave him a tremendous boost of speed, and the end of the alley came racing toward him. Just as he was about to burst out onto the street, though, a motorcycle came skidding to a stop at the end of the alley. Its bright headlamp blazed into the narrow alley, blinding Vincent and Anthony and forcing them to skid to a stop.

      “I got two more of the little bastards!” a harsh, deep voice roared triumphantly.

      The boys couldn’t see anything because of the bright light, but they knew the sound of a pump action shotgun being cocked well enough to know that the rider was pointing a gun at them.

      “Don’t fuckin’ move, you little shits,” the rider snarled. “Y’all are mine now. Get on your knees before I blow your fuckin’ heads off!”
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      As soon as the shot rang out, Troy’s training kicked in. Even though he had just seen his best friend get shot right in front of him, he knew that his first priority was to neutralize the threat before he got shot too. He dropped to the ground just as another shot rang out, and the bullet ripped past him so close that it nicked his forearm.

      The M-16 rifles were still in the trunk of the cruiser a few yards away, and all Troy had on him was his service pistol, a Glock 9mm. Thankfully, he hadn’t holstered it while talking to Leo, so he was able to immediately return fire at the shooter, who was firing at them from the cover of a nearby alley.

      Troy squeezed off five shots in rapid succession, and the well-placed rounds kicked up puffs of dust and tore chunks of concrete off the wall right where the shooter was leaning out, forcing him to take cover.

      Troy used this opportunity to scramble up and dash over to the trunk of the cruiser. Just as he was about to grab an M-16 out of the trunk, though, the shooter popped out of the alley and fired a couple more rounds at him. Troy ducked behind the cruiser, clenching his jaw tight as he listened to the bullets slamming into the side of the boot, and then, when there was a break in the shooting, he stuck his arm around the side of the car and unloaded the rest of his clip in the direction of the alley.

      He saw the man duck behind the cover of the wall again, and this time he was able to grab an M-16 out of the trunk before his attacker could unleash another spurt of gunfire. He hit the ground and rolled, getting into a position where he could get a clear shot at the man from a prone position.

      The man popped out to fire again, but this time Troy was ready and waiting. Two perfectly placed shots from his M-16 took the man in his chest, dropping him instantly … but this was not the end of the gunfight. Instead, it was only the beginning.

      Two more armed men came running out of the alley, blazing away with AK-47 rifles. From their attire, it was clear that they were bikers, and Troy quickly realized that this was an ambush to rescue Paul Kirby from police custody. Of course, with bullets flying thick and fast, he didn’t have much time to think things over or to come up with any sort of strategy; this was a battle of pure survival now.

      Bullets kicked up puffs of snow on the ground around Troy as the two bikers rained down gunfire on him as they advanced brazenly across the open ground of the empty street. Troy fired back, pumping out a series of rapid-fire shots that caused the bikers’ bravado to falter and forced them to run and take cover.

      The battle was far from over, though, for now another two bikers came running around the corner behind Troy and started shooting. Now he was being attacked from almost all sides, and he was stuck in open ground without any cover. Bullets were flying like vertical rain, and it was all he could do to fire back in the vague direction of the attackers, since he was barely able to even look up to aim at them for fear of getting hit. All he could do was keep himself pressed low to the ground and pray that he got a lucky shot in.

      In the middle of all the thunder of gunfire and the flying bullets, a calm, cool voice spoke words of wisdom inside Troy’s mind. “Pick a single target, eliminate him, then move on to the next one. It’s the only way you’re going to survive this. Firing blindly in the hope of somehow getting a lucky shot in is achieving nothing but wasting precious ammo. Focus on one target only.”

      Troy had always been able to keep a cool head in situations of extreme stress, and despite the madness and horror of having multiple attackers firing at him with automatic weapons, he forced himself to rise above the terror and panic and focus simply on breathing. Even as the bullets kicked up snow and chunks of concrete from the sidewalk mere inches from his head and body, he held a deep breath of air in his lungs and swung his rifle up, lining up a target in his sights.

      The man he picked was a tall, powerfully built biker with a big red beard who was shooting wildly with an AK-47. Troy got the man’s chest lined up in his sights, and then calmly squeezed the trigger. It was a single shot, but it was perfectly placed. The man gasped, staggered forward, and then dropped his AK-47 and collapsed face-first into the snow.

      Now Troy swung his rifle around and took aim at another target, even as the man was firing madly at him, dual wielding a pair of Uzis. He fired two shots, with one taking the man through his throat, and the other punching a hole through his chest. With these two attackers dealt with, he rolled over and fired off a burst of bullets at two more men who were shooting at him from the alley.

      He hit one in the arm, and the man yelped with pain and dropped his gun, but missed the other, who ducked back into the cover of the alley. There was a brief lull in the firing, and in those few seconds of silence, Troy heard the soft crunch of boots on snow; someone was running swiftly and silently toward him, coming from behind.

      He rolled onto his back and saw a biker, who had been hiding behind a car across the street, running toward him with a sawed-off shotgun in his hands. Troy whipped his M-16 up and squeezed the trigger … but this resulted only in a hollow clicking sound. He was out of ammo.

      The biker grinned evilly and aimed his shotgun at Troy’s face. Troy instinctively threw up an arm to shield his face, even though he knew it was over; the terrible power of the sawed-off shotgun at such close range would probably obliterate both his arm and his head.

      A loud gunshot rang out, but it was not the boom of the biker’s shotgun. Instead, it was the crack of a pistol. The biker’s head snapped back in a spray of blood and he fell backward onto the street, dropping his sawed-off shotgun with a metallic clatter.

      Troy opened his eyes, his heart racing, and heard Leo groan beside him. He saw Leo half sitting, half lying down, and in his hands was his service pistol, with a thin wisp of smoke rising from its barrel.

      “Help me up, man,” Leo croaked. “We gotta find some cover, we’re sitting ducks out here!”

      “Hold on!” Troy said, hastily popping the empty clip out of his M-16 and slapping a fresh one into the rifle.

      Just as he did this the biker in the alley popped out to take another shot, but Troy was ready and he put a bullet through the man’s torso, and then turned his gun on the other bikers in the street, spraying a burst of fire at them and forcing them to take cover.

      A number of harsh, aggressive shouts coming from the nearby streets and alleys made it clear that more bikers were on the way. Taking advantage of this brief lull in fighting, Troy helped Leo to his feet. Leo grabbed an M-16 out of the trunk of the cruiser, and then both he and Troy had a brief but intense firefight with the bikers in the street, who riddled the cruiser with bullets.

      The cops took them out, but then saw a far larger crowd of armed bikers coming around the corner.

      “We have to get out of here,” Leo said. “There’s too many of ‘em now, and we’ve only got one ammo clip each.”

      Troy hated having to abandon his captive, who he had been working for years to put behind bars, but he knew Leo was right. They had only barely triumphed against a handful of enemies, but with the arrival of these reinforcements they were now heavily outnumbered and outgunned.

      “Dammit,” Troy muttered. “Okay, up that alley over there, that’s our quickest route. Go, make a run for it, I’ll lay down some cover fire. Then when you reach the alley, you do the same for me.”

      “Got it,” Leo said.

      Troy popped up from behind the cover of the cruiser and sprayed a storm of bullets at the bikers who had just arrived, forcing them to take cover. Leo, meanwhile, dashed across the street to the relative safety of a narrow alley there.

      “Go, I got you, brother!” he yelled to Troy as soon as he reached the alley, using the corner of the wall as cover to lay down a burst of suppressing fire to give Troy the opportunity to sprint across the dangerous section of open street that lay between the police cruiser and the alley.

      Just as Troy reached the alley the bikers opened fire, raining down a storm of lead on the two cops, who threw themselves to the ground as the bullets hammered the walls of the alley all around them and rained down masonry dust and chunks of brick and concrete on them.

      As soon as there was a lull in the firing, both men scrambled to their feet and sprinted down the alley. Troy stopped to fire a burst of bullets at the opening to the alley, just in case any of the bikers tried to pursue them, but none came. Instead, from the street came shouts of triumph as the Vipers freed their leader from the police cruiser.

      “Come on,” Leo said, “we gotta find some cover where we can lay low for a few minutes in case those scumbags decide it’s hunting season for cops.”

      Troy hated having to back down from men like these, but he knew it would be suicidal to attempt to fight them. He would simply have to accept that he had lost Kirby. Now he deeply regretted sticking to his moral principles and shying away from putting a bullet through the man’s skull.

      “In here, man,” Leo said, pulling Troy through the open doorway of the nearest store, a dry-cleaning place.

      “We closed, we closed!” the store owner, a middle-aged Chinese immigrant, yelled at them in broken English. He had a few gas lanterns burning on the counter to light up the small space. His wife was weeping with fear and jabbering in Mandarin. “Please leave, we closed!”

      “Relax sir, we’re cops,” Leo said in a calm voice. “Police, okay? You understand? We aren’t going to hurt you.”

      “We hear guns, fighting!” the owner yelled. “No want guns and fighting here! Go, please!”

      “We’ll leave in a few minutes, sir,” Leo said. “We just need to rest for a while. I promise you that you and your wife will be safe.”

      The woman kept jabbering hysterically, but the owner clammed up, his jaw jutting out with defiance and his fists clenched in angry balls at his sides. He realized that as much as he objected to their presence, there wasn’t much he could do to get rid of the heavily armed cops.

      “How’s your chest?” Troy asked.

      “My armor saved my ass,” Leo said, “but man, when that bullet hit me it felt like I got kicked in the chest by an angry mule. It still hurts like hell. I think I might have a few cracked ribs.”

      Troy examined Leo’s bulletproof vest. The AK-47 round was jammed in the armor right where Leo’s heart was. “If you hadn’t been wearing armor, this shot would have killed you on the spot,” he said.

      Before either of them could say else, though, an ominous sound filled the store: that of a large number of motorcycles riding slowly down the street.

      “Oh shit,” Leo muttered, hastily popping his clip out to check how many rounds he had left. “We’ve got company…”
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      Fear possessed Julia like a vengeful demon. She could not fight it off as it wracked her body like an icy fever. All she could think about was running, escaping, and the terrifying horror of being torn apart by a pack of hungry wolves.

      She could barely see where she was going, but she was able to make out the shapes of trees in the heavy gloom. She slalomed through the trees, weaving and veering left and right, sprinting at full speed and carving through the chilly air with her chest heaving, her lungs burning and her legs pumping madly.

      Alongside of her ran Buster, barking and snapping at the pursuing wolves, who were chasing the woman and her dog down in a semicircle formation that was growing ever tighter, closing around their prey like the loop of a deadly noose.

      Julia had no plan, no goal beyond the immediate one of surviving the next few moments. Everything she had been thinking about a few moments earlier – gathering firewood, making a fire, building a rudimentary shelter – had flown out the window. She had dropped all of the firewood she had gathered, as well as her only weapon, the tire iron. Now the only thing she could think about was running, running as far and as fast as she could until she was out of danger.

      But somewhere in the back of her mind, a disturbing thought was screaming out its message louder and louder: this desire was impossible. She could not outrun a pack of wolves, not out here, not in the dark and cold of winter. This was what they did: they chased down prey until their quarry was exhausted and spent … and then they moved in for the kill. She was playing this game on the wolves’ terms, and playing by their rules meant that she would lose. It was the only possible outcome … and with her life at stake, this was not a game she could afford to lose.

      Out of the corners of her eyes she could see the wolves closing in on both flanks, and she could hear them gaining on her from behind. They were only a dozen yards from her now, possibly closer. Buster was barking and snarling as he ran, and Julia knew it was only a matter of time before he veered off and attacked one of the wolves … and when that happened, he would soon be dead too.

      Somehow, a jolt of reason and sudden, shining courage burst through the fog of panic and terror in Julia’s mind: her bag was still hanging around her shoulder, flapping madly around as she sprinted, and in it she still possessed one weapon, a weapon her primeval ancestors had used to fend off larger and scarier predators than just wolves.

      “Stop!” she yelled to Buster, abruptly slowing down her sprint and stumbling to a quick stop.

      The wolves came rushing in, and one lunged for Julia’s leg, but she aimed a swift kick at the beast that caught it on the side of its jaw and caused it to yelp with pain and scamper away. She spun around just as another wolf came rushing in, trying to attack her from the rear, and screamed as loudly and aggressively as she could, trying to intimidate the creature as she aimed a kick at it. Buster, meanwhile, snarled and growled, his fangs bared and his ears pressed against his skull, daring any wolf to come near him.

      Breathing hard and shaking with terror as the dark shapes of wolves started to close in, Julia fumbled in her bag and managed to find the object she was seeking: her water bottle filled with gasoline. A long branch lay on the ground near her, and she popped the cap off the bottle and dumped some gasoline on the end of the branch.

      A wolf charged in, and Julia screamed and kicked at it, causing it to retreat. She couldn’t keep the creatures at bay much longer, though; the pack had completely encircled her and Buster, and were a mere couple of yards from them, closing the distance quickly.

      As the creatures prepared for a simultaneous attack, Julia, whimpering with fear, fumbled around in her bag for the final object she needed: the plastic cigarette lighter. Relief surged through her as her fingers found it.

      She whipped it out, dropping her bag in the process, and flicked it on. The tiny flame that shot from the end of it was a spark of pure hope in the deadly gloom of the forest, and Julia grabbed the thick branch and touched the flame to the end of it that was soaked in gasoline. The flammable liquid ignited with a whoosh, and the tiny flame of the lighter morphed into a raging fire, burning voraciously on the end of the branch.

      The wolves darted back as the flame erupted into life; now they were the ones experiencing a deep and primal fear: that which all wild creatures had of fire and flame. Gripping the flaming branch with both hands, Julia swung it in wild arcs, yelling at the wolves as she did.

      “Get back!” she screamed, swinging the fiery branch at the wolves, whose baleful eyes glowed in the orange firelight. “Get back, you assholes!”

      Buster barked and snarled, but now there was triumph and bravado in his barking; he could sense the wolves’ fear. Julia, however, knew that any present triumph was dangerously temporary. The branch in her hands was damp and almost slimy, and when the gasoline on it burned out the flames – her only weapon – would be gone.

      Her mind was racing, spitting out a million contrasting thoughts with every second that passed. Swinging the flaming branch in vicious arcs to her left and right, she slowly backed up until she had her back to the nearest tree. This at least provided her with a measure of protection against being attacked from behind. The flames, however, were already growing weaker.

      Julia wondered whether she should try to climb the tree. She would be safe if she could get into it, but for how long? Without warmth and shelter she would probably freeze to death in the branches anyway, and Buster would most certainly be killed by the wolves, since he couldn’t get up into the tree.

      There had to be another way to stay alive and keep the wolves at bay. There had to be.

      Julia still had half a water bottle of gasoline in her bag … and suddenly, she knew what to do with it. There was a way to drive away the wolves, she thought. It was incredibly risky, though, and if it went wrong she could end up dying.

      However, desperate times called for desperate measures, and this was one of the most desperate situations she had ever been in. Gripping the burning branch in one hand, she reached into her bag with her trembling free hand and grabbed the bottle, psyching herself up for what would have to be done.

      The next few seconds, she realized, would either save her or kill her … and there was only one way to find out which of these possibilities would come to pass.

      She drew in a deep breath, summoned every ounce of courage she possessed, and prepared to do what needed to be done.
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      “Just, just let us go, man, please,” Vincent pleaded. “Look, uh, here’s my wallet, just take it,” he continued, hastily pulling off his gloves so that he could pull his wallet out of his pocket.

      The biker – a tall, broad-shouldered man with a scarred face, a bald head, and a heavy jaw thickly coated in black stubble – glowered at the two boys. “Yeah, move it you little shits, gimme all your money, everything you got.”

      The bike he was mounted on was a vintage dirt bike from the late 70s, fitted with snow tires for the wintry conditions. Both boys, still half-blinded by the vehicle’s blazing headlamp, got their wallets out and pulled out whatever cash they had in them, which added up to around a hundred dollars in total.

      “Gimme the fucking paper, then get on your knees like I told you to,” the biker growled.

      Anthony handed Vincent his cash, and then Vincent gave all the cash to the biker, who snatched it from him with a heavy gloved hand.

      “You deaf, you little fucks?!” the big man yelled. “Get the fuck on your knees, now, or I’ll blow your fucking guts out through your spines!”

      Both boys scrambled onto their knees and put their hands up.

      “We’ve given you everything we have, sir,” Anthony stammered. Waves of icy fear and panic were surging through him, but he was doing his best to stay calm and keep a level head.

      The biker chuckled darkly. “Oh, is that what you think, sunshine? That I’m just some fucking mugger who’s after your fucking wallets? Hehehe. Oh, you two little assholes have no idea what you and your boys have just stumbled into. None at all, hehehe. Now stay there on your knees while I check you for weapons!”

      “We don’t have any—” Vincent began.

      “Shut up, motherfucker!” the biker snarled. “I’ll pull a couple teeth out with pliers if you speak again!”

      The biker kicked out his kickstand and got off his bike, leaving it idling as he walked up to the boys and patted each of them down, making sure they didn’t have any concealed weapons on them.

      “All right,” he said when he had finished doing this. “Looks like you lil’ jerkoffs are clean. Get up, keep your hands behind your heads, and walk around the corner there, go join your buddies. Sit your asses down on the sidewalk and my boss will tell y’all what to do next.”

      Vincent shot a worried look at Anthony. Tears rimmed his big, dark eyes. Anthony’s face was a contorted grimace of fear and worry too. He simply bit his lower lip and nodded at his friend; they had no choice but to do what their captor said.

      They both got up, keeping their hands behind their heads, and walked out of the alley. They saw right away that the biker gang had captured the rest of the boy scouts as well as Mr. Edwards, who was on his knees, gasping and coughing and spitting up blood. His right eye was swollen, as was his jaw. It looked like he had taken a few heavy punches.

      Around a dozen bikers, all on vintage dirt bikes with snow tires, were gathered in the street. Some straddling their bikes with the motors running, while others were standing talking in loud, harsh voices. All were heavily armed. Anthony was terrified, but he tried to subtly listen in on their conversations as he and Vincent walked over to the other scouts. He managed to pick up a few snippets of what some of the bikers were saying to each other.

      “…deep in the mountains, man. Paul’s gonna be like some feudal lord up there…”

      “…these assholes ain’t nothing but pack mules. Don’t matter if a bunch of ‘em die, as long as…”

      “…can’t wait to get out there. No fuckin’ law now, so we Vipers are gonna be the new law…”

      Anthony couldn’t make much sense of these few sentences he managed to pick up, but he didn’t like the sound of any of it. What was more, he knew that the Vipers were one of the most dangerous and ruthless biker gangs on the East Coast, and now that he realized that he had fallen into their clutches, he was even more scared. Also, he knew that the leader of the gang, Paul Kirby, had a personal grudge against his father, since Troy had put two of Kirby’s younger brothers in prison for life. He hoped that none of the Vipers figured out he was Troy’s son, for things could go very badly for him if they did.

      “What do you think these guys want with us?” Vincent whispered to Anthony as they reached the other scouts.

      “I don’t know, dude, but I’m worried … real worried. We have to figure out a way to—”

      “All right assholes, listen up!” one of the bikers roared. He was a huge, hulking man in his fifties with long, greasy gray hair and a gray beard, and a massive beer belly that protruded from his midsection like a beer keg shoved inside his leather jacket. “In case you knuckleheads haven’t figured it out yet, we’re Vipers boys … and if you know anything about anything, you’ll know that means one thing: you do not fuck with us, ever. I don’t give a fuck about who any of you are, what your names are, any of that shit. What I do care about is that you do exactly what the fuck me and my boys tell you to do. We say jump, you jump. We say sit down and shut up, you sit down and shut up. We tell you little fuckbags to stick your thumbs up your assholes, you stick your thumbs up your fucking assholes! No questions, no whining, not a fucking peep outta any of you, or I will personally extract every single one of your goddamn teeth with a pair of rusty pliers!”

      He paused here to look out over the group of huddled, frightened teenagers and beamed a devilish grin at them with his broad mouth of broken and rotting teeth. “Tonight, kids, something truly magical happened. Something our boss Paul knew was gonna happen. We’ve been ready for some shit like this, and believe me, we are gonna make this new, crazy world … our world. The time of government and cops and mayors and lawyers and all that shit is gone! Fucking dead and gone!”

      He paused here, and all the bikers let out whoops of delight and triumph, with some shooting their guns into the air.

      “It’s a time of chaos, chaos like this country has never known,” he continued. “And we’re ready to swoop in and take full advantage of this new world. You little shits, you’re gonna help us get to the top, you see. And as a reward for helping us, you get to keep your miserable little lives. How does that sound, huh? Sounds like a fuckin’ good deal to me! Hahaha! I want you all to know that we mean business, though. Really mean business, if you know what I mean. I don’t want there to be any doubts or questions in your stupid little skulls about who’s in charge, or whether you should obey orders like good little slaves or whether you should try your luck and fuck with us. So, here’s a little something that you all can think about.”

      He pulled out a sawed-off shotgun, which had been tucked into his belt, and walked over to Mr. Edwards.

      “Stand up, skinny,” he grunted, glaring coldly at Edwards. “Come on, get your scrawny ass up.”

      Shaking with fear, Mr. Edwards rose to his feet. “Please mister,” he pleaded, “they’re just boys, let them go home to their—”

      Without a word, the big biker whipped up the sawed-off shotgun, shoved it in Edwards’ face, and pulled the trigger. For a few moments, the boys were simply too shocked to process what was happening. The weapon boomed, and Edwards’ head and face exploded in a grisly burst of blood. The scouts nearest him were sprayed with a gruesome splattering of blood, flesh, brains, and skull fragments. His headless corpse remained standing for a few horrifying seconds, spurting blood from the neck, before slowly toppling forward and landing with a dull, wet thud at the biker’s feet.

      When the corpse hit the ground, all of the boys started screaming. A few of them had hunted deer, squirrels, or birds before, but none of them had ever seen a human being killed in real life, and certainly not in as brutal and violent a manner as this. Anthony couldn’t believe what he had just seen; it was like some horrendous nightmare come to life. His eyes were locked on Edwards’ headless corpse, and it felt as if they were locked onto the grisly sight of it with barbed hooks, which were impossible to pull out. He simply couldn’t look away, as much as he wanted to. Disbelief and shock hit him like twin fists pummeling his skull. Mr. Edwards had been a living, breathing, talking human being just seconds earlier … and now he was a headless, bloody corpse sprawled out on the street.

      “That motherfucker was your leader, wasn’t he?” the biker said, eerily calm, even though his face and big gray beard were sprayed with blood and skull fragments. “Well, he’s gone now. You wanna end up like him, you talk back to me, you ask questions, you ignore my orders. Go ahead, try it – you’ve just seen that killing a man ain’t shit to me. I’ll blow your fuckin’ heads off just like that if any of you so much as looks at me in a way I don’t like. Do whatever the fuck I tell you to do, do it right away, don’t ask questions. Ever. Now stand up, all of you.”

      Sobbing and trembling with terror, the boys all stood up. After what they had just seen, not a single one of them thought of questioning what this man was telling them to do. They were all too terrified and shocked to do anything but obey.

      “Ray, Luther, take your boys and ride out to the west side and grab some more slaves,” the big, gray-bearded biker barked to some of his men. “Ted, Chris, take some boys and check the blocks east of here for any Reds. Smoke the sons of bitches if you see ‘em. The war ain’t over until we’ve wiped out every last Red asshole from the planet. Oh, and if you see any cops, treat ‘em just like you would the Reds. All cops are fair game now.”

      Most of the bikers mounted up and left, leaving just the big, gray-bearded man and one other biker.

      “All right slaves,” the big man said. “Time for y’all to move! Let’s go! Follow me and don’t try  nothing stupid! Zed’s gonna be walking behind y’all, and if you try anything at all he’ll be just as fast as I would to take your ugly little heads off.”

      The biker set off down the street, and the boys followed in somber, frightened silence behind him, each filled with dread at what the coming night would bring.
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      Even though Paul Kirby had only been a prisoner for around half an hour, he was relishing his newfound freedom after his boys had liberated him from police custody. Riding one of his dead men’s dirt bikes – one of the men Troy had shot in the gunfight in the street – he felt as if he was back in his rightful place as leader of his gang.

      The vintage dirt bike was a far cry from the huge Harley he usually rode, but with its snow tires and light weight – as well as the fact that it actually worked in the wake of the EMP, unlike the vast majority of vehicles in the city – it was the perfect vehicle for the current situation.

      He and his men were riding slowly up and down the streets near where the gunfight had taken place. He wanted to catch Troy and Leo and knew that they couldn’t have gone far. He had had a grudge against Troy for years now, and Paul Kirby wasn’t a man who ever let a grudge slide.

      “I don’t see anything, boss,” a biker to his left yelled as they rolled slowly down the street. “Maybe we should just forget about ‘em. We gotta take out the Reds and then get out of here before shit gets too crazy. They’ll die in this city in the next few days or weeks, just like everyone else, then you won’t have to worry about ‘em no more.”

      The Reds were an inner-city street gang, and Paul and his Vipers had been engaged in a vicious war with them in recent times over drug turf. The leader of the Reds, a man named Heavy J, was one of Paul’s mortal enemies. Heavy J had killed Paul’s lifelong best friend in one of the street battles they had fought, and in retaliation Paul had kidnapped Heavy J’s girlfriend and tortured her to death. Neither man would rest until the other was dead, but right now Paul’s attention was focused on another of his mortal enemies.

      “The Reds can wait,” Paul growled. “I’ve got a bullet with Troy Vance’s name on it, and I’ll be damned if I let him get away when I’m so close to putting it through his stupid skull. He and his cop buddy are hiding out somewhere here. We find ‘em and take ‘em out, then we go deal with the Reds and Heavy J.”

      “All right boss,” the other biker said. “Hey, that door is open. We should check in there.”

      Paul and the other bikers stopped their bikes and followed the biker’s finger as he pointed. They saw he was pointing at a dry-cleaning store.

      “Yeah,” Paul said. “Let’s take a look, those sons of bitches might be hiding out in there.”

      The men kicked out their kickstands and left the bikes idling in the middle of the road, leaving one biker behind to guard them. The lights were all off in the dry-cleaning store, but there was no mistaking the fact that the front door was slightly ajar. The bikers drew their firearms and headed into the store, with the leading biker lighting up a small gas lantern to illuminate the gloomy space.

      The interior of the store seemed to be empty, aside from a few coats hanging on racks. There was no sign of anyone, and even after the bikers stood to listen in silence for a few moments, they could not hear anyone breathing, much less moving.

      “Come on boss, it’s empty, let’s go,” one of the bikers said to Paul. “Those shithead cops must be hiding somewhere else.”

      Paul held up a finger, saying nothing. He sniffed at the stale air, which smelled vaguely of fabric and laundry detergents, and some other unidentifiable smell. “Smell that, boys?” he eventually asked, grinning. “That’s the smell of fear. Two mice are hiding in a hole somewhere, and the cats are sniffing around their lair. I can smell those motherfuckers … I know they’re here somewhere. Joe, Eric, go look in the back room. Neal, check out the bathroom over there.”

      Two bikers headed into the back room, taking a camping lantern with them for light, while another went to look in the bathroom. Paul Kirby and the others waited in the front of the store. While he waited, Paul idly spun and twirled his Magnum .44 around his forefinger, like a gunslinger of the Old West, chuckling softly to himself.

      From the bathroom came a sudden, shrill scream, shattering the ominous silence. The biker, Neal, came back to the front of the store, dragging with him the Chinese immigrant store owner and his wife, who was screaming and wailing and jabbering in Mandarin.

      “Found these two hiding in the toilet,” the biker muttered, shoving the two people in front of Paul.

      Paul chuckled, locking a menacing stare into the storeowner’s eyes. “Well, well, well, what do we have here?” he said. “What were you two lovebirds getting up to in the bathroom in the dark, huh? Come on, you can tell Uncle Paul…”

      “We, we no want trouble,” the storeowner said in broken English. His hands were shaking at his sides. His wife, meanwhile, continued to jabber hysterically in Mandarin. “We no want trouble. You want money, take money. Cash register there. Please, take money and go. We no want trouble.”

      Paul laughed, his grin broadening. “You think I came here to rob you, my little Chinese friend?” he asked. “Do I look like a thief to you? Is that what you think I am?”

      “N-, no, I no say you th-, th-, thief,” the man stammered fearfully. “I just, please, please, we no want trouble.”

      His wife continued jabbering shrilly, and Paul, still smiling, pointed his revolver at her face. “Make your bitch shut up before I take her jaw off her ugly face,” he said calmly. “I can’t concentrate with all that screaming and foreign gobbledygook.”

      The man shouted something in Mandarin at his wife, who immediately stopped jabbering. She whimpered and trembled and tried to hide behind him.

      “That’s better,” Paul said. “Now, friend, tell me … have you seen two police officers around here? A black man and a white man, both with big guns. I want you to think very carefully before you give me your answer … make sure your memory is real clear. Because I don’t like people with fuzzy memories. And I don’t like people who tell lies. And do you want to know what I do to people who have fuzzy memories, or who tell lies?”

      The man gulped and shook his head.

      Paul laughed. “I didn’t think you did. Rest assured though, friend, it’s very … brutal. Now tell me, have you seen a white cop and a black cop?”

      The storeowner nodded.

      “Good. I like people who tell the truth,” Paul said. “Keep telling me the truth and you get to keep on living. Stop telling the truth, though, and you stop living. It’s very simple, isn’t it?”

      Again the storeowner nodded. Sweat was oozing through the skin of his forehead and running down his face. He looked as if he was about to wet himself, and his terrified wife appeared to be on the verge of passing out. She crouched behind her husband, using his scrawny body as a human shield.

      “Where are they?” Paul asked, his voice calm and soothing, yet full of deadly menace. “It’s a simple question, and I want a simple answer.”

      “Back room,” the storeowner gasped, pointing at the back room. “They go … back room…”

      At this point, Paul realized the men he had sent to check the back room hadn’t returned. Indeed, he hadn’t heard a single sound from the back room. “Shit!” he snarled. “They’re in there! Let’s end this, let’s skin those fuckers alive!”

      He shoved the storeowner and his wife aside and charged into the back room with his men hot on his heels – and as soon as he got through the door, he saw the two men he had sent in lying unconscious on the floor. It looked as if they had been choked out, and their weapons had been taken. A cold wind was blowing into the room, for the door that led to the back alley behind the store was open, and snow was blowing in.

      “Son of a bitch!” Paul roared. “The motherfuckers were right here and they got away, those—”

      From out in the street came the sound of gunshots, and Paul spun on his heels and raced back through the store, violent rage coursing through his veins. He burst out of the front door just in time to see Leo and Troy speeding away on two of his men’s dirt bikes that they had taken. The biker who had been left to guard the bikes was lying dead in a pool of blood in the street.

      “Get those motherfucking sons of bitches!” Paul howled, charging over to his bike and jumping onto it to lead the pursuit. “If you fuckers let them get away, I’ll tear your fucking entrails out and strangle you with them, all of you!”

      He shoved his Magnum into its holster, whipped up the kickstand, and then spun the rear wheel in a shriek of smoke as he sped off in pursuit of the two fugitives.

      Leo and Troy had managed to get a head start on the bikers, but now the chase was on … and it would only end when either the cops or the bikers were dead.
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      The flames on the end of the branch were starting to sputter and grow weaker, and as they dimmed the wolves became braver and more aggressive, growling and closing their circle in around Julia. She yelled and swiped at them with the flaming branch, and Buster snarled and barked, but the wolves were hungry and determined, and they could see that the dreaded fire was growing weaker.

      “All right,” Julia whispered to herself, her heart pounding, “here goes nothing.”

      What she was about to do would either end in the wolves running off, with one of them possibly dead … or it would end with her dead or horribly maimed. However, as risky as it was, it was preferable to being torn apart and eaten alive by a pack of wolves.

      As the last of the flames on the end of the branch began to sputter out, Julia popped the cap off her water bottle with her free hand and raised the bottle to her lips, psyching herself up for what would come next. She sucked in a deep breath, filling her lungs to their full capacity, and then sucked in a small mouthful of gasoline.

      Her mouth was instantly filled with an overpowering taste of brutal acridity, and every instinct in her body screamed out at once for her to spit out the vile poison. However, she held the liquid in her mouth, holding back the overpowering urge to vomit and gag, and crouched down low, inviting the nearest wolf to attack. She held the weakly-burning branch in front of her face as one of the wolves, snarling and growling, crept in closer and tensed its muscles, ready to dart in for an attack.

      It was terrifying staring down the big wild predator as it came in closer, its baleful eyes seeming to glow like those of a demon in the gloom. Julia felt completely overwhelmed with a sheer and paralyzing terror, but she forced herself to stay steady. The wolf crept in closer, and she knew she couldn’t wait any longer. It was now or never.

      She spat out the mouthful of gasoline in a half-vaporized spray, expelling it with all the force she could muster from her filled-to-capacity lungs. The effect, as the volatile liquid burst in a heavy spray across the last feeble flames of the burning branch, was spectacular. The spray of liquid whooshed as it caught flame, transforming into the ferocious fire-breath of a dragon. The whooshing burst of flame engulfed the surprised wolf’s face and set its shaggy coat on fire.

      Yelping and howling, the wolf sprang back, writhing and screaming as the flames danced across its body. The other wolves, taken by surprise and utterly terrified by this fierce and unexpected attack, bolted, racing away in terror as their burning comrade fled blindly into the forest, yelping with pain and fear.

      Buster barked excitedly as the wolves ran off, but Julia dropped to the ground, retching and gagging and coughing. Drool dripped from her lips in great globules, and her entire mouth tasted of the vile flavor of gasoline, which felt as if it had seeped into the flesh of her gum and tongue and was dissolving them from within.

      Gagging and coughing violently, she grabbed handfuls of nearby snow and shoved them into her mouth, scrubbing it around and trying desperately to get the horrendous taste out of her mouth. She did this over and over, stuffing snow in and then spitting it out, repeating the process until her mouth and gums were completely numb. Even then the taste remained, and she kept on spitting and drooling until it felt like there was no more saliva in her mouth.

      Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, most of the vileness of the taste was gone, and Julia staggered to her feet. She felt drained and exhausted, and the cold – temporarily held at bay by the period of intense adrenalin she had experienced while being hunted by the wolves – now began to eat into her flesh and bones again. She had to find shelter and get a fire going. She had avoided death by the jaws of the wolves, but there was a very real chance now that she would not be able to avoid it again, this time due to the bitter cold.

      “C-, come on B-, Buster,” she croaked, her teeth chattering from the cold, her throat and mouth feeling raw. “We n-, need to m-, move.”

      Her panicked flight from the wolf pack had taken her deep into the forest, and she had no idea which direction she had run. She was completely disoriented and had no idea where the road was, or, since the sky was completely clouded over and navigation via the stars was impossible, which way was north.

      Julia knew how to make a survival igloo, but did not have the time or energy to do such a thing right now. The best she could hope for was to find a creek or river where a vertical bank or overhang would make for a suitable shelter. She walked across the land, which was mostly flat here, searching for a slope. If she could find a downhill slope, it would hopefully lead her to a creek or river, and the possibility of finding shelter there.

      She and Buster walked through the dark, icy forest for what felt like at least an hour or two until finally the ground started to slope beneath their feet. She felt as if she was growing weaker with every step she took, and despite the thick winter clothing she had on, it felt as if every muscle, tendon, and ligament in her body was becoming frozen solid. Thoughts of simply lying down in the snow and giving up were intruding into her mind, and what was worse was that they were started to feel increasingly attractive.

      I could just lie down for a short while, I could just close my eyes for a few seconds and rest … just a few seconds.

      Julia snapped herself out of it, realizing how dangerous these thoughts could be. A few seconds of lying down would inevitably turn into a few minutes … and after a few minutes it would all be over. Her strength would be completely sapped, and the next time she closed her eyes after that, they would never open again.

      She forced thoughts of her husband and child into her head. She had to stay alive for Troy and Anthony. She had to, especially in this terrifying new world in which everything familiar had been destroyed, and in which mere survival had become the life-consuming struggle it had been in the days of the earliest pioneers.

      “They n-, need me now m-, more than e-, ever,” she gasped. “I have to s-, stay alive…”

      As determined as she was, though, the exhaustion and numbness was becoming increasingly difficult to fight. It was like stepping into the boxing ring as a featherweight and facing down a heavyweight champion. No matter how hard you punched, they were simply bigger and stronger. And every one of their punches that landed sent you straight down onto the canvas … and it was increasingly difficult to get up after every heavy blow.

      “One … foot … in … f-, front … of … the … other,” Julia gasped, struggling to take step after step.

      When she had first set off on this journey on foot, a hundred miles had seemed like a great challenge, but ultimately doable. Now, though, simply walking a hundred yards was feeling like a sheer impossibility.

      “I c-, can’t … go … on,” Julia gasped, dropping to her knees.

      She could barely feel her limbs or any part of her body. Her flesh felt as if it had turned to lead, and simply dragging her feet to shuffle forward at a tortuously slow pace was beginning to seem like a complete impossibility.

      “Troy … Anthony,” she croaked.

      Buster barked and whimpered, pushing her with his head and nuzzling her with his nose. He too was feeling crippled by the viciousness of the cold, but he still had plenty of fight left in him.

      “I’m s-, sorry B-, Buster … I just … c-, can’t,” Julia wheezed weakly.

      She dropped onto her hands and knees, feeling as if she could barely support her weight. Every ounce of strength and energy seemed to have been sapped from her body. The overwhelming urge to just lie down on the ground and close her eyes was now all but impossible to resist.

      Suddenly, Buster’s barking took on an entirely different tone, one that caused Julia to raise her weary head and look up.

      And when she did, she saw a most improbable yet welcome sight: a light burning in the distance. Another human being was out here … and so was shelter.
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      “Where do you think they’re taking us, Ant?” Vincent whispered to Anthony as they followed the big biker down the street, walking in single file.

      “I don’t know, but I do know that we have to try escape as soon as we can,” Anthony whispered back.

      His father had told him a few times that if he was ever in a kidnapping situation, he should fight tooth and claw to escape before being taken to a second location. Once a kidnapper got you to a second location, the chance of escape – and survival – dropped drastically. Of course, this was no ordinary kidnapping situation; this was something else entirely, and since the boys had witnessed their scoutmaster’s head being blown apart by a sawed-off shotgun only minutes earlier, none of them dared to try anything with the bikers.

      “They called us slaves,” Vincent whispered. “Why do you think they said that?”

      “I don’t know, but I do think it means they’re not gonna kill us … not yet, at least,” Anthony whispered back.

      “Hey!” the biker who was bringing up the rear yelled. “Who’s whispering?! I’ll cut your fucking tongues out with my hunting knife if I catch any of you little bastards talking! Shut the fuck up!”

      The boys clammed up, too frightened to say anything else. The bikers led them down a narrow street in which there were a number of workshops, and they stopped outside a motorcycle workshop, which was all locked up. The big biker walked up to the side door and knocked on it in a peculiar rhythmic pattern, which was obviously a code. The boys heard the door being unlocked from within, and when it was opened light came flooding out into the dark street.

      “Get inside,” the big biker said gruffly to the boys, who hurried in without protest.

      Another biker, a tall, skinny man with a shaved head that was covered in tattoos, was the one who had opened the door. He looked like he was in his forties, and had a mouth full of gold teeth. He grinned his gilded smile at the boys as they entered the workshop, his grin full of malevolent mockery.

      “Welcome, you lil’ shits,” he said, laughing. “Don’t get too comfy, though, y’all ain’t gonna be here too long. We’re gon’ put y’all to work soon enough.”

      The workshop was a smaller one, and only two or three half-stripped motorcycles stood in the center of the space. There were rows of steel shelves, all overflowing with thousands of secondhand motorcycle parts, and a few steel chairs and an old, grubby desk took up most of the space. There were cheesy calendars and posters on the walls featuring nude women posed on gleaming motorcycles. What Anthony and Vincent noticed right away, though, were the huge piles of drugs and ammunition heaped up on the long desk.

      The light was provided by a few dozen camping lanterns, and Anthony noticed a large stack of gas canisters to refuel these. There was also plenty of canned food and dried food stacked up in one corner, as well as large bottles of water and plenty of alcohol. The Vipers certainly seemed like they were prepared for this unprecedented situation.

      “Jacobsen and Richards are rounding up some more slaves,” the big biker said to the skinny man with the tattooed head. “They should be here within an hour with more mules for ya. We’re gonna go meet up with Paul now and wipe out the Reds once and for all. Those motherfuckers ain’t gonna know what just hit ‘em.”

      The skinny biker laughed. “Goddamn, I wish I could be there to see their faces.”

      “We’ll bring back Heavy J’s head for a trophy,” the big man said. “Paul wants to mount it, like a fuckin’ deer’s head. So you’ll at least get to see one of their faces.”

      “Hehehe. I can’t wait. Can’t wait to get my paws on the Reds’ goods neither! We’re gon’ be rollin’ in supply for years after this!”

      “You bet, Dan, you fuckin’ bet your ass we will.”

      “Good luck, boys,” the skinny man, Dan, said. “I wish I could be there in the front lines of the battle with y’all.”

      “It ain’t gon’ be a battle,” the big man growled, “it’s gon’ be a slaughter. We’ll be back when it’s done, and then we’ll be ready to leave this shithole before it turns into hell on earth. As fun as it would be to see it go down, I’d rather observe that shit from a distance.”

      “Me too, man,” Dan said, “me too. Good luck.”

      “Ha. We won’t need it,” the big man said. “We’ve got Paul Kirby leading us. Keep these slaves quiet and obedient until we get back. And uh, give the lil’ shits some pork and beans or something. They’re gon’ need some energy for the work later.”

      “Sure.”

      The bikers left, leaving Dan alone to supervise the boys. He grinned evilly at them. “All right you lil’ assholes, listen up!” he yelled. “I’m in charge here, and if any of y’all even think of fuckin’ around, I’ll take your stupid lil’ heads off!” He picked up a large machete from the nearby desk and twirled it menacingly in the air. “You wanna find out if I can take someone’s head off their shoulders with one swing of this bad boy? No, I bet you fuckin’ don’t. So go sit over there by them three bikes, and shut your fuckin’ mouths. I’ll give y’all some food and water later, but for now, you just sit down and shut the fuck up.”

      The boys walked in frightened silence over to the partially stripped motorcycles and sat down on the floor around them. Anthony scanned the room, as his father had taught him to do, quietly and subtly searching out possible escape routes, and items to use as potential weapons. Being a motorcycle workshop, the place was full of things that could be used as weapons, but the problem was getting to them without Dan noticing them.

      Dan was tall and thin – around six foot four in height – but while he was not strongly built, there was strength in his wiry muscles, and from the scars on his face and head, Anthony judged that he was likely a veteran of many brawls and fights, and it wouldn’t be easy to take him out, not without a firearm anyway. It was something he couldn’t hope to do on his own, and even with a few of the boys backing him up it would be hard.

      As stacked as the odds were against them, though, Anthony was possessed of a sense of dire urgency. From what he had been able to deduce from the bikers’ conversation a few minutes earlier, the other bikers were all headed off to engage in a battle with their most hated rivals, the Reds. It sounded as if two more bikers would be coming here to the workshop over the course of the next hour, but for the most part it just seemed as if Dan would be watching over them on his own.

      Anthony feared that the next hour would be the only hope of escape they had. Once the other bikers returned from the battle, there would be no chance of escaping at all. Feeling increasingly desperate, Anthony stared at the stripped bike in front of him. There had to be something nearby that he could use as a weapon.

      He noticed that the bike’s gearbox had been stripped, and the gear cogs were lying near him on the floor. One of them was quite large and heavy, and looked as if it weighed two or three pounds. The teeth of the cog looked quite sharp, and if the heavy object was swung at a man’s skull with enough force, it could do some lethal damage, Anthony guessed.

      He looked up, watching Dan closely. As soon as the lanky biker’s back was turned, Anthony’s hand darted forward and grabbed the gear cog. He hastily stuffed it inside his jacket before Dan turned around.

      Vincent had seen Anthony doing this, and he stared at his friend with his features crumpled into an expression of puzzlement. Anthony silently mouthed the word “weapon”, and then a knowing look came across Vincent’s face. He glanced across at Dan, whose back was still turned to the boys, and then he too grabbed a large gear cog, shoving it into his jacket just before Dan turned around.

      “All right you lil’ jerkoffs,” Dan said, smiling at them with a leering grin, “time for dinner. You mules are gon’ need some strength to do what we want y’all to do later, so clean your bowls like good lil’ doggies.”

      He pulled out a few cans of pork and beans and started opening them. “Cup your hands, girls,” Dan said, walking over to the closest of the boys with one of his cans of pork and beans. “This ain’t the fuckin’ Ritz, and y’all don’t need fuckin’ plates or knives and forks.”

      The boy looked up at Dan with a look of fear and confusion splayed across his face. The biker snarled wordlessly and booted a swift kick into the boy’s ribs, causing him to gasp and double over with pain, groaning.

      “Idiot!” Dan snarled. “Cup your fuckin’ hands like you was tryin’ to catch rainwater, moron! Do it right or I’ll stomp your ugly lil’ face in!”

      The boy, whose lower lip was quivering as he did his best to fight back tears, cupped his trembling hands in front of his face. Dan dumped half the can of cold pork and beans into the boy’s cupped hands and then moved on to the next boy, who, after seeing what had happened to his friend, already had his hands cupped and waiting.

      “Eat up boys, eat up!” Dan said. “And lick your damn hands clean, I ain’t wastin’ no water on washing your greasy paws!”

      Anthony saw that Dan bent down close to the boys every time he dished out a helping of pork and beans … close enough to get a good solid hit in, right on his temple. One hefty swing into the man’s temple with the heavy gear cog might just be enough to take Dan down. As the biker got closer, Anthony’s heart started to beat faster, sending surges of adrenalin-laced blood through his veins.

      He subtly reached into his jacket and curled his fingers around the cold, deadly weight of the gear cog. Dan was just one boy away from him, and this opportunity wouldn’t come again. He had to be brave and fierce, he had to do this … if he didn’t, there would not be another chance for escape.

      Dan stopped in front of him. “You lookin’ for an ass whoopin’, boy?” he growled. “Cup your hands before I kick your teeth in!”

      It was now or never. Anthony tensed his muscles and prepared to unleash a ferocious attack.
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      Troy had spent much of his childhood riding dirt bikes, and in fact had ridden competitively in a number of motocross races in his teenage years, so for him, handling a dirt bike at high speed in icy conditions was as easy as riding a bicycle.

      For Leo, however, riding a dirt bike was a completely foreign experience. He knew how to ride a motorcycle, but, having grown up in inner-city poverty, he hadn’t learned to ride one until his late twenties, and even then had only ridden a few times on street bikes.

      Desperation, though, and a very dire and immediate threat to one’s life proved to be an immensely effective increaser of one’s skills, and the moment he and Troy had jumped onto the dirt bikes to steal them from under Paul Kirby’s nose, instinct and a potent desire for self-preservation had taken over and banished from Leo’s mind any lurking fears about riding a dirt bike at high speed through dark, frozen streets.

      “Follow my lead!” Troy yelled as he climbed onto the closest dirt bike, right after he had shot the Viper who was guarding the idling vehicles. “Lean when I lean, brake when I brake, and for God’s sake keep up! You’re dead if you fall behind!”

      Leo had had no time to argue or ask questions; they heard Paul’s rage-fulled yelling booming from the interior of the dry-cleaning store as he figured out that he’d been outwitted by the cops.

      “Go!” Troy shouted, clicking his bike into gear and racing away down the street.

      “Shit, shit, shit!” Leo gasped, clicking his own bike into gear and taking off after Troy, cranking the throttle wide open and speeding down the street, which was clogged with dead cars and other abandoned vehicles.

      Over the noise of the screaming motor and the wind roaring in his ears, Leo heard the sound of the other dirt bikes accelerating behind him as the Vipers started their pursuit; the chase was on. Leo had been extremely worried about riding a dirt bike, but now that he was on it and speeding through the streets he found that it was far easier to control than the big, heavy street bikes he had ridden before, and was closer to a mountain bike than those large vehicles.

      However, this did little to assuage his fear and anxiety as he did his best to keep up with Troy, who was surging on ahead at high speed.

      With the icy wind battering his body and the motor screaming beneath him, Troy felt like he was in his element here. The bike’s headlamp scythed a path through the thick darkness, allowing him to see obstacles in his path that would have rapidly proved deadly had he been riding through complete darkness. Adrenalin was coursing through his veins and he felt as if he had tunnel vision, like he did in a lethal gunfight, or how he had felt as a teenager when vying for first place in a motocross race.

      He zipped through gaps between abandoned cars, rode up empty sidewalks and blasted off sidewalks back onto the streets, cracking the throttle wide open whenever he got to a section of open street where he could hit top speed. He braked hard, trusting in the bike’s snow tires to keep the vehicle upright on the icy roads, which they did to an admirable degree.

      When he got to one particularly wide and open section on a main street, he allowed himself a quick glance over his shoulder to make sure that Leo was keeping up. He saw Leo’s headlight perhaps a hundred yards behind him; Leo was definitely falling behind.

      What was worse, though, was that Paul and his thugs were rapidly catching up to Leo.

      “Shit,” Troy muttered. He knew he had to do something; he was confident that he could outrun the bikers on his own, but he wasn’t going to abandon his best friend and allow them to catch him and kill him. Especially not after Leo had saved his life earlier.

      He grabbed the brakes and skidded to a hasty stop, and then turned in the saddle to face Leo while raising his M-16 rifle up to his shoulder. “Duck!” he yelled to Leo as Leo came hurtling toward him. “Duck, lay flat on the gas tank and get your head down!”

      Leo could see Troy in the light thrown off by his headlamp, but he could barely hear what his friend was saying. However, he could hear Paul and his men gaining on him from behind, and saw Troy aiming his rifle at him. He ducked his head down, realizing that Troy intended to try to take out some of their pursuers, who were hot on their heels.

      It was a tough shot for Troy to make, with the bikes moving so fast and the darkness, but he knew he had to try. Aiming just over his ducking friend’s head, he unleashed three bursts of automatic fire. He grinned with grim satisfaction as he saw one pursuing headlamp veer abruptly off to the side and then slam into the ground at speed; he had hit one of them. The others slowed down and swerved, temporarily halting their pursuit to avoid the sudden vertical hail of bullets.

      Leo used this opportunity to accelerate away from his pursuers, and Troy slung his rifle back over his shoulder, popped the bike into gear, and sped off, leading his friend through the dark, obstacle-ridden city streets.

      “Keep running, motherfuckers!” Paul roared from behind them, with blood streaming down his face. One of Troy’s bullets had nicked the top of his scalp. While the wound was not serious, it burned with a hot pain and only served to make the vicious biker even angrier. “I’m gonna skin you fuckers alive when I catch you! Get those assholes. Ride faster, you jerkoffs!” he roared at his men as they resumed the chase.

      Troy realized that he had to get an impassable obstacle between himself and his pursuers; there was no way he could outrun them, not without sacrificing Leo, which he was not prepared to do. The problem was, where could he find such a thing in a situation like this? Prior to the EMP he could easily have called for backup from fellow officers. Now, however, he was entirely on his own.

      He swooped through an intersection, leaning the bike at speed in an arc across the snowy street, whipping around two crunched-up cars that had collided in the intersection when the EMP had hit. And when he got onto the next street, he saw just the obstacle he needed. Opening the throttle wide, he sped down the street, racing along the sidewalk to avoid the dead cars all over the road. As he raced along, the object he was rushing toward loomed larger in the yellowy beam of his bike’s headlamp: a dead fuel tanker.

      The eighteen-wheeler had, like almost every other vehicle in the city, been abandoned in the middle of the road. Unlike most vehicles, though, this one was carrying thousands of gallons of gasoline.

      There was no time to think or hesitate. Troy skidded to a rapid halt just past the eighteen-wheeler and hopped off the bike, leaving it idling on the kickstand. Then he whipped his rifle down from his shoulder into his hands and started spraying the tanker with bullets. He peppered one side of it, then ran around and unloaded his magazine into the other side.

      Gasoline began pouring out of the tanker on both sides through the many bullet holes, gushing onto the road. At the bottom of the street, Troy watched grimly as Leo came racing toward him with the bikers hot on his heels.

      “Come on Leo, come on, outrun those bastards, hurry, hurry,” Troy muttered under his breath. He didn’t reload his rifle – he couldn’t anyway, because he was out of ammo for it – nor did he draw his sidearm. Instead, he took out his trusty Zippo lighter and used his boot to pull a thin trail of gasoline away from the main puddles, which were spreading rapidly across the entirety of the street.

      Leo didn’t know what Troy was doing, but as he got closer to the eighteen-wheeler and saw a large slick of liquid across the road, gasoline pouring out of the tanker, he got a pretty good idea. He ducked his head down and cracked his throttle open wider and raced through the puddle of gasoline.

      Paul, who was a few motorcycle-lengths behind Leo, also figured out what his enemy was about to do, and he slammed on his brakes, causing his bike to fishtail through the snow. Two of his men were neither as smart nor as fast with their reflexes as their leader, though, and they hurtled past his skidding machine, caught up in the savage glee of the chase.

      And at that moment, a split second after Leo sped through the broad puddle of gasoline, Troy flicked his lighter on and touched the tiny flame to the gasoline trail at his feet. With a whoosh the liquid ignited, and the flames, suddenly tall and roaring, ripped across the street as the entire puddle abruptly caught fire.

      The two bikers who had failed to stop howled with terror as a twelve-foot wall of flame suddenly appeared a few dozen yards in front of them. They grabbed their brakes in panic, but it was too late; they skidded into the broad sea of raging fire that had abruptly engulfed most of the street.

      “Go, go, get the hell out of here before it blows!” Troy screamed at Leo as he jumped back onto his bike and started racing away.

      Leo didn’t need to be told twice; he knew that it was only a matter of seconds before the gasoline inside the tanker caught alight … and the resulting explosion would be titanic. He sped away, racing behind Troy, who was racing along the sidewalk, redlining the motor with every desperate gear change.

      The explosion came a few seconds after the cops had taken off. The fireball billowed up into the sky as high as the tops of many apartment buildings, and the booming force of the explosion sent a shock wave rocketing down the street, flipping over cars and hurling Paul and his remaining bikers – who had turned around and were desperately racing away in the opposite direction to Troy and Leo – off their bikes.

      The shock wave hit Troy and Leo from behind, but they were far away enough that while it wobbled their bikes, it didn’t knock them off their machines. They kept riding on without looking back, relieved that they had escaped the chase with their lives, but dogged by the knowledge that things were only going to get more dangerous from this point on.
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      Julia blinked, trying to process what she was seeing. Was there really a light out here in the depths of the forest? For a few seconds she was convinced that it was some sort of hallucination.

      “Maybe I’m … dying,” she gasped.

      Buster whined and nuzzled her with his nose, acutely aware of the distress she was in but unable to do much about it. Julia closed her eyes for a few seconds, and then slowly opened them, expecting to see the distant light vanished, evaporated like the illusion it surely was.

      However, when she opened her eyes again, the light was still there. “It’s … real,” she croaked. “Someone’s … out there…”

      It was just a single little light, and was likely nothing more than a hunting cabin in the woods. However, it was an occupied hunting cabin, and a source of warmth – and, most importantly, the difference between living through the night and dying out in the cold of exposure.

      There was one problem, though; as desperately as Julia wanted to survive, the cold had utterly crippled her at this point. Simply getting back up onto her feet felt as if it would require a momentous effort. As for the mere act of walking, it seemed in her mind as strenuous an activity as running an ultramarathon. And to get all the way to the cabin, which looked as if it was around a mile away, well, that seemed about as realistic as walking the length of the entire North American continent.

      Julia couldn’t do it. She thought of her husband and her son, and of how badly she wanted to – needed to – survive for their sake, but even with all the powerful love she had for her family, she couldn’t will herself to get up. The crushing cold had simply sapped her of every last drop of energy and strength.

      Through all this throttling weariness and heavy despair, though, an idea started to shine in Julia’s mind. It was dim at first, like the first sputterings of a candle flame in a vast dark space, but it quickly grew brighter and fiercer.

      She couldn’t move … but someone right next to her could.

      Using the last of her strength to rummage in her bag, Julia managed to find her university ID card tag and a sharpie. She scrawled the words “HELP” and “SOS” across the front and back of her ID card with the sharpie, and then clipped the tag to Buster’s collar. With a trembling hand she pointed at the distant light.

      “Go inside, Buster! Go inside!” she commanded.

      Buster was a well-trained and intelligent dog, and while the command “go inside” was usually used to get him to go inside the house, Julia had made sure to train him to understand that this command meant for him to go inside any building or vehicle. She used it all the time to get him in the car, or other places she wanted him to go. It even worked at the vet’s, which Buster had a terrible fear of.

      Buster whimpered softly, sounding confused, and stood his ground. He was used to hearing this command when he was much closer to a building or vehicle.

      “Come on Buster,” Julia croaked. “Please boy, you have to do this.” She pointed at the light again. “Go! Inside!” she gasped as loudly as she could.

      This last gasp, with which she expelled all the air from her lungs, felt as if it had taken such a monumental effort that she collapsed face-first into the snow. She lay there on the freezing ground, breathing raggedly, feeling as if it was all over now. Still, as crushing as the feeling of exhaustion was, she wasn’t going to give up yet. “Go … inside…” she wheezed, using the last of her energy to point at the light.

      Finally, something clicked inside Buster’s canine mind. He understood that Julia was in serious trouble, and he was desperate to help her. She kept pointing at the distant light and telling him to go inside … and suddenly he knew. Help was where the light was. He had to get inside that place and find a human being who could help his master.

      He took off into the dark, and Julia rasped out a weak sigh that was half relief, half desperate hope. She prayed that there was someone inside the cabin who could help, and also that they wouldn’t simply shoot Buster, imagining that he was a coyote trying to raid the cabin. If that happened, she knew that she would die where she lay tonight. By the time the hunter or whoever was in the cabin checked Buster’s body in the morning and found her ID tag, it would be far too late. She whispered a prayer of pleading, begging God to allow Buster to find help.

      “Come on … Buster,” Julia gasped, her voice barely clearing a whisper now. “Come on … save me … save us.”

      A curious feeling was coming over Julia now. Instead of feeling as if she was swimming beneath the ice of a frozen lake, she was actually starting to feel warm. A pleasant, gentle heat seemed to be slowly moving through her body, calming and soothing her fear and anguish. Somewhere at the back of her mind, a voice was telling her that this was the final stage of hypothermia, that it was all over now.

      However, it was becoming increasingly easier to ignore that voice and simply focus on the gentle, soothing warmth. It was such a pleasant sensation that Julia almost felt as if she was getting too hot, and that she needed to remove some of her clothing to cool down.

      She was too exhausted to do this, though, and instead simply closed her eyes and sighed, wallowing in the growing bliss of the soft warmth. “I’ll just … rest my eyes … for a … few moments,” she whispered to herself. “Just rest them … for a … few moments…”

      She closed her eyes and sank into the soft bed of blissful warmth, and part of her mind wondered if she would ever wake up again.
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      “I said cup your hands, you little shit, or I’ll cut ‘em off and shove ‘em in your mouth!” Dan snarled, bending over and getting his face, with its foul halitosis breath, right into Anthony’s.

      Anthony gripped the gear cog tightly inside his jacket, preparing to smash it with all the force he could muster into Dan’s ugly skull. Just as he was about to unleash the blow, though, there was a knock at the door, and Dan stood abruptly upright, inadvertently moving his head out of striking range for Anthony.

      The knocking on the door was the same rhythmic pattern the big biker had used when he had brought the boys to the workshop, and with a sinking feeling in his guts, Anthony realized that his chance had just slipped by. There would be no escaping, not now that more bikers had arrived.

      Dan walked over to the door and opened the deadbolt. A burly young biker with a red mohawk came in, grinning, bringing some teenage boys he had rounded up from the streets. “Get inside, assholes!” he roared at them, pointing aggressively with the AK-47 he was carrying.

      “That’s a healthy load of slaves you just brought in, Pete,” Dan said to the mohawked biker. “Them kids look like they’ll be good strong pack mules.”

      “Damn straight,” the burly biker, Pete, said. “Feed ‘em, then we’ll start loading ‘em up. Last I heard, Paul wants to get moving tonight.”

      “Tonight?” Dan asked. “I thought we was gonna wait until dawn, at least.”

      Pete shook his head. “Paul thinks things are gonna get crazy around here a lot faster than we thought. He wants to get moving as soon as he’s finished with the Reds.”

      “When did you see him?” Dan asked.

      “I helped bust him outta police custody,” Pete answered. “Was one hell of a fight, there were these two cops, one tall black one and the other a real stocky motherfucker, like a bulldog, and they took out a few of our men. We chased ‘em off, though, and I shot one of ‘em too but he survived. I helped get Paul outta the police cruiser. That’s when he told me that he was planning to move tonight instead of tomorrow.”

      Anthony and Vincent’s ears pricked at Pete’s description of the two cops. From what Pete had said, the two officers sounded very much like their fathers. Both boys were relieved to hear that their fathers – if these cops were indeed their dads – were still alive, but also alarmed to hear that one of them had been shot. They listened carefully to the rest of the conversation.

      “Shit, okay,” Dan said. “Are you sure about this, though?”

      “Paul said it to me personally before he went off to hunt down those two cops,” Pete said. “He said, ‘Pete, go get some strong lil’ slaves, we’re gonna be heading out to the hills as soon as I’ve dealt with the Reds and Heavy J, and these two asshole cops. We leave tonight, before shit gets too crazy in this city,’ those were his exact words to me, man. So I came straight from getting him out of the cruiser to rounding up these sorry sons of bitches, and now here I am with a direct order from the man himself. Get these assholes fed and ready to move.”

      “Well, I guess I can’t argue with that,” Dan said with a shrug. “Make ‘em sit down there, I was just feeding these lil’ turds their last meal, hehehe. The new boys can also have a delicious feast of cold pork and beans. After they shovel some food down, we’ll start loading ‘em all up.”

      Neither Anthony nor Vincent liked the sound of this. It sounded as if they were going to be made to carry some sort of heavy burden, and when Pete had said something about heading to the hills, it sounded like he meant that they would be going into the mountains. However, both boys knew the mountains were many miles away; how did these men expect to get them there tonight, in the wake of not only a blizzard but an EMP attack that had effectively killed almost every vehicle in the state, and possibly the entire country? The more Anthony thought about this, the less he liked it.

      “Eat up, you lil’ piles of garbage!” Dan yelled. “We’ve got us a long night ahead, yes we do!”

      This time when Dan returned to Anthony, he cupped his hands obediently; attacking his captor with the gear cog, now that another biker was here, would be suicidal. Dan dumped half a can of cold pork and beans into Anthony’s cupped hands. The food felt slimy and unpleasant, but at least it was something, and Anthony ate it all in glum silence and then licked his hands clean.

      While they were eating, Vincent and Anthony had a look at the new arrivals. They were older than the boy scouts, who were all between the ages of ten and fourteen; these boys were around sixteen or seventeen. Just like the boy scouts, though, they all looked traumatized and frightened, and Anthony guessed that they had been subjected to the same sort of display of violence that he had seen when the big biker had casually blown Mr. Edwards’ head apart.

      He could not get this horrific scene out of his mind; it kept barging in like an unwanted visitor. He saw the terrible, gory explosion of blood over and over again, and he knew that when he finally fell asleep, the vision would return yet again to haunt his nightmares.

      Dan and Pete stood talking in one corner of the room, drinking beers and laughing. They kept their eyes on the boys, though, frequently darting their gaze across to them, and nobody dared to try anything.

      “What are we gonna do?” Vincent whispered to Anthony. “We gotta get away from these guys!”

      “I don’t know, dude, I don’t know,” Anthony whispered glumly. “There’s nothing we can do right now. All we can do is keep our eyes open for any opportunity to escape.”

      “I’m scared, Ant … I’m really scared.”

      “Me too Vince, me too…”

      “All right girls!” Dan suddenly yelled. “Y’all are finished with dinner! How did you lil’ turds like it? Please leave us a five-star review on Yelp! Hahaha! Get your gloves back on and get your asses up. This ain’t no time to be sitting around, there’s work to be done. Go on, get up, get up!”

      Everyone hastily stood up. The nervous tension and fear was so thick in the air it was a tangible presence, like a heavy fog.

      “We know that you sons of whores are gon’ try escape,” Dan continued, “even though I’ll personally cut off the legs of any asshole that tries it. To prevent that, we’re gon’ do a lil’ something. See, I busted into a pet store earlier. Yes, a pet store! Haha. And I picked up a few things that I think will be mighty useful.”

      He walked over to one of the steel shelves in the back and picked up a large carrier bag. Grinning, he pulled out a leather dog collar and a steel chain lead. “Come here lil’ doggy,” he said to the nearest boy scout, a thin Asian boy around eleven years old. Dan chuckled and whistled as if he was calling a dog. “Come on boy, come on, come here!”

      The boy hurried over to him, fighting back tears. His hands were shaking at his sides.

      “This is what we’re gon’ do!” Dan said loudly, holding up the dog collar and the lead. “Stand still sunshine, and don’t try nothin’ stupid,” he growled at the Asian boy. Then he put the leather collar around the boy’s neck, and clipped the lead to it. “See?” he said to the others. “Easy peasy. Now, I’m gon’ toss one of these leads and collars to each of y’all. Put ‘em on like this – tight, but not so tight that you idiots choke and die. We don’t want you dead … yet.”

      He threw a collar and a lead to each of the boys, and they put them around their necks. Then Dan and Pete went around to them and clipped the leads to the collars of the boy in front, using small padlocks. They also clipped the leads to each boy’s own collar with a padlock. Thus, every boy was eventually linked in one long chain, chained neck-to-neck with a six-foot lead between himself and the boy in front of and behind him.

      “Lookin’ good, boys, lookin’ good,” Pete said. “All right, now none of y’all are going anywhere, not without taking the rest with! Ain’t nobody gon’ slip away unnoticed. Everyone, get over here!”

      He called the boys over to the back of the workshop, and they all shuffled awkwardly over, each trying to keep a measure of distance between them that wouldn’t pull the boy behind him or result in getting pulled by the boy in front.

      There, clearly looted from a store, since they all still had tags on them, were a pile of big hiking backpacks.

      “Everyone take one and put it on!” Pete yelled.

      The boys quietly obeyed, each slipping a backpack over their shoulders.

      “Now we’re ready to go do some shopping,” Dan said, grinning. “Time to go fill them backpacks, boys, it’s gon’ be like Christmas … for us, at least! Let’s move!”

      The bikers led the boys out of the workshop and into the freezing cold night, and each boy wondered in silent terror if he would live to see another dawn.
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      “Holy shit,” Leo gasped as he pulled up to a stop next to Troy. “That felt like something out of the craziest action movie I’ve ever seen! I can’t believe that shit just happened! In all my years on the force, I ain’t never seen nothing like that!”

      “Desperate times call for desperate measures,” Troy said with a shrug. “I had no idea it was gonna be that spectacular of an explosion, though. Man, that shock wave almost threw me off the bike.”

      “Me too,” Leo said. “Man, I’m shaking … that’s the fastest I’ve ever ridden. There were a few times when I came real close to losing the bike and eating concrete.”

      “You did well, buddy, you did well,” Troy said. “But we have to ditch these bikes, at least for a while. Kirby and his men are gonna be coming around these blocks looking for us, and the bikes are a dead giveaway of our position. They’re useful as hell, of course, but we can’t ride ‘em while the Vipers are nearby.”

      “Yeah, you’re right,” Leo said. “Maybe we hide ‘em in an alley or something so we can come back and get ‘em later?”

      Troy nodded. “Yeah. There’s no guarantee they’ll stay hidden for long – anyone with half a brain is going to be looking for a working vehicle to escape the city on – but we’d better try.”

      They rode over to a nearby alley and then turned off the bikes. Checking up and down the dark street to make sure nobody was watching, they dismounted and pushed the bikes into the alley. This was a more industrial part of town, and there weren’t any residential buildings on this street, so they figured they had probably gotten away with hiding the bikes without anyone noticing.

      “What now?” Leo said, once they had parked the bikes in the alley and concealed them with some large sheets of plastic they’d found.

      “We need to find our boys,” Troy said, “and bring ‘em back to the bikes. Then we ride out of this damn city and don’t look back.”

      “I think we’ll probably need some gas too, after that crazy ride,” Leo said.

      “Yeah, we probably will,” Troy said. “It’s gonna be a long ride to get to the mountains. But we’ll find the boys first, and then worry about filling up the gas tanks later. There’s no point in wasting an hour trying to find gasoline and then coming back to find the bikes are gone.”

      “That’s true. Let’s go get our boys then,” Leo said. “You think we should make a detour and try get back to the cruiser? I’m running real low on ammo…”

      Troy shook his head. “I think that the Vipers probably took whatever guns and ammo were left in the cruiser. No, we’re stuck with what we’ve got unless we come across another source. We’re going to have to be real careful with ammo from now on. Every bullet has to count.”

      Just then they heard the ominous sound of a number of dirt bike motors riding up a street parallel to the one they had just come from. They knew it had to be Paul Kirby and his Vipers searching for them, and they waited in terse silence in the darkness of the alley, their guns in their hands and their fingers on the triggers.

      After a while, though, they heard the bikes racing away and leaving this neighborhood. The sounds of their motors quickly faded away, and the deep, unsettling silence returned.

      “I think it’s safe to move now,” Leo said. “Sounds like those Viper boys have found someone else to hunt.”

      Knowing the extent and virulence of the grudge Paul Kirby had against him, Troy doubted that Paul had given up that easily and knew he would be back. However, it did sound like the bikers had moved on for now, and it would at least be temporarily safe to walk the streets … although “safe” was most certainly a relative term, for Troy was sure that they would come across other dangers lurking in the dark spaces of the city on a night like this.

      They left the alley, kicking snow across the tracks the bike tires had left across the sidewalk. They hoped that nobody would find the vehicles but realized that this hope was probably a hollow one. This part of the city was eerily quiet, and without the motorcycles’ headlamps, the streets were thick with the kind of intense darkness Troy was accustomed to only seeing deep in the mountains. A few blocks away, though, the sky and the tops of buildings were illuminated in tones of orange and yellow from the eighteen-wheeler, which was still on fire after the gargantuan explosion had blown it up.

      Neither man said anything for a while; they just walked along in silence, each lost in his own thoughts as they tried to process the madness of everything that had happened on this fateful evening.

      As they got closer to the populated parts of the city, they began to hear sounds – and these sounds were not at all pleasant ones. The chilly night breeze carried on it screams and gunshots, angry shouts and explosions, and what sounded like the buzzing roar of a distant mob.

      “Things are sounding pretty crazy out there,” Troy said.

      “Yeah, and we’re gonna be moving through Reds territory soon enough,” Leo muttered grimly. “And you can bet that things are gonna be a whole lot crazier once we get there.”

      The same thought was on each man’s mind: they could skirt the Reds’ neighborhood, but that would add at least an hour or maybe even two onto their journey. It would be safer – but then again on a night like this, no part of the city at all would be safe. And the longer their sons were out there unprotected, the more danger the boys would be in. Neither man said anything, but there was a tacit agreement between the two of them that they would take the direct route through the Reds’ territory and brave whatever threats they may find themselves facing there.

      They turned a corner and started heading down the hill that would lead them right through the heart of the Reds’ home turf. As cops, they would be prime targets in this neighborhood even at the best of times; most of the residents here hated the police just as much as the Reds did. Now, however, during this time of anarchy in which law and order had been completely obliterated, neither man had any illusions about the danger they were placing themselves in. They carried their firearms at the ready and kept their fingers on their triggers. Both men were grateful for the bulletproof vests they had on, but even with the body armor, they realized that they were immensely vulnerable in this part of the city.

      “We should stick to the back streets and alleys,” Leo said softly. “We’re less visible like that. Even in darkness like this, we gotta move around like black cats at night.”

      Leo knew this part of the city well, since he had grown up in this neighborhood. Being here always brought back unpleasant memories of his impoverished childhood, abusive and mostly absent father, and his alcoholic mother. There were also other traumatic memories associated with these litter-strewn streets; his own time in a gang much like the Reds, when he had been a troubled and rebellious teenager, and the horrible memory of seeing his best friend get shot dead in front of him in a battle with a rival gang. This had been a pivotal moment in Leo’s life. After that fateful day he had turned his life around completely, and he dedicated himself to catching criminals instead of becoming one.

      As the men stepped into an alley that would take them onto a back street that would allow them to bypass the most dangerous streets of this area, they heard a thunderous barrage of gunfire breaking out just two or three blocks away. The shots came out of nowhere, and it sounded as if hundreds of guns – including full military-spec guns like heavy machine guns – were all being fired at once. The sound was like a dozen potent thunderclaps all compressed into one drawn-out hammering and booming, and the noise of it seemed to rattle the concrete beneath their feet.

      Even though they were in no immediate danger, both men instinctively ducked. They had both been in and seen many gunfights during their careers as cops, but neither of them had ever heard a gun battle of this magnitude.

      “Damn,” Troy murmured. “This is what I imagine the D-Day landings must have sounded like…”

      “Yeah, or the trenches in World War I,” Leo said. “There’s a real battle going on.”

      “And I’m pretty sure I know who’s fighting. It’s gotta be Paul and his boys taking on the Reds.”

      “Hopefully both gangs wipe each other out to a man,” Leo muttered. “They’d be doing the world a favor.”

      “They sure would,” Troy said. “But I have a feeling it isn’t gonna end up like that…”

      “We’d better sit tight until it’s over,” Leo said.

      “Agreed,” Troy said.

      The battle was as fast as it was loud. It seemed as if the Vipers had set up some sort of major ambush for the Reds, for after around a minute of intense firing the roaring barrage of gunfire quickly faded to a few scattered shots, and then loud and raucous cheering. This was followed by a few yells and single gunshots here and there, and screams – it sounded as if the victors were going around and executing whatever survivors they found.

      “I think it’s safe to say that it’s over,” Troy said.

      “Yeah,” Leo said, “and I think I know who won. Not that either side winning is good news for us, anyway…”

      The sound of a large number of dirt bike motors revving confirmed that it was the Vipers who had won the battle.

      “The Vipers are going to be drunk on victory after that,” Troy said. “And they’ll probably literally be drunk and high too. It’ll make it easier to sneak around undetected.”

      “It’ll also make those assholes even more vicious and brutal,” Leo muttered grimly. “I hope our boys are safe, we sure as hell wouldn’t want ‘em to fall into the Vipers’ clutches.”

      “No,” Troy said. “So let’s get moving. We need to find ‘em and get ‘em outta this city before those evil bastards get anywhere near ‘em.”

      “Which way?” Leo asked. “I mean, the shortest and most direct route to the ‘hood our boys were in will take us just one block past where that battle just happened. I guess the choice about whether or not to take that route will depend on how lucky you’re feeling right now…”

      “And the other route?” Troy asked.

      “It’s a more roundabout way, but it ain’t much longer,” Leo said. “It’ll add maybe fifteen or twenty minutes to the trip.”

      “Let’s go that way then,” Troy said. “We’ve got very limited ammo and there are only two of us. Way more of them, and I’m pretty sure they’ve got way more ammo than we do too.”

      “All right, follow me,” Leo said.

      He led Troy out of the alley and back onto the road they had just come from. They headed down the street and began to see more signs of life as they walked. A few lights were on in the windows of some of the houses; some people had gas lamps or candles in their terraced houses, or in the apartments they lived in above businesses and shops on the ground level. They also saw a few people walking around the streets. Most of them looked drunk, high, or both, and the cops gave them a wide berth. This wasn’t because they were afraid of them, but instead because they didn’t want to expend valuable time and energy on getting into tangles with aggressive drunks.

      They turned a corner at the bottom of the street, and Leo paused there to point out a large bicycle shop.

      “That’s Brady’s Bikes,” he said. “I bought my boy his first bicycle there…”

      “And you’ll see your boy soon enough,” Troy said. “We’ll find ‘em, trust me on that.”

      Just then, they saw a strange sight. It was difficult to perceive through the thick darkness, but they saw two men who looked suspiciously like Viper bikers followed by a long line of teenage boys, all shuffling along with a uniform distance between each other.

      “What the hell is going on there?” Troy murmured. “It’s like those kids are all kinda … linked together somehow.”

      The cops peered through the gloom, trying to get a better idea of what was going on, and what they were looking at. Both of them felt their sixth senses tingling; what they were looking at was significant in some way, but they couldn’t work out how or why.

      Before they could get any closer to get a clearer look at the strange spectacle, though, a piercing scream of terror rang out from an alley just behind them. It sounded like a teenage girl, and there could be no mistaking that she was in serious trouble.

      “Help!” she screamed desperately. “Somebody help me!”

      “Shut the fuck up or we’ll gut you, bitch,” a deep, gruff voice growled over her cries.

      Leo and Troy shot each other a glance. The whole system had come crashing down on this fateful night, but they were still cops, and they still believed in justice and protecting the weak from bullies and evil men.

      Each gave the other a nod, and they turned away from the strange spectacle of the boys all linked together, and ran instead toward the alley where the girl was screaming.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            17

          

        

      

    

    
      Julia opened her eyes to the sensation of Buster nuzzling her face. He was whimpering softly, and his nuzzling was very insistent. His wet nose was no longer cold, though; instead it was quite warm. His nose, though, was about the only thing that felt warm. Everything else was bitterly cold, and Julia’s extremities felt numb. There was a heavy weight pressing down on her, and a heavy smell of acrid smoke. In front of her a small fire crackled contentedly in a crude stone fireplace, and its orange light danced on rough log walls.

      “Where … am I?” she groaned, shivering.

      “Ah, you’re awake,” a gruff voice said from behind her.

      It sounded like the voice of a middle-aged man, and was very gravelly, as if he was a heavy smoker. Julia wasn’t able to turn around to look at him; something seemed to be holding her fast in place.

      “Who … are you?” she asked, her teeth chattering.

      The stranger chuckled softly. “Your guardian angel, honey,” he said. “Your dog came a-pawin’ at my door a couple hours ago. Had half a mind t’ put a few arrows in him at first, thought he might be some damn coyote comin’ to scavenge an’ steal my supplies. I opened the door t’ take a shot with my bow at the lil’ bastard, then saw somethin’ shiny on his collar. You’re smart, honey, makin’ an SOS like that. Well, lucky for you he’s a smart doggy too. He led me right to ya, I put you on my sleigh, brought you back here. I been heatin’ up blankets on the fire and pilin’ ‘em up on ya, tryin’ to warm you up. You was almost frozen solid when I found ya. Barely breathin’, ya was, pretty lips all blue. In a few hours we’ll get you outta them clothes an’ put you in a nice hot bath, honey. I’m boilin’ up some water over the fire, I’ll have a nice hot bath ready in a few hours.”

      Julia was immensely grateful that this stranger had rescued her, but she didn’t like the way he said “honey”, nor how eager and hungry his tone became when he talked about getting her out of her clothes and into a bath. She was tremendously happy to be alive, but there was something about this man and this place that gave her a distinct feeling of unease. She decided that she would leave as soon as possible, but for now she would just play things safe. The man seemed harmless enough, but she couldn’t shake an instinct in her gut that told her that there was something dangerous about him.

      “What’s your name, sir?” she asked. “I’m very thankful that … you rescued me. Could I perhaps … have something to drink?”

      He chuckled again before answering in his raspy voice. “I’m Tim,” he said. “But they call me all sorts a’ names in town. Them asshole sons a’ bitches…” His voice took on a tone of anger and resentment here. He muttered something under his breath, but then switched back to a tone of friendliness. “Sure, you can have somethin’ to drink, honey. Hehehe, I got just the thing to warm up your beautiful body.”

      Again Julia shuddered with unease. The way he had just said “your beautiful body” creeped her out immensely and made her skin crawl. Also, there was a smell in this cabin she was beginning to notice, a rather disturbing smell. She couldn’t put her finger on what it was, exactly, but it was worming its way up her nostrils and making her stomach turn.

      She heard the man shuffling closer to her and smelled him quickly enough. His stench quickly drowned out the other disturbing smell; it seemed that he hadn’t bathed for days, if not weeks, nor changed his clothes in that time. His reek made Julia want to gag, but she didn’t react to it. She had a strong feeling that it would be very unwise to offend this strange man or make him angry.

      As he came closer, Buster flattened his ears against his skull and let out a low, rumbling growl, warning the man not to come any closer to his master. This again got Julia’s sixth sense stirring; Buster clearly disliked the man, and she knew to trust a dog’s instincts when it came to judging the type of person a stranger was. However, she did need to drink, so she pulled her hand out of the bundle of blankets and put it gently on Buster’s head.

      “It’s okay boy,” she said, “he’s a friend, don’t growl at him. I need to drink, let him come closer.” She wasn’t entirely sure of how convinced she was of these sentiments, though.

      Buster wasn’t happy, but he backed away obediently. Tim then squatted down next to Julia, and she was finally able to get a good look at him, or at least part of him. He was a white man with long, greasy gray hair that was matted into oily dreadlocks – not by design, but because he presumably hadn’t washed his hair in months or years, even. His clothes were like those of some seventeenth-century pioneer; they seemed to consist solely of furs and animal skins. His face was heavily tanned and slashed with many deep wrinkles, and when he smiled she saw that most of his teeth were missing, and only a few crooked, yellow ones remained. There was a look of wild madness in his bloodshot blue eyes. His weathered features had the unmistakable look of someone who has been homeless and living on the streets for many years, although considering where they were and how the man was dressed, Julia doubted he had seen a town or city in years. She guessed that he was some sort of strange hermit, living out here in the wilderness.

      With grubby hands, Tim handed her a chipped enamel mug filled with a clear liquid that Julia assumed was water. She took the mug with her shivering hands and gulped down a mouthful of the liquid, only to almost retch and spit it out as it burned a fiery passage down her throat.

      Tim laughed, took the mug out of her hands, and slugged half of it down, wiping his mouth off with the back of his hand. “What’s the matter honey, you don’t like Tim’s moonshine?” he asked. “Tim makes the best moonshine in these here hills, he does! It’ll warm you up from the inside, keep you real warm on the coldest of nights. Here, have some more.”

      Julia’s head was already swimming from the sip she had just taken. This was by far the strongest alcohol she had ever tasted, and she didn’t want to get drunk, not in this place with this strange man, not when the sense of imminent danger her sixth sense was picking up was only growing stronger with every passing minute.

      “Uh, no thanks,” she said. The moonshine was helping to warm her up, but there was no way she was going to have another sip of it. “Just water, please, sir.”

      “Call me Tim, honey, call me Tim. All right, I’ll get you some water. But you have to drink more of Tim’s moonshine with Tim later, okay?”

      “Uh, sure, later,” she said.

      Tim shuffled away, and when his odor wafted away with him, the strange, pungent smell returned. The entire cabin seemed saturated with the stench, and it wasn’t just the reek of Tim’s unwashed body and animal skins. It was something else, something darker and more sinister than that, Julia was sure of it.

      She was starting to feel a little better now and she could feel her limbs again, although her extremities were still numb. She was still feeling incredibly weak, and didn’t have enough energy to move much, but she was able to shift around enough inside the pile of smelly blankets and furs to get a better view of where she was.

      The log cabin was a crude and simple structure. It seemed to consist of this main room, and then another smaller room to the side, and what may have been some sort of bathroom next to that. Aside from a single roughly made table and chair, there was no furniture in it. A pile of furs and rags on the floor in one corner appeared to be Tim’s bed. A homemade bow and some arrows with jagged stone tips stood in another corner, along with a felling axe and a long knife. A large number of strips of meat – venison, presumably, although some looked like it was from smaller animals – hung on rusty wires from the low ceiling near the fireplace, being cured by the smoke. In another corner was a pile of trash: old cans of beans, chip packets, and other food items that looked like they had been scavenged from a human settlement.

      In addition to the light from the fire, the cabin was illuminated by a few homemade candles made from some sort of animal fat. There was no sign of anything electronic or anything at all powered by electricity to be seen. In fact, Tim didn’t even seem to have a phone.

      A sudden thought crossed Julia’s mind: this man had no idea the civilized world had just ended. While the aftermath of the EMP attack was no doubt causing untold chaos and anarchy all across the East Coast, and possibly the entire country and continent, Tim’s life was completely unchanged, and until he ventured into some human settlement to scavenge again, he would have no idea what had just happened.

      Another thought then popped into Julia’s head. Why hadn’t he asked her what she was doing out here in the middle of the night, in the middle of nowhere? He didn’t seem very surprised to have found her. This made her even more suspicious of him and his intentions.

      She turned over and tried to get a look at the rest of the cabin, and that was when she saw something curious. There were three pairs of women’s hiking boots on the floor in another corner. All three were of different sizes, and they looked quite new and expensive.

      “Um, Tim,” Julia asked, her sixth sense now pealing out an urgent warning, “do you have a wife? Or uh, maybe some sisters who live here with you?”

      Tim, who was cutting some dried meat on the crude table, grinned and chuckled. “Nope, no women in my life,” he said. “Just old Tim, all by his lonesome. But the forest spirits, they know Tim gets lonesome, they know Tim needs a woman sometimes. So if Tim is good, they bring him a woman…”

      Julia’s heart was pounding in her chest now, and fear-chilled blood was surging through her veins. She wondered now if she had haplessly jumped out of the frying pan into the fire by ending up in this creepy place.

      “The uh, spirits of the forest?” she asked, speaking in a calm, friendly tone, hoping that he wouldn’t pick up on the fear in her voice.

      “The spirits of the forest brought you to Tim,” Tim said, grinning eerily, “just like they brought the others to Tim. They talk to me in my head, the spirits of the forest. They’re my friends, my special friends … but sometimes they tell Tim to do … bad things. Very bad things…”

      Julia gulped, and a cold sweat broke out across her body. She knew now that she was in even more danger than she had been out in the forest when the wolf pack had been closing in. She had to get away from this man … her life depended on it.
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      Anthony and Vincent shuffled along, freezing and despondent, watched over by the two Vipers. They each had a big hiking backpack on, and each boy’s pack weighed around seventy or eighty pounds, packed full of canned and dehydrated food, and bottles of alcohol and drinking water, as well as ammunition and medical supplies. All in all, the line of boys, linked together by the dog collars and chains, were carrying many hundreds of pounds of supplies between them.

      They had left the motorcycle workshop some time ago, and any time they had come across any other people in the eerie, dark streets strewn with dead cars, Dan and Pete had scared the people away by yelling aggressively or even firing shots at them.

      The bikers had not told the boys where they were going, and nobody dared to speak up and ask them. Terrified into submission, all they could do was go along with whatever the Vipers told them to do.

      Anthony, however, was keeping his eyes and ears open for any chance of escape. He still had the gear cog in a pocket inside his jacket, and although he knew he didn’t stand much of a chance against the bikers in a fight, he wasn’t about to give up all hope. If an opportunity to surprise them and escape came along, he was determined to take it.

      After half an hour of trudging through the pitch-black streets of the city – their passage lit up by the gas camping lanterns Pete and Dan were carrying – the train of boys came to a stop outside a bicycle store called Brady’s Bikes.

      Anthony wasn’t sure why, but something drew his eyes to a point up a nearby street. There he saw two figures, two men. He couldn’t make out their features in the dark gloom, but there was something strangely familiar about them. And this vague familiarity gave him hope, although he had no idea why. Then, however, he heard a girl screaming somewhere, and the two figures turned and ran … and with their departure, hope seemed to leave him too.

      “Brady’s Bikes,” Vincent murmured. “My dad bought me my first bicycle from this store…”

      “All right ladies!” Dan yelled suddenly. “Guess what, Santa’s come real early this year, or real late, dependin’ on how you wanna look at things, hahaha. We’re gonna let y’all off your leashes inside the store, and guess what, you little rats each get to pick out a brand-new bicycle! Choose one and come to the front of the store where we’ll be waiting for y’all. And don’t try nothin’ stupid, because you know we won’t hesitate to air you punks out. Come on, let’s get your Christmas gifts, girls!”

      Pete went over to a nearby SUV, dead and abandoned like every other car on the street. Like some SUV models, this one had a spare wheel on the back door. Pete used a knife to pry open the lock on the spare wheel container, and then yanked out the wheel. He walked over to the large storefront window of Brady’s Bikes, then lifted the heavy wheel and tire over his head and pitched it into the window. The whole storefront window shattered, raining down glass on the sidewalk, and Pete chuckled, pleased with his destructive effort.

      “Get inside and get yourselves some nice shiny new bikes, assholes,” he growled.

      The line of boys shuffled up to the window, and one by one Dan unclipped the chains from their collars, freeing them from the train. “Go on, move it, get a damn bike!” he snapped at the boys, and they hurried inside.

      “Best make your choice a mountain bike, girls!” Pete shouted. “Where we’re going, there ain’t no nice smooth roads!”

      Anthony and Vincent got together in a dark corner of the store to talk, where Pete and Dan couldn’t see them.

      “What are we gonna do?” Vincent asked urgently. “If we go with these guys, we’re … I think we’re gonna die, dude. I seriously think we’re gonna actually freakin’ die if we go with them.”

      “Maybe there’s a back door we can get out of,” Anthony said. His heart was hammering and a sense of terrible panic had taken hold of him. He knew that Vincent was right; if they went with the Vipers, he knew that they wouldn’t make it out of this alive.

      “Do you think they can see us here?” Vincent asked, craning his neck to look past a row of bicycles at Dan and Pete, who were walking around the front section of the store with their camping lanterns and yelling at various boys to hurry up.

      “No,” Anthony said. The section of the store they were in was shrouded in shadow, and the light thrown from the bikers’ lamps didn’t reach this far back. “Quick, help me look for a door. Stay in the darkness, don’t let ‘em see us!”

      The two of them slipped through the darkness, feeling blindly along the wall to try to find a doorway.

      “Hurry up, ladies!” Dan yelled from the front of the store. “If y’all ain’t on a bike in exactly one minute, heads are gonna roll, and I do mean that real fuckin’ literally, my machete is eager to bite into your damn necks! Move your useless asses!”

      Dan’s demands spurred a fresh sense of both urgency and panic into Anthony and Vincent’s veins. Triumph surged abruptly through Anthony as his desperate fingertips found a door in the darkness, but when he reached down and tried the door handle this sense of victory was rapidly dashed, for the door was locked.

      “No,” he groaned. “No, no, no!”

      “What’s wrong?” Vincent whispered, a few feet away.

      “I’ve found the door,” Anthony muttered, “but it’s locked. It’s freakin’ locked.”

      “Move your asses, we don’t got all night!” Pete yelled angrily from the front of the store. “Thirty seconds before I start splittin’ skulls wide open!”

      “Shit, dammit!” Anthony hissed. “Come on, we’d better get bikes or those guys are gonna really hurt us,” he muttered glumly, all hope gone.

      He and Vincent trudged out of the shadows, hurriedly picked out two mountain bikes, and then pushed the bicycles to the front of the store where the other boys, who had all picked out bikes, were waiting.

      “Good work rats, good work!” Dan said, grinning, his face looking particularly demonic, lit up by the harsh glare of the camping lantern, which he had set on the ground in front of him. “You keep obeying us, and we’ll let you keep your ugly lil’ heads attached to your necks. Good deal right? Damn good deal if I don’t say so myself, hehehe.”

      “Now,” Pete said, taking over, “we know that riding bikes while all you slaves are chained up neck to neck is gonna be real difficult, way harder than walking, so we ain’t gonna do that no more. But don’t you lil’ pricks imagine for one second that this is gonna mean you’re gon’ get a chance to escape. Not on your worthless lives, it don’t. See, we’re gon’ take some measures to prevent that shit from happening. You, come here with your nice new bike!” he yelled at a chubby red-haired boy.

      The boy meekly pushed his bike over to Pete, who took out a pair of handcuffs from his backpack and used them to lock the boy’s right wrist to the bicycle’s handlebars. “This is how we’re gon’ do this!” Pete yelled. “You and your bikes are gon’ be one! Wherever you go, the bike goes! Everyone line up with your bikes, do it!”

      The boys all complied in meek, frightened silence, and soon enough all of them were handcuffed to their bikes.

      “Let’s get our asses outta here!” Dan said. He climbed out of the store into the street … and was met with a hail of bullets as multiple attackers suddenly opened fire.

      The boys all screamed and yelled with terror and panic, trying to hit the ground but getting tangled up with their bikes, handcuffed as they were to their wrists. Anthony managed to get down just before a burst of fire shattered the glass of a display cabinet next to him, causing a shower of glass fragments to rain down on him.

      The bikers started firing back, and amid the chaos and horror of it all, a single thought ran through Anthony’s mind: was this rescue, or was this merely a transition into an even worse hell than the one in which they were currently trapped?
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      Troy and Leo ran into the alley with their rifles shouldered. The alley wasn’t dark like the surrounding streets; a fire had been lit in a few old tires, and its writhing flames illuminated a horrifying scene. A screaming teenage girl was being held down on the ground by three young men while a fourth was trying to rip her clothes off.

      “Police!” Troy roared. “Stop what you’re doing now and get on the ground!”

      The young men didn’t waste time trying to respond. Instead, they simply spun around and whipped pistols out of their pants. They were all dressed like inner-city thugs, and the glazed-over looks in their eyes was a dead giveaway that they were on some sort of drug.

      “We don’t like pigs in this hood,” one of them snarled, cocking his pistol. “Get the fuck out of here or y’all fools will be leavin’ in body bags.”

      “Drop the weapon, scumbag!” Leo yelled, aiming his rifle at the youth’s face. “This is your last chance to comply!”

      “No, bitch, this here is your last chance,” another of the young men growled. “Give us them pieces and walk the fuck away, or we’ll bust a few dozen caps in yo’ asses.”

      “Drop the weapons now or we will open fire,” Troy said. He knew, though, that the youths would not comply, and understood that there was only one way this standoff would end. His finger was on the trigger of his rifle, his sights lined up on his target.

      Both he and Leo had been in similar situations many times during their long careers as cops, and both knew the subtle signs that an attack was imminent. They were around twenty yards from the young men, but even though Leo and Troy were outnumbered, they had an advantage here; they were in the shadows, while the youths were lit up by the glow of the fire. It would be a lot easier for the cops to put accurate shots on their targets than vice versa, but the intoxicated young men hadn’t thought of this.

      “Drop and fire,” Troy whispered softly out of the corner of his mouth to Leo. “I’ll take left two, you take right two.”

      “It’s about to go down,” Leo whispered back, almost inaudibly.

      “Smoke the fuckin’ pigs!” one young man suddenly roared, opening fire with his pistol.

      As soon as he had belted out that first word, though, Leo and Troy had dropped to the ground in an oft-practiced maneuver. As Troy had instructed, Leo fired at the two men to the left of the fire while Troy squeezed off shots at the two on the right.

      The thunderous cracking of multiple gunshots filled the alley only for two seconds, and most of it was blind firing by the thugs. Troy and Leo only fired three or four shots each, in rapid succession, and after a very short gunfight, the four young men lay dead on the floor, wisps of smoke rising from the bullet wounds in their heads and chests. The cops got up, unscathed, but kept their weapons aimed at the thugs. They hurried over to them, kicked the pistols away from the bodies, and checked each of them to make sure they were dead.

      The teenage girl cowered in a corner next to a dumpster, weeping and shaking, her eyes bulging with terror. When the cops were sure that they were safe, they lowered their weapons and walked up to her.

      “It’s okay, kid,” Troy said gently. “We’re cops, okay?” He took out his badge and showed it to her in the firelight.

      “I know you probably think we’re pigs too,” Leo said in a firm but not unkind tone. “But these two ‘pigs’ just saved your ass, girl. Look at me: I know this ‘hood. I grew up in this ‘hood, just like you. What the hell were you doing out here with guys like this on a night like this? I can see you’re from around here, and you probably got some street smarts, but girl, you do not understand what’s happened tonight, trust me on this. You need to go home to your mamma and stay there. This thing ain’t no power cut, and it ain’t no excuse to get out on the streets and party.”

      “I, I was just, I just wanted to…” the girl sobbed.

      “You got grass on you? Were you buying some shit from these assholes?” Leo asked.

      “Leo, go easy on her, man,” Troy said gently. “That’s not important right now.”

      “It is, Troy,” he said. “This kid needs to know that everything is different now. Everything. She can’t go about life messin’ around no more. The whole world has been turned upside down. You hear that, girl?! I said the whole damn world is ending tonight! And if you want to survive what’s coming, you need to get your damn head on straight. Don’t mess around with guys like these! Don’t mess around with no drugs and shit! You think you’re cool, you think you’re smart and sassy, you think you’re a bad bitch? You ain’t! Maybe that shit worked for you before, but it won’t work for you anymore, not in this new world we’re in. In this new world, you act like a damn mouse, you hear me? Stay outta trouble, stay outta sight, keep a real low profile … and you might survive. But that’s a big maybe, you get what I’m sayin’?”

      The girl, still sobbing, nodded.

      Leo’s tone softened. “Where’s your mamma’s place, girl? We’ll make sure you get there safe. After that, though, you’re on your own, and it’s up to you to avoid getting into situations like this one again. You understand?”

      “I, okay, yeah, I understand,” she said softly, sniffing and sobbing. “My house is four blocks from here.”

      She told Leo the address, and he knew where it was. “That’s only two streets down from where I grew up, girl,” he said. “See? I told you I know these streets, this ‘hood. Come on, let’s get you home.”

      He helped her up, and he and Troy helped her home. Just after they set off, though, they heard a fierce gunfight erupt. It sounded as if it was coming from the block where Brady’s Bikes was.

      “Shit,” Troy muttered. “Sounds like something heavy is going down near that bicycle store. You think it has something to do with that line of boys?”

      “I sure hope not, Bulldog,” Leo said. “We’ll go back and check it out as soon as we’ve got this kid home. I don’t know about you, but I’ve barely got enough ammo left to fend off two or three bad guys, let alone a whole gang of ‘em, and that fighting sounds like there’s a lot more than two or three perps involved.”

      They got the girl home, and her mother thanked the two of them sincerely and tearfully, and promised she wouldn’t let her daughter out of her sight. After that, Leo and Troy headed back to the area near Brady’s Bikes to see what had happened, and to try to find out more about the strange sight they had seen earlier with the line of boys.

      They went back to the alley where the bodies of the dead thugs lay strewn across the ground, and once there they shifted into combat mode. Both men were more worried about their sons than ever, but neither wanted to voice these concerns. Both of them also suspected that maybe the strange line of boys they had seen earlier had something to do with their sons, but neither was sure what it could be, since they had barely been able to see anything in the gloom or make out what had been happening.

      Troy and Leo stepped over the thugs’ corpses, picked up the dead men’s pistols – valuable spare weapons, since they were running so low on ammo – and walked cautiously over to the end of the alley.

      “You ready, man?” Troy asked.

      Leo gave him a nod. “I’m ready,” he said. “Keep your eyes open. I haven’t heard any firing for a while now, but that don’t mean that it’s safe here.”

      “Believe me, I know that,” Troy said. “Let’s move out.”

      They headed out of the alley, with its orange light from the tire fire, into the quiet and ominous darkness of the street. There was no sign of anyone nearby, aside from a few lights from candles and camping lanterns burning in upper-floor windows of the closely packed buildings. The darkness was too thick to be able to make out whether the boys, or any other people, were still near Brady’s Bikes. Leo and Troy walked cautiously closer, their senses on full alert.

      Soon enough they were able to make out two dark shapes on the ground outside Brady’s Bikes that looked suspiciously like bodies. When they got closer, they saw that they were indeed bodies. One was a biker, with a bald, tattooed head, and the other was a teenage boy who looked like he was from this neighborhood. Strangely enough, the dead boy’s wrist was handcuffed to the handlebars of a brand-new bicycle, taken from Brady’s Bikes, which they could see had been looted.

      There was a lot of blood on the sidewalk, and not all of it was from the dead biker and the dead boy. There were also plenty of bullet casings scattered over the sidewalk and street. Across the street from Brady’s Bikes, the cops saw that there were more bodies lying sprawled on the sidewalk or slumped over abandoned vehicles, which were riddled with bullet holes. These corpses were clearly members of the Reds gang. Farther down the street there were two dead Vipers.

      “Looks like the Reds ambushed some Vipers outside Brady’s Bikes,” Leo said. “But Viper reinforcements got here and wiped out the Reds…”

      “And those poor boys somehow got caught in the middle of it,” Troy said, shaking his head. “Aside from that kid cuffed to the bike who got killed, I think some other boys might have been wounded in this fight.”

      Neither man wanted to say it out loud, but both were starting to suspect that their sons might have been in the group of boys. Then, as they were looking around on the sidewalk where the dead Viper and the dead boy lay, Leo let out a gasp of shock. Something on the ground had caught his eye, and when he picked it up and examined it in the dim half-light, it felt as if someone had just smashed a sledgehammer into the back of his head.

      “Oh shit, man,” he gasped. “Oh shit…”

      “What’s wrong?” Troy asked.

      Leo held up the item he had found on the sidewalk. Dripping with blood, it was a cloth badge. A Boy Scout badge from the troop their sons were in. “They’ve got our boys,” Leo gasped. “Those motherfuckers have our boys…”
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      Julia wasn’t sure whether she wanted to know what had happened to the other women who this madman believed had been brought to him by “spirits of the forest”. That fact that he had just told her that these “spirits” spoke to him in his head made her even more alarmed. She had to get out of here, but she wasn’t sure how to do that without making him either suspicious or worse, angry. He was acting pleasantly enough now, if a little creepily, but there was no telling when his mood would swing.

      What was worse, though, was that she didn’t have the strength to fight him if it came down to that. She was still trying to get enough strength back to simply get up on her feet again, and right now engaging in a life-or-death fight with a schizophrenic man – who was also very possibly a murderer – seemed like a terrifying scenario, one that was quite likely impossible to win.

      As she was thinking these thoughts, she noticed it again: the strange, disturbing smell that lay beneath the general reek of Tim’s unwashed clothes and body. She glanced at the small room at the far end of the cabin and noted that the door was closed. What was in that room, she wondered. What dark secrets did it hold? Was whatever was in there the source of the worrying smell, which in Julia’s mind was becoming increasingly sinister and foreboding?

      To get her strength back, she needed to eat. As disgusting as she found the thought of eating anything Tim’s hands had touched, she knew that without food in her to get her energy back, she wouldn’t stand a chance of escaping this place.

      “Excuse me Tim,” she said in as genial a tone as she could manage, “but could I trouble for you a little something to eat? I uh, I see you have strips of venison hanging up…”

      Tim grinned his gap-toothed smile at her. “Sure, sure, honey, you can eat. I sure do have some venison here, got plenty jerky I done made myself. Also got uh, raccoon and rabbit if you’d like? Even got some rats … they ain’t bad if you prepare ‘em right!”

      “Um, venison jerky would be fine, thanks. And um, my dog would appreciate a little snack too.”

      “Sure, sure!” Tim said enthusiastically. “He don’t mind eatin’ rat, do he? I uh, I keep the rat jerky for when supplies are real low, you know, emergencies, like. I got plenty food right now, though, so I can spare some rat for your mutt.”

      “He’ll be okay with that, thank you,” Julia said in a pleasant tone, even though the thought of Buster having to eat rat jerky was making her stomach twist in knots of nausea.

      “Jerky dinner, comin’ right up honey,” Tim said with a chuckle. Every time he called Julia “honey” a wave of disgust surged through her, but she made sure it didn’t show on her face. She was terrified of setting Tim off.

      He hobbled over to one corner of the cabin to retrieve a grain sack – this was what he seemed to store his food in. Julia observed him carefully and noted that he walked with a distinct limp. This was good, she thought; if she got the opportunity, she was confident that she could outrun Tim. But to be able to run far and fast, she first had to get her strength and energy back, and that would mean eating whatever disgusting food he offered her.

      In the fireplace, the crude kettle started to boil. “Ah,” Time said, grinning, “another load of hot water for your bath. Let me just go add it to the tub, honey, and then I’ll give you some food.”

      “Where is the bathtub?” Julia asked. She had no intention of getting into a bath anywhere near this man, but talking to him about innocuous topics was a good way of stalling for time for now.

      “Oh, my tub’s outside, out back. Nothin’ like soakin’ in the tub in the great outdoors! And with just a few more loads of water from this here kettle, the water will be just right, and we can get you out of them clothes and into the bathtub…”

      He stared at her with an unabashed hunger in his eyes and slowly licked his lips. The way he was looking at Julia made her skin crawl, but still she forced herself to play friendly and pleasant.

      “Thank you, Tim,” she said. “I appreciate that. I’d like to finish eating before I even think of taking a bath, though.”

      “Sure, sure,” he said, licking his cracked, scabby lips again. “I’ll just take this here water out to the tub, then I’ll give you some food.”

      He shuffled across the cabin, took the kettle out of the fireplace, and then hobbled over to the front door of the cabin and walked outside. When he opened the door and headed out, Julia noticed that it was still dark outside. She had no idea how long she had been unconscious, nor did she know what time it could be, but she suspected it had to be the early hours of the morning now. If she was to make a successful escape, she figured she would have an easier chance of getting away from him in the dark. The problem was, she would have an even greater chance of getting lost … unless the sky had cleared a little.

      While Tim was outside, Julia hastily scanned the cabin for anything she could grab and use as a weapon. There was the bow, but she had never shot one before and didn’t know how to use it effectively. The felling axe would make a mean weapon, but there was no way she could easily conceal such a large item, and swinging it fast and hard needed the upper-body strength of a large, powerful man, which she didn’t possess.

      Tim did seem to have, though, quite a few knives lying around the cabin. Most were old, crude rusty things, but they were better than nothing. Julia could hear the faint trickle of water outside as Tim emptied the kettle into the tub. She knew she had a few seconds in which to act, and the glug of moonshine she had had earlier had both emboldened her and given her a boost of warmth and energy.

      With her heart thumping, she struggled her way out of the tangle of filthy blankets and, panting, crawled out of it on her hands and knees. She crawled hurriedly over to the corner where the axe, bow, and a few knives were, and grabbed a long-bladed knife, and then hurried back to the blankets and crawled back into the pile, getting herself back into her former position just as Tim came limping back into the cabin.

      “The tub’s almost ready, honey,” he said as he shuffled back inside.

      “Uh, great,” Julia said, doing her best to feign friendly enthusiasm and disguise her nervous fear. “I would like to eat first, though. Buster would too.”

      “Sure, sure,” Tim said, rubbing his grubby hands together. He went over to his sack and rummaged around in it, taking out some venison jerky for himself and Julia, and rat jerky for Buster. “Here you go, honey,” he said, handing Julia a piece of jerky.

      Buster growled at Tim when he got close to him, and anger flashed across the strange hermit’s face.

      “It’s not you,” Julia said hastily, frightened of the anger she saw in the man’s features. “He’s like that with all men. He only likes women, don’t take it personally.”

      Glaring at Buster with daggers in his eyes, Tim muttered something under his breath and tossed a few scraps of what he said was rat jerky at Buster’s feet. Buster growled again, but he picked up the small scraps of dry flesh and chewed on them.

      Julia gingerly took a piece of jerky and started chewing on it. She had never liked jerky much, despite being an outdoorsy person, and this jerky tasted worse than any she’d had before. The thought that it had been made in this filthy hovel and handled by Tim’s greasy, grubby paws made it seem even more revolting, but she forced herself to chew and swallow the meat. She had to get some food in her – as disgusting as this food was – if she was to have any hope of escaping this place and this scary fellow.

      The moonshine she had earlier had gone right through her – alcohol always did – and now she needed to use the bathroom. If, of course, there was anything resembling a bathroom in this place.

      “Tim, um, is there a bathroom I could use?” Julia asked warily.

      “Sure,” he said. “That room at the back, on the right. Not the one on the left!” He added hastily, with a sudden burst of anger and an unmistakable tone of threat in his voice. “Do not open the door on the left! Don’t you dare open it!”

      Again Julia’s eyes drifted over to the pairs of women’s hiking boots in the corner, and a feeling of icy dread bubbled in her guts. She wondered what dark secrets lay behind the door on the left. “I won’t open it, don’t worry,” she said. “I just need to go to the bathroom.”

      “You need any help getting up, honey?” Tim asked.

      Julia was about to answer that she didn’t, but she held her tongue; it would be better for him to think that she was still too weak to move on her own. She also noticed that he was calling her “honey” more often, and this made her need to escape even more urgent. “Yeah, I could use a little help getting up,” she said.

      Tim limped over Julia, and when he got close, the reek of him made her want to gag. Buster growled menacingly when Tim put his hands on Julia. “It’s okay boy,” she said in a reassuring tone. “He’s a friend.” She didn’t believe these words for a second, though.

      “Come on, here we go,” Tim said, lifting her by her armpits. “There you are, you’re on your feet now, come on, put your arm around my shoulder, I’ll help you over to the bathroom. Oh uh, I don’t have no toilet paper, but there’s some old newspaper in there…”

      Having Tim right up against her like this got vomit rising up the back of Julia’s throat. His stink was indescribable, and she turned her face away so that he wouldn’t see the grimace of sheer disgust her features had crumpled into. He helped her over to the bathroom, and when she got close to it a fresh stench hit her.

      There was also the strange, darkly disturbing smell that filled the entire cabin. Now that she was close to its source, she could definitely tell that the source of this unknown reek was the door on the left – the one Tim had expressly forbidden her to open.

      “Let’s get this bathroom door open,” Tim said, opening the crudely made door.

      As soon as he did this, a terrible odor came rushing out of the bathroom in a wave that was so potent it almost knocked Julia off her feet. The bathroom was completely dark, so she couldn’t see where the stink was coming from, but she didn’t need to see it to know exactly what it was.

      “Hold on to the door, I’ll get you a light,” Tim said.

      Julia pretended to need to support her weight against the doorframe while Tim hobbled off to get one of his candles. He brought the candle back, and once he handed it to Julia, she was finally able to see inside the bathroom. It was a small room with nothing in it but a grubby plastic bucket of water, a stack of yellowing newspapers, and a hole in the ground. The smell was coming from the hole.

      “Fit for a king, eh?” Tim said with a chuckle. “You uh, you need me to hold you steady while you, you know?”

      “Uh, no, no, I can manage on my own, thank you,” Julia said.

      “You sure, honey?”

      “Sure.”

      “All right,” Tim said, sounding a little disappointed.

      Julia went in with the candle and closed the door. Any need to go to the bathroom had gone now, after being confronted so forcefully with the awfulness of this place. All she wanted to do was escape. There was a small window in the bathroom, and Julia peered through it, angling herself so that she could get a glimpse of the sky. She couldn’t see much of it through this small portal, but the area she could see was dark and sparkling with stars.

      The sky was clearing up, and she would be able to find her way by navigating via the stars.

      It was time to escape.
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      “Get down!” Anthony yelled, diving to the ground and pulling the bicycle to which he was handcuffed down with him.

      Sparks flew as a bullet hit the bike Vincent was cuffed to, and he yelped with fright and hit the deck as well. Neither boy could see much of what was going on, but they could hear it clearly enough. The thunder of automatic gunfire drummed its jackhammer percussion into their skulls, and the shouts of men engaged in mortal combat tore through the chilly air.

      Dan and Pete were quick to fire back at their attackers, but the element of surprise nonetheless caught them off guard and got them in a bad position, caught out in the open. Dan managed to squeeze off a handful of shots before a burst of Tec-9 fire took him in the chest.

      He gasped and dropped to the ground right next to Anthony and Vincent. The boys watched with horror as blood bubbled out of the biker’s mouth as he gasped like a fish pulled out of water. He writhed slowly on the ground, clenching and unclenching his fists, until finally his eyes rolled back in their sockets and he breathed his last.

      Even though they were relieved to see their captor taken out, it was horrifying to watch the man die. They still couldn’t make out what was going on; Pete had managed to get behind the cover of an abandoned car and was firing furiously and roaring out hoarse curses at his attackers, while one of the teenage boys had been hit and was lying dead on the sidewalk. The other boys, all handcuffed to their bikes, had hit the ground and were whimpering in terror as the gunfight raged around them.

      This would be a perfect chance to escape, Anthony thought, if the air were not so thick with bullets. What he could do, though, was get a weapon. Dan had been firing an AK-47, which he had dropped when he’d been shot, but he also had a 9mm pistol in a holster on his hip.

      “What are you doing, man?!” Vincent asked when he saw Anthony staring intently at the gun. “Don’t do it, you’re gonna get killed!”

      “I have to get it!” Anthony said, his voice almost entirely drowned out by the thunderous barrage of gunfire. “It’s our only chance to get a gun!”

      Another party had joined the gun battle. More men seemed to have arrived from lower down the street and appeared to be firing at the men who were attacking Pete. Anthony realized that the fight would be over soon enough, and when it ended any chance he may have had to grab the gun would be gone.

      “Okay, okay,” he murmured, “I gotta do this, I gotta do this.”

      To get close enough to Dan’s hip to pull the pistol out, he would have to get up and push the bicycle. It was only a matter of a yard or so, but with bullets flying all around him and hitting the walls mere inches above his head, even getting up onto his knees could end up killing him.

      Adrenalin ripped through his veins and with it came a burst of raw courage. Gritting his teeth and contracting his muscles, Anthony springboarded off the sidewalk, leaping suddenly up, and launched himself forward, hauling his mountain bike with him. It was an ungainly, clumsy jump, and his balance was severely compromised by being handcuffed to the bike, but he got enough distance to come crashing down right next to the lower half of Dan’s corpse.

      The landing almost broke one of Anthony’s wrists, since he came down hard on the bicycle, causing its handlebars to be yanked violently to the side, which yanked and twisted his wrist. However, the surging adrenalin allowed him to push through the sharp pain and not notice it too intensely, and he rolled over to take the pressure off both his bent wrist and the twisted handlebars of the bicycle beneath him.

      He had to drag himself a little closer to be able to get his hands, restricted in terms of movement as they were, close enough to the gun to get a grip on it. He glanced fearfully up at Pete just as his fingertips brushed the grip of the pistol, but Pete’s attention was still solely on the fight, and he was firing furiously at someone across the street.

      It was now or never. Using what limited motion he was able to, Anthony pulled the pistol out of the holster and shoved it into his pants, tucking his jacket over it to conceal its shape. Then, still buzzing with adrenalin, he backpedaled away from the corpse, dragging the bicycle with him, until he was back next to Vincent.

      “Holy shit dude, you got it!” Vincent gasped.

      “I got it man, I got it. We’re gonna escape, we’re gonna get away from these crazy people.” Anthony could hardly believe that he’d pulled it off, but the weight of the pistol tucked into his pants assured him that he had.

      And, as it turned out, he had managed to pull it off in the nick of time. Pete howled out a primal roar of triumph as he finally took out the shooter across the street, and more yells of victory came from the men down the street who, the boys soon saw, were fellow Vipers.

      “Them assholes must be the last Reds left alive in this city!” one of the bikers said as he came out from his firing spot to talk to Pete. “We wiped most of the fuckers out in the ambush, but a few got away.”

      “Yeah, and those assholes that got away almost took me out!” Pete grumbled.

      “You’re still breathing, you dumbass,” the biker said, “so quit your damn bellyaching.”

      Pete got up, dusted himself off, and walked over to Dan’s corpse. He stared emotionlessly at the dead body of his friend. “Looks like the bastards got Dan, and one of our slaves.”

      “They got two more of our boys up the street,” the biker said. “And we lost a few in the big fight, but we’re still real strong. Paul’s ready to go, that’s why he sent us to get you and the slaves. They all loaded up?”

      “The pack mules are ready to haul,” Pete said, grinning evilly. “Girls, get your asses up off the ground! It’s time to go, and we’ve got a long distance to cover tonight. We’re going on an adventure, ladies … but for most of you, it’s gonna be a one-way ticket, no return! Hahaha! Now move it, let’s go!”
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      Now that Leo and Troy knew that the Vipers had their boys, their focus became single-minded. Nothing mattered except getting their sons back. However, they could tell from the evidence that they saw all around them that the bikers outnumbered them, and they weren’t about to charge in recklessly and throw their lives away.

      They also knew that these Vipers would surely be joining up with Paul and his men before long. If that happened before they rescued their boys, they doubted that they would have any chance at all to save them.

      “There are more of them than there are of us, and they’ve probably got a lot more ammo than us,” Troy said, “but if they link up with Paul and his guys before we get to ‘em, our chances of getting our boys back go from pretty slim to absolutely zero.”

      “You’re right,” Leo said. “Ain’t got no time to waste, we need to track these fools down right now.”

      “And when we find ‘em?” Troy asked.

      “We ain’t cops no more,” Leo said grimly. “We’re soldiers now, and we rescue our sons at whatever cost. If I have to cut down every last Viper to save my boy, I’ll do it.”

      “Shoot first, ask questions later,” Troy said as he checked his ammunition clip. “Let’s do this.”

      They checked the dead bodies of the Reds and Vipers in the street, but all of them had already been stripped of whatever guns and ammunition they had had on them, so Troy and Leo were stuck with low reserves of ammo.

      “I don’t know about you, man,” Leo said, “but I’d feel a whole lot more confident about this mission if I had a lot more ammo on me. We’ve got about five rounds each in our rifles, then the pistols we took off those dead thugs in the alley … and that’s it.”

      “If we can ambush the Vipers and hit ‘em hard and fast, what we’ve got will be enough,” Troy said. “And if we can get our boys back to the bikes we hid in the alley, we’ll have a good chance of getting out of this city alive, I think. Trust me, we’ll pull through.”

      Tracking the bikers and the boys was easy enough. Even the gloom of a city shrouded in complete darkness wasn’t enough to cover up the many tracks left by the Vipers, the boys, and the bicycles in the snow.

      It soon became clear where the train of boys and bikers was heading. The tracks led out of the neighborhood onto one of the main roads, specifically the one that led to the bridge over the broad river that was the only route to the mountains for miles. The cops still had no idea why the Vipers had abducted the boys and stolen a bunch of bicycles, but they realized that the boys were being taken out of the city and into the hills. This only added to their sense of urgency, for they guessed that once the Vipers got out of town, it would be more difficult to rescue their sons.

      The point where the tracks got onto the main street was around two miles from the bridge. This street, a broad road with many lanes, junctions, and overpasses was lined with rows of towering skyscrapers. It was the chief traffic artery into and out of the city, and was usually jam-packed with cars and often had traffic jams in which cars were stuck in stationary positions for hours.

      The scene the cops were greeted with was almost like any other traffic jam they had seen on this street, but with a nightmarish cast to it. The street was usually one long parade of dazzling neon signs bathing the neighborhood in glaring light, but now it was thick with darkness. The shadows were broken in intervals by fires burning on the sidewalks. There were not many of these, though; as much as the EMP and its aftermath had upended the lives of the residents of this city, most of them stayed indoors or, if they had been caught on the street far from home when the EMP had hit, had nonetheless sought shelter somewhere nearby. Although the blizzard had long since passed, the freezing temperatures made it distinctly unpleasant to be outdoors.

      All the cars were abandoned, miles and miles of them. It was a surreal sight, and Leo and Troy simply stood and took in the unsettling awe of it all for some time. The sidewalks, usually bustling with tens of thousands of pedestrians, were mostly deserted, aside from a few people huddled around the fires on the sidewalks. A handful of lights – either from candles or camping lanterns – burned in the windows of skyscrapers, but the towering structures were for the most part huge monoliths of black darkness.

      The sounds of a battle a few blocks away – the screams and shouts of a mob, and the hammering of gunshots – echoed through the streets. Someone fired a flare up into the sky, and it arced over the tops of the skyscrapers, suddenly drizzling down an eerie pink glow over the streets.

      “Sounds like a riot or something breaking out,” Leo remarked, narrowing his eyes as he stared up at the bright flare. “I’d guess that it’s a mob trying to loot that huge supermarket a few blocks down. People are probably starting to figure out that food supplies aren’t going to last beyond a few short days…”

      “That’s not our concern, not anymore,” Troy said grimly. “It’s time to get our boys back. And look! There they are!”

      Under the surreal pink glow of the flare in the sky, they saw the boys and their bicycles being led by a gang of Vipers. They were weaving a passage through the abandoned cars, and heading unmistakably for the bridge, as Troy and Leo had surmised they would.

      “What do we do? How do we ambush ‘em?” Leo asked. “I see at least a dozen Vipers, and there’s only two of us.”

      “We can’t attack from street level,” Troy said. “We run the risk of hitting those kids, and that’s a risk I’m not willing to take. And the Vipers will be able to hit the ground and get behind cars the moment they hear the shooting start, so we’ll only be able to take out two or three at the most before the element of surprise is gone. Then we’ll still have nine or ten to deal with – nine or ten who have a lot of ammo, who’ll be behind cover.”

      “So what do we do?”

      “We attack from high ground,” Troy said, pointing at one of the tallest skyscrapers, down the street from them. The glass front of the towering building shimmered in unearthly tones of pinkish red from the slow-falling flare. “You remember when we arrested those bankers in that building last year, for laundering money for the Mob?”

      A knowing smile spread across Leo’s face. “There’s that door down in the parking garage, it’s only got one lock on it, and the stairs lead all the way up through the building. We can get up high, shoot down at those sons of bitches, they won’t be able to get much cover. And we don’t run the risk of hitting any of the boys.”

      “No, we don’t, not if our shots are accurate, anyway. The way I see it, this is our only chance.”

      “You’re right man, you’re right,” Leo said. “Shit, but how are we gonna get in position before the Vipers and the boys pass the building? They’re a hundred yards ahead of us and if we go sprinting down the road, well, it ain’t exactly gonna be too subtle…”

      “There are two entrances to the parking garage,” Troy said, “remember? One’s in the street parallel to this one, and that’s the way we’re going in.”

      Neither man bothered to ask any more questions; they both knew where they were going now. Troy took off at a sprint, veering off the main street into an alley that would take them to the parallel street, where they could access the skyscraper’s parking garage. Once they got onto this street they sprinted at full tilt down it, swerving around cars and other obstacles. Realizing that the interior of the underground parking garage would be pitch-black, Troy snatched a burning plank from one of the fires on the sidewalk as he ran past it, prompting shouts of surprise and fright from the wary people who were warming themselves around it.

      Soon enough the men were inside the parking garage, feeling almost like ancient explorers discovering a subterranean cave of wonder as they ran through the massive, ink-dark space with only a sputtering burning plank for light.

      They reached the service door, which was a steel mesh door locked with a padlock. One shot from one of the .45 pistols they had taken from the dead thugs was enough to blow the padlock open, and then the two cops were bolting up the stairs, their lungs and legs burning, their muscles aching with the exertion of the ceaseless race against time.

      “How … high … up … are … we?” Leo gasped as they raced up the seemingly endless flights of stairs.

      “Almost … ten … floors,” Troy replied. The flames on the end of the plank had almost died out, and it was only giving off a feeble glow now.

      When they reached the tenth floor, Troy decided that this was high enough to make their ambush. They found that the door from the service stairwell to the interior of the skyscraper was locked, but a few solid kicks from the two of them was enough to break it open.

      They ran down a hallway, broke through another door, and found themselves in the middle of a large office. One side of the office consisted entirely of floor-to-ceiling windows that looked down on the main street, and through these windows enough pale light entered the office to at least illuminate it dimly. Upon running over to the glass walls, they saw that the Vipers and the boys were passing by on the street below.

      “There’s no time to set anything up,” Troy said breathlessly, his chest heaving from the race up the stairs. “We have to attack now.”

      “I don’t think these windows open,” Leo said doubtfully.

      “Then we make ‘em open,” Troy said. “Help me pick up that desk!” He pointed to a heavy wooden desk near the end of the office.

      He and Leo picked up the heavy desk, grunting and groaning as they manhandled the heavy, bulky object, and carried it over to the nearest window.

      “On three we toss this thing,” Troy said, “and before it even hits the ground, we start shooting. I’ll take the Vipers on the far side, closest to the opposite end of the street, you target the ones closest to us.”

      “Got ya,” Leo said. “Let’s smash some glass.”

      Each gripping one side of the heavy desk, they took a short runup, speeding up as they got close to the window, and then heaved the desk into it with all their might. The glass was strong, but not strong enough to withstand the momentum of the desk, and the massive object smashed through it in a shower of glass, arcing down through the chilly air toward the empty sidewalk far below.

      Neither Troy nor Leo waited for the deep crunching thud of the desk smashing into the concrete; the instant the desk left their hands they grabbed their firearms and took aim at the bikers. They had already started firing by the time the heavy item of furniture exploded into dozens of pieces of broken wood below.

      Troy’s first shot blew a hole through an obese Viper’s skull, and his next two bullets tore through the torso of the lanky biker next to this one. Leo, meanwhile, placed three accurate shots on target in as many seconds, with each bullet ripping through a Viper’s chest.

      The bikers reacted quickly, though, diving behind cars to take cover from the ambush. They left the boys out in the open, and they too scrambled for cover under the hail of bullets, not realizing that the attack was happening in order to save their lives.

      “More Reds!” Pete roared from behind the cover of an SUV. He hadn’t yet realized that it was not gang members who were attacking them, but cops. “Blow their fuckin’ skulls wide open, boys, blow ‘em open!”

      Troy had emptied one clip already – one of the dead gangsters’ .45 pistols – and he tossed this weapon aside and whipped out another, blasting out a series of well-placed shots in rapid succession at the bikers below. While a few of them were able to get a measure of concealment from the cars they were hiding behind, because of the height Troy and Leo were at, they could still hit most of the Vipers regardless of whether they were behind vehicles or not. By the time the bikers had located their targets and had started to return fire, Troy and Leo had already cut down half of them.

      “Get down!” Troy yelled at Leo as an incoming storm of lead from the Vipers peppered the windows, blowing them out in explosions of collapsing glass shards.

      The cops ducked behind desks, taking cover as hundreds of bullets smashed through the office, destroying the windows and tearing up the ceiling. Because of the angle of incoming fire, though, as long as Leo and Troy stayed back from the windows, they were safe.

      “You counterattack from the end of the office there, I’ll counterattack from that end!” Troy said.

      Both of them scrambled along the floor on their hands and knees in opposite directions, planning to pop up through windows shattered by the bikers’ fire and thus counterattack from unexpected positions. They did this, popping out and blasting another deadly barrage of accurate shots into the midst of the Vipers, dropping most of the surviving bikers and leaving only Pete and one other biker alive.

      “We’ve almost got ‘em!” Troy roared across the office as Pete and his companion unloaded their AK-47s in a chattering crash of automatic fire at the office. “One more attack and we’ve won!”

      “I’ve still got a whole clip of ammo left!” Leo yelled back. “Let’s switch up our positions and finish this!”

      Again they crawled hurriedly across the floor and got into new positions, preparing to end the battle. Each man could taste the sweet flavor of victory as he prepared to pop up and fire again … but before they could, they heard a sound that crushed any thoughts of an easy win here: the roar of dozens of motorcycles coming down the street.

      Reinforcements were arriving … and now the battle was far from over. Instead, it was only just beginning.
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      A wave of nausea hit Julia, and she wasn’t sure whether it was from the foul stench wafting out of the pit toilet or a reaction to the jerky she had just eaten. The meat had tasted unpleasant, and this unpleasantness had no doubt been amplified by Tim’s unhygienic storage and handling of it, but jerky usually kept pretty well regardless of where it was stored, so Julia didn’t think it was food poisoning that was hitting her. Whatever it was, though, it made her innards feel like they had been twisted into a tight and painful knot and sent a surge of bitter bile rushing up her throat.

      Perhaps, she thought, it was simply fear and trauma all coming to a head. She had suffered through a lot over the past few hours, and had come close to dying not just once but twice. She needed a hot, healthy meal, an extended, soothing bath, and a long night of sleep. She realized, however, that she wasn’t likely to have any of these things anytime soon.

      There was, of course, a hot bath waiting outside for her, but there was no way in hell she was going to get undressed anywhere near Tim. Who knew what the bath was a precursor to? Perhaps he had all the women the “forest spirits” brought him take a bath before… Well, who knew what he did with them. Julia shuddered with fear as she remembered the look of almost ferocious, animalistic wrath that had come across Tim’s face when he had told her not to open the door on the left.

      Julia forced down the rising vomit and did her best to clear her mind as she thought about how best to plan this escape. “First,” she whispered to herself, “I need to know which way I’m going. I can’t just run out blindly. Then I have to take him by surprise…”

      She thought about this for a while and then decided on a plan of action. She opened the door and then put on an act of feebleness for Tim again. She was still weak, of course, but not nearly as weak as she was pretending to be. “I’m done,” she said. “Could I have some help walking back?”

      “Sure, sure, you wait right there, honey, Tim’s gonna help you.”

      Tim hobbled over to her, dragging his bad leg, and once again his reek hit her almost as hard as a boxer’s uppercut when he got close to her. Julia forced herself to ignore the stink and put an arm around his shoulder for support.

      “Let’s get you back to the blankets, honey,” he said.

      “Actually,” Julia said, “could we take a look at the bath? I want to see how the water feels.”

      An eager, lustful gleam shone in Tim’s bloodshot eyes, and he licked his lips with anticipation. “Of course, of course!” he said. “I’ll take you right there.”

      With Julia leaning heavily on Tim, he took her out of the cabin. Buster growled at the sight of this, but Julia spoke some reassuring words and he calmed down. When they got outside, Julia was relieved to see that much of the sky was clear, and the stars were bright overhead. The area outside the cabin had been cleared of trees and undergrowth. A small bonfire burned, giving off deep orange light, revealing a chopping block with split logs, an old steel bathtub, and a few other items. She saw that her bag was on the ground near the door, and she breathed out a sigh of relief when she noticed it there.

      Julia and Tim checked the water. It was pleasantly hot, and if circumstances had been very different, Julia would actually have enjoyed taking a bath here. However, she had no intention of doing this. She dipped her hand in the water and pretended to be enthusiastic.

      “Ooh, this is lovely,” she said, beaming a broad smile at Tim. “It’s almost ready. Two more kettles of hot water should do it, and then I can get out of these clothes and slip into this water…”

      Tim clapped his hands together and rubbed them eagerly, and his eyes were bulging with such intense anticipation that it looked as if they would pop out of their sockets. “One kettle’s almost ready,” he said, “I’ll go get it. Then one more after that, and you can get that beautiful body into the hot water, honey. Tim’s lookin’ forward to seein’ that, yes sirree, Tim’s lookin’ forward to it…”

      “Great,” she said.

      “Come on, lean on Tim, Tim’ll take you back to the blankets.”

      “If you don’t mind, Tim, I’ll stay here and get some fresh air while you go get that kettle,” Julia said, keeping her smile warm and her tone friendly.

      “All right,” he said, not seeming to suspect anything. “You wait right here.” He limped back into his cabin to get the next kettle of hot water, and the instant he entered the dwelling Julia stared up, reading the map of stars in the sky.

      She quickly figured out which way she needed to go, and saw that there were a number of footpaths leading off in different directions into the woods. She picked out one that went in the direction she needed to go and then stepped quickly over to the pile of split logs and firewood and hurriedly tossed a few large pieces toward that path. She would need them for her escape.

      Just as she tossed the last piece onto the path, the door opened and Tim came out carrying a kettle of steaming water. “Now, honey, when you get undressed,” he said, grinning salaciously, “I need you to put your shoes next to the other ladies’ shoes, okay? It’s very, very important that you put them in exactly that place, otherwise the forest spirits will get angry … and you don’t wanna see what happens when the forest spirits get angry. They start sayin’ all sorts of very bad things in my head, you know…”

      “Don’t worry, I’ll put them in the right place,” Julia said, her sweet smile unwavering. “I just need a little more fresh air, though, before I start getting undressed. And this bath needs just one more kettle of hot water to be perfect, I think.”

      “Comin’ right up, honey, comin’ right up,” Tim said, grinning, as he poured the current kettle into the steaming water of the tub.

      As she watched him hobble back toward the cabin, Julia’s heart began to beat faster. Now was the moment to make a break for it; she knew that it would take Tim at least a minute to refill the kettle and get it on the fire, and in that minute she could get enough of a head start on him to make a clean escape.

      She wasn’t about to leave Buster behind, though, so as soon as Tim opened the door Julia let out a soft whistle, one that Buster knew immediately. He slipped past Tim and raced out of the cabin toward her.

      “What’s that damn mutt doin’?” Tium grumbled, pausing in the doorway and staring with suspicion at the two of them.

      “I think he just wants some fresh air too,” Julia said, her face a picture of innocence.

      “Damn dog,” Tim muttered, and then he shuffled inside the cabin to take care of the kettle.

      Julia knew she couldn’t afford to waste another second. “Come on Buster, let’s go!” she said. She drew the knife she’d stolen from Tim and ran over to her bag, which she snatched up off the ground. Then she took off at a fast run into the woods, following the path that would take her in the direction she needed to go. She made sure to kick the logs and firewood she had thrown there directly into the center of the path; if Tim came running along after her in the dark, which he surely would as soon as he discovered that she and Buster had taken off, he would hopefully trip over one of the logs.

      The path was dark, but after having been outside for a few minutes, Julia’s eyes had adjusted to the darkness. Even so, she could barely see where she was going, and as much as she wanted to break into a sprint, she knew that she might end up running into a branch and knocking herself out, so she had to keep her pace to a fast jog.

      Her stomach was burning and bubbling, and an intense feeling of nausea was surging through her, and now she knew it wasn’t just the trauma and the bad smells in the cabin that had made her feel like that; it had to have been the food too.

      She didn’t care though, and couldn’t afford to dwell on this discomfort. She had to focus on running and putting as much distance between her and Tim as she could.

      As if to emphasize this, a howl of vicious rage echoed through the woods from behind her; Tim had obviously just discovered that she and Buster had absconded. Julia’s heart began to beat faster, and adrenalin ripped through her as she heard Tim screaming incoherently with murderous wrath and blundering through the darkness behind her in hot pursuit.

      After just a few seconds, though, Julia heard a crash and a thump, followed by a howl of pain; her plan had worked, and Tim had tripped over one of the logs she had left in the path. She didn’t slow down, though, for she knew it may have only delayed him by a few seconds. The path began to slope steeply down and swerve to the right, and a great, impenetrable blanket of darkness loomed ahead.

      Julia thought that perhaps she should slow down, but then a roar of anger from behind her caused her to look over her shoulder … and at that moment, suddenly, with a horrifying lurching sensation the ground disappeared beneath her feet, and she was falling at a terrifying speed through the darkness.
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      The cold weight of the pistol tucked into his pants, hidden under his jacket, brought a measure of reassurance to Anthony, even though he had no idea how he would actually use the gun to escape. Right now it seemed as if it would be suicidal to even take the gun out, let alone fire a shot with it. At least he knew, though, that if it came down to a life-or-death situation he had an ace up his sleeve – or, rather, tucked into his pants.

      Like everyone in the family, Anthony was an excellent shot. His father had taken him to shooting ranges from an early age, and he could handle handguns, shotguns, and rifles with a greater degree of expertise than most adults. Vincent also knew how to shoot, but he hadn’t done nearly as much shooting as Anthony had.

      “What are you gonna do with that gun?” Vincent whispered to Anthony as they pushed their bikes along the main street. The bikers had told them that they would be walking until they got to the main bridge that crossed the river and led out of the city. There they would meet up with the rest of the Vipers, mounted on motorcycles, and from that point on they would all be riding. The boys would have to try to keep up with the motorcycles – if they did not, they would be shot, they had been told in blunt terms.

      “I don’t know yet,” Anthony whispered back. “But I have a feeling I’m going to have to use it soon to get us out of this death march.”

      “Death march?” Vincent asked.

      “You know, like the Japanese did to Allied prisoners of war in World War II. They forced ‘em to march for hundreds of miles through the jungles of Malaysia, digging roads and laying railways and stuff like that. They pushed ‘em so hard that most of the prisoners died. I think that’s what these guys are doing with us. They need to get as many supplies out of town as they can, but there’s only so much they can carry in their own backpacks and on their dirt bikes. So how do they get more supplies, when all the cars and trucks and stuff are dead? Easy – get a couple of fit kids like us, get ‘em to carry these heavy backpacks full of supplies and force us to literally ride to death carrying this stuff. If we die on the way, it doesn’t matter to them. All they care about is getting their supplies transported … you’ve heard how many times they’ve called us ‘pack mules’ and ‘slaves’. I think it’s obvious now what they’re doing. Damn, my back hurts already and we haven’t even started riding. How much do you think these backpacks weigh?”

      “Dude, it feels like they gotta weigh at least—”

      There was a crunching crash to their right, and they looked up and saw a huge desk, along with a shower of broken glass, plummeting toward the sidewalk from one of the nearby skyscrapers. Before the massive object hit the ground, a barrage of gunfire erupted from the window that had just been smashed open by the desk.

      “Shit, take cover!” Anthony yelled as bullets started punching through bikers’ skulls and bodies in deadly zipping bursts of blood and red mist.

      He and the other boys all scattered, desperately pushing their bikes behind cars and trucks to try to hide from what they thought was another attack from the Reds. Vincent and Anthony managed to get behind a large truck, which provided a decent level of cover. The fact that they were handcuffed to their bicycles, though, made getting down and ducking low a lot more difficult.

      “We gotta get ourselves unlocked from these bikes somehow,” Vincent said, cowering near the truck’s bonnet.

      “I know,” said Anthony, who was near the rear end of the truck. From here he was able to get a look at the men who were firing down on the Vipers from the tenth floor of the skyscraper, and although it was gloomy and dark, he could see them illuminated in the strobe-like flashing of muzzle flare from their firing. And in those brief split-seconds of light, he was very surprised to see that there was something very familiar about the two men up there. He couldn’t see clearly enough to make out exactly who they were, but they looked nothing like the inner-city thugs who made up the ranks of the Reds.

      “Those aren’t Reds up there,” Vincent said. He too was staring up at the men who were doing the shooting, and like Anthony, he had quickly seen that these men were no gangsters. In fact, they looked like cops in SWAT gear – two very familiar cops in SWAT gear.

      “I know,” Anthony said, squinting and craning his neck to try to get a better look. The men’s silhouettes now seemed almost impossibly familiar, and Anthony’s heart surged with hope. It couldn’t be them … but his eyes didn’t lie.

      “It’s … I think it’s … holy shit, dude, I think it’s…” Vincent stammered as he too began to realize just who it was up there.

      “It’s our dads,” Anthony murmured, his mouth hanging open with shock. “Those two are our dads!”

      “So I’m not crazy then?!” Vincent gasped. “You see it too?!”

      “I’m sure it’s them,” Anthony said. “Almost one hundred percent certain…”

      “We gotta help ‘em,” Vincent said. “You gotta get the gun out and help ‘em fight these guys!”

      A sudden wave of panic and fear crashed against Anthony. He was a crack shot with a pistol and handled one with the ease of a seasoned professional, but he had never shot at or even thought of shooting at a human being before. He had shot a deer, yes, but shooting a deer and shooting a man – especially a psychotic, violent man who would fight back with his own gun, and fight back brutally and mercilessly – were two very different things. To make matters even worse, because his wrists were cuffed to the handlebars, it would be extremely difficult to aim even remotely accurately.

      “What are you waiting for?!” Vincent said harshly, almost yelling with desperation. “Get it out, blow these assholes away! They won’t be expecting it, their attention is focused on our dads! Do it Ant, you gotta do it! This is our only chance!”

      “I, uh, I … Vince, I…” Anthony stammered, feeling as if he had completely frozen up and had no idea what to do. His hands seemed to have stopped working even though his brain was firing desperate signals their way; they just refused to move.

      “Come on!” Vincent said. “Dammit Ant, if you ain’t gonna do it, give me the gun and I’ll do it! We’ve only got this one chance!”

      Anthony looked up and saw that his dad and Leo had already taken half of the Vipers out. Those who were still alive started firing back, hammering the tenth floor of the skyscraper with a furious attack.

      “Shoot ‘em Ant, shoot ‘em!” Vincent yelled over the thunder of gunfire, his voice barely audible over the racket. “Help our dads!”

      Anthony forced himself to fight through the fear and doubt that was paralyzing him, and he shifted his waist up against the handlebars so that he could draw the pistol from inside his pants. He got it out, and everything started to feel very surreal, as if he was pushing through the cobweb-thick space of a strange, foggy dream.

      Because of being handcuffed to the bike, it was impossible to take any sort of accurate aim from a standing position. However, by getting onto his knees and leaning the bike over, Anthony was able to use the sights of the pistol. The big gray-bearded biker who had murdered Mr. Edwards was here, having been part of the reinforcements who had arrived and helped Pete defeat the Reds in the battle outside Brady’s Bikes, and from Anthony’s position he had clear view of this hated man.

      The bearded biker’s attention was solely on the skyscraper, which he was firing at with an AR-15 rifle from behind the sedan he was using as cover, and he had no idea his exposed flank was being lined up in the sights of a hostile firearm.

      “Just like taking a deer,” Anthony whispered to himself as he got his sights locked on the big man, trying to convince himself that taking a human life was somehow equal in moral consequence to taking an animal’s. It was the only way he would be able to pull the trigger. “And this jerk deserves it, he murdered Mr. Edwards. This is for you, Mr. Edwards, this is for you…”

      At that moment the cops started firing back from their new positions on the tenth floor, and the Vipers ducked back behind their cover as bullets rained down from above. The bearded biker ducked behind the sedan, and Anthony cursed under his beath as he had to shift the bicycle and readjust his aim.

      And as he was doing this, the big, bearded biker, who had just reloaded his AR-15, looked up and saw Anthony pointing his pistol at him. His scarred lips mouthed the phrase “fucking son of a bitch”, but these words were not heard over the booming crashing of gunfire. He whipped up his rifle to shoot Anthony before the boy could shoot him, and this was the final push Anthony needed to get past the mental block that was holding him back.

      Anthony squeezed the trigger, and the pistol jerked in his hands with a familiar kick. The biker gasped as the bullet ripped through his midsection, but he wasn’t dead yet. Roaring with rage, he took aim at Anthony, who fired again. This shot took the man through his throat, and a spray of blood quickly turned his gray beard red. He swayed and tottered like a half-cut tree about to fall, and Anthony put another shot into him.

      This time the bullet ripped though the biker’s lungs, and he was finished. He gasped, and a bubble of red froth burst from his lips, and then he dropped his rifle and collapsed behind the sedan.

      “Holy shit,” Vincent gasped. “You did it man, you did it!”

      More bikers had fallen from the cops’ second attack, and now it looked like the battle was pretty much won, for only two bikers remained.

      “Get ‘em Ant, shoot the others!” Vincent said. “We got ‘em, we—”

      Another sound cut through the thunderstorm of gunfire, though, one that sent dread rushing through the boys’ veins: the roar of dozens of motorcycle engines. Anthony turned around and saw dozens of headlamps cutting through the darkness, and he groaned. “Oh no, there’s more of ‘em, a lot more!”

      “Put the gun away before they get here!” Vincent said. “If they see it, they’ll kill us both!”

      Nobody had seen Anthony shoot the bearded biker except Vincent, and the sound of Anthony’s gunshots had blended in with the bikers’ firing, so none of the remaining bikers had any reason to suspect that it had been one of the boys who had killed the big man rather than one of the cops in the skyscraper. Anthony hastily stuffed the pistol back into his pants and tucked his jacket over the bulge.

      There was no sense of relief that he would not be caught, though. Instead, his mind was flooded with a terrible sense of dread for Leo and Troy. This sense of fear was only amplified when he saw that one of the bikers had an RPG strapped to his back.

      The contingent of bikers was led by Paul Kirby; it was him who had the RPG, along with many other weapons. Weaving his dirt bike through the hundreds of abandoned cars, he pulled up next to Pete, who was still alive.

      “There’s two motherfuckers up there!” Pete roared, bleeding from a shot that had torn through his left arm. “They’ve taken most of us out. I think it’s those fucking cops, boss!”

      Paul snarled and viciously slapped the back of Pete’s skull with such force that it knocked the big man over. “Useless son of a whore,” he growled. “You let two cops do this?! I should gut you like a fish and feed you your own fucking innards for how useless you are! Let a real man handle this, you worthless pile of shit!”

      The boys watched with sheer dread as Paul took aim at the tenth floor with his RPG. He fired, and the rocket streaked through the air with a menacing hiss, spitting a bright trail of sparks as it flew. His aim was perfect, and the rocket zipped through one of the shattered windows of the tenth-floor office. A split-second later there was a tremendous explosion, and fireballs billowed out of every window of the office, blowing out those that hadn’t already been shattered by the gunfire.

      “That should take care of our little problem,” Paul growled. He then turned to some of the bikers who had just ridden in with him. “Johnny, Frank, Shoes, Ringo, get up into that building and make sure those pigs are dead. If by some miracle they ain’t, bring ‘em down here so I can gut ‘em myself.”

      Anthony and Vincent looked at each other with tears in their eyes. Neither boy could say it out loud, but both were certain that it was true: their fathers were now dead.
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      “It’s over,” Troy said as soon as he caught sight of Paul Kirby and his reinforcements. The sight of the RPG Paul was carrying, as well as the number of bikers who had arrived, convinced him that the battle was lost. “Get out of here before they level this floor!”

      “I’ve got maybe two or three rounds left in total,” Leo muttered. “If those fools hadn’t showed up, we could have won this fight, but now…”

      “There’s no time to think about stuff like that!” Troy yelled. “Go!”

      Down below, Paul was already lining up the tenth floor in the sights of his RPG. Troy and Leo sprinted across the office and dived through the door just as Paul fired. The explosion ripped through the entire office, utterly demolishing it, and the shock wave from it flung both Troy and Leo against the wall in the hallway beyond, knocking them both unconscious.

      Troy swam in a sea of darkness for a while, feeling as if he was floating in some strange place free of gravity. In this black ocean a seemingly unquantifiable length of time passed, before Troy had a strange, lurching sensation of being sucked into his body. And when he awoke, the reality he opened his eyes to was worse than any nightmare he could have had.

      He was being dragged down the stairs by two burly Vipers, his body thumping painfully down every step. His wrists were bound with zip-ties, and his firearms had been taken. Leo was in a similar position and was being dragged down the stairs behind him. The Vipers were carrying camping lanterns, which illuminated the stairway in a dull whitish glow.

      One of the bikers noticed that Troy was awake. “Rise and shine, sunshine!” the man said mockingly. “Paul’s gonna be real happy to see you, oh yes, he’s gonna be real happy! He’s got a blade with your name on it, asshole … he’s gonna gut you, unravel your intestines, and use ‘em to strangle you! It’s gonna be quite something to watch, oh yes it is, lil’ piggie.”

      “You son of a—” Troy growled, but the other biker kicked him hard in the jaw, silencing him.

      “Shut up, pig!” the big man growled. “Whatever you say will just make us kill you slower and more painfully, see?! You’d best keep your fucking mouth shut!”

      Troy groaned and spat out a mouthful of blood, stunned from the heavy kick.

      The bikers dragged Troy and Leo out of the building, viciously punching and kicking the cops every time either of them tried to resist or speak. They were in the underground parking garage now, and all that remained was for the bikers to drag them out into the street, and there Paul would brutally execute them in front of the boys, the Vipers, and their sons.

      “It’s game over for you two pigs,” one of the bikers snarled. “It’s all over now, pigs, it’s finished. You die here, tonight, screaming like hogs in a slaughterhouse…”

      They started to drag them through the parking garage, and while the cops knew their demise was imminent, they were too stunned and dazed from the savage beatings to even attempt to resist. Troy looked up at the men who were dragging him along the concrete, desperately trying to figure out a way out of this terrible predicament. They were almost at the ramp now, and once they were dragged up it, there would be no escape … only a slow, incredibly painful death.

      What he feared most was not, however, the pain and torture itself, but the fact that his son would have to witness it. And on top of this, the knowledge that his son was Paul’s captive, and would probably be dead in days, if not sooner, was a more crushing weight on his soul than he had ever had to bear.

      He started to struggle, and one of the bikers raised a fist to punch him … but then the man’s fist simply froze in midair, and a warm liquid splashed onto Troy’s face. He opened his eyes, having closed them in expectation of the heavy punch landing, and saw a most unexpected sight: the barbed head of a crossbow bolt protruding from the biker’s throat.

      The man staggered back and collapsed, swatting feebly at the bolt that had affixed to his throat. Another zipped through the air out of the darkness and impaled another biker through the chest.

      “Shit!” one of the surviving bikers yelled, dropping Leo and fumbling to get his firearm out. “Some motherfucker—”

      A crossbow bolt thudded into his skull before he could finish, and he flopped to the ground, dead.

      “Oh fuck man, oh fuck,” the remaining biker gasped, whipping his pistol out. Before he could fire a single shot, though, a crossbow bolt had slammed home into his chest, and he fell to the ground gasping and coughing up blood.

      “What the hell,” Leo murmured, staring in disbelief at the men who had been taken down.

      “Well, well, well, look what we have here,” said a deep, sonorous voice from the thick shadows. “A couple lil’ piggies, far from home…”

      A figure began to take form from the darkness as the cops’ mysterious rescuer approached. Leo and Troy saw that he was a big, obese man, dressed in the baggy gear of an inner-city gangster – and all of his clothes were red, an obvious member of the Reds gang. His movements were accompanied by the clinking of large amounts of gold jewelry.

      Leo and Troy recognized him the instant his face was revealed by the glow of the camping lanterns. It was a broad, chubby face with bulldog-like cheeks. One of his eyes was milky with blindness, and a thick covering of curly black stubble covered his wide jaw. His bald head gleamed in the light, and diamond earrings sparkled in the lobes of his ears.

      “Heavy J?” Leo gasped with shock.

      “Word,” Heavy J said. He was holding a crossbow in each hand, and had another strapped to his back.

      “I thought all the Reds were dead,” Troy said.

      “Those motherfuckin’ Vipers got most of my boys,” Heavy J said, “but they didn’t get this Red. The king of the Reds is still fuckin’ alive and breathin’, as you can see, pig.”

      “Why did you save us, man?” Leo asked. “I mean, thank you and all, but … why?”

      Heavy J’s dark eyes shone with a blaze of vicious wrath. “I hate pigs,” he said, glowering at the two of them, “but you know what I hate more than pigs? Vipers. And especially one Viper called Paul Kirby. I’m gonna make that motherfucker pay for what he done to me. Him and his fuckin’ Vipers … if it’s the last thing I do, I’ll see every single one of those fucks die. I don’t give a shit about nothin’ else now except revenge.”

      “What do we have to do with that?” Troy asked.

      “My enemy’s enemy is my friend,” Heavy J said, walking over to them. “And right now, I don’t got no more friends left in this fuckin’ city. So I need some new ones. I saved your lives because I know you want the same thing as I do: to see Paul Kirby and his Viper boys dead. I watched you shooting the shit out of those motherfuckers, before Kirby and his cavalry showed up. So I know you got beef with ‘em for somethin’. And that’s all I needed to know – I don’t like you, and I might just decide to turn around and kill you motherfuckers once Kirby and his Vipers are dead … but until then, we both want the same thing. And I figure we can help each other.”

      “That’s good enough for me,” Troy said. “Kirby and the Vipers have our sons, and we’re not gonna stop until we’ve got our boys back. And if that means killing every last one of those sons of bitches, then so help me God, that’s exactly what I’m prepared to do.”

      “Word,” Heavy J muttered. “I got the guns and weapons to do it … I just need men like you to help. And since I just saved your asses, you owe me.”

      “Hey, like you said, my enemy’s enemy is my friend,” Leo said. “Give us ammo and guns and we’ll fight alongside you.”

      “What’s taking so long?!” Paul yelled from the street. “Get those pigs out here so I can gut ‘em!”

      “We’d best move,” Heavy J said. He bent down and cut the zip-ties off the cops’ wrists and helped them up. “Most of my weapons and shit are elsewhere, and this ain’t the best spot to attack those assholes from. Too many of ‘em now, and not enough of us. But we’ll take ‘em out … we’ll take ‘em all out soon. Get your asses up, we gotta move.”

      The cops took the dead bikers’ guns and spare ammo, and then, following their very unlikely ally, the hardened gangster Heavy J, they melted into the shadows.
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      Julia only fell for around a second, but that second felt like an eternity of terrifying acceleration. She plunged into a drift of snow on a steep bank, and then she was tumbling down the slope in an uncontrolled roll, bouncing and bumping downwards through the darkness at panic-inducing speed. All she could do was to try to tuck her arms and legs in and protect her head as she rolled.

      The rolling seemed to go on forever, but finally the gradient of the hillside flattened out and Julia’s out-of-control tumble rolled to a stop. She lay sprawled out in the snow, staring up at the cold, starry sky, panting and wheezing. The wind had been knocked out of her lungs and she just couldn’t seem to get the breath back into them. It also felt as if an entire football team had mercilessly trampled her; there wasn’t an inch of her body that wasn’t throbbing with pain.

      “Buster,” she wheezed. “Where are you…”

      Her first thought, beyond that of simply making sure that she was still alive, was to wonder how far behind Tim was – if he was still chasing after her. She figured that this long tumble down the steep slope may have saved her life – or at the very least, saved her from being caught by Tim. He no doubt knew the paths like the back of his hand and would have known that there was a precipice there. Thus, he wouldn’t fall down the cliff, but he also wouldn’t have likely guessed that she had gone over its edge, she thought.

      Hopefully, Tim would continue along the path, believing that she was still ahead of him, and keep running for a few miles until he assumed she had escaped.

      The second thing she thought about was Buster. Where was he? Was he waiting at the top of the cliff for her? Had he fallen too? Julia doubted that this could be the case; his canine senses, far sharper than hers in the darkness, would have warned him of the cliff. And if he was waiting at the top, right by the spot where she had plunged off its edge, his presence would be an immediate giveaway of her location to Tim…

      Cold fear started to tear through her as she thought about this, but then she heard a welcome sound: that of paws scrambling down the steep slope, and an eager canine panting.

      “Buster!” Julia gasped. Air finally came rushing back into her lungs, and she eagerly filled her chest with it.

      Buster came scrambling down the steep slope and ran through the snow to Julia. She grabbed him and pulled him into a close, tight hug when he reached her. Now that the adrenalin of the flight and the fall was wearing off, she was beginning to feel the full extent of her injuries. While she hurt everywhere, the worst pain came from her right ankle, which was throbbing with a deep and sharp pain. If it wasn’t broken, it was certainly sprained, and she dreaded even trying to put the slightest weight on it.

      Her left side ached badly too, and there was a sharp, pinching pain every time she breathed. She suspected she had cracked or possibly broken a few ribs. Her knees, hips, elbows, and shoulders hurt too, but nowhere near as badly as her ribs or ankle did, and she guessed – with a small measure of relief – that nothing else was broken.

      From a few hundred yards above, in the woods at the top of the cliff, echoed a roar of wrath; Tim was running along the trail, furious that Julia had escaped his clutches. The sound was terrifying, almost animalistic in its vicious rage, and Julia shuddered at the sound of it as it resounded through the valley.

      At least, she thought, Tim didn’t know she had gone over the edge of the cliff. This bought her a little time in which to secure her escape – time which she desperately needed now that her mobility had been severely reduced by the sprained ankle.

      With dismay she noticed that her bag was gone; it must have flown off her tumbling body when she fell. The only item she now had – besides the clothes she was wearing – was the long, rusty knife she’d taken from Tim’s cabin.

      The night was a moonless one, and now that the sky had almost cleared a deep darkness had settled in, blanketing the entire landscape and making it difficult to see more than a few yards in any direction. The dull roar of a large river droned through this valley in which Julia had ended up, and she immediately thought of using it to travel. Now that her right ankle was basically out of commission, the thought of going almost one hundred miles on foot in the freezing cold, limping along with some sort of crude, improvised crutch, seemed like an impossibility.

      The one thing Julia wasn’t too worried about was food. Since she was a botanist who specialized in edible plants on the east coast of North America, she would always be able to forage for sustenance. The plants here wouldn’t be particularly nutritious or filling, and most of them would likely taste quite horrid, but they would certainly keep her alive for long enough to get to her in-laws’ homestead, the meeting point for her family in an emergency situation like this one.

      What she was most worried about now was the length of the journey and the fact that she was badly injured – and warmth. With the loss of her bag in the fall, her lighter and the last remaining gasoline had disappeared. Making a fire in the snow, with all the branches and kindling being damp, would be difficult, if not impossible. And she was already feeling the cold in a bad way.

      “We’ve gotta try to get through this night and keep each other warm, Buster,” she said, pulling the dog closer to her.

      Another vengeful howl from Tim somewhere up above echoed across the valley.

      “And hide from that crazy maniac,” Julia murmured.

      In one way, not having a fire was safer, for even the smallest of flames in this darkness would make it easier for Tim to find Julia. However, staying hidden from Tim meant little if she ended up dying of exposure.

      Julia knew she had to get moving. She had no idea what time it was, but when daylight came Tim would be able to see her tracks in the snow and track her down. She felt exhausted and sick, for Tim’s dirty jerky seemed to have done more harm than good, but she forced herself to get up onto her hands and knees. She needed something to grip and lean on so that she could get up without putting pressure on her injured ankle, but there were no trees nearby.

      “Sorry Buster, you’re gonna have to be my crutch for a moment,” she said. “Stand still boy, stand still.”

      Buster knew this command, and he stood obediently by Julia’s side. Leaning on his shoulder, she heaved herself up onto her feet. Even putting the slightest amount of pressure on her right ankle sent searing pain shooting up her leg, so she tried to keep all her weight on her left leg. While standing she was too tall to use Buster as a crutch, so she knew she would have to find some sort of substitute. There were plenty of fallen branches nearby, so she hopped over to the trees and started searching in the gloom for one that would be a suitable size.

      She soon found a thick branch around four feet in length. It wasn’t perfect, but it was all she had right now. She grasped it with a somewhat awkward grip in her right hand and found that she could at least distribute and support some of her weight with it in this way.

      From somewhere up above, Tim howled out his fury once more, and Julia shuddered, both frightened and grateful that the unexpected tumble had allowed her to escape from him.

      “Come on Buster, we’d better move before that maniac figures out we’re down here,” she said.

      Hobbling slowly and awkwardly, she and Buster set off into the dark woods in search of both warmth and a means to escape this place.
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      Anthony knew who the man who had fired the RPG was: Paul Kirby, notorious leader of the Vipers. He also knew that Kirby had a deep and bitter grudge against his father, who had put two of Kirby’s brothers in prison for life. He wondered if Kirby knew who he was; if he did, he was certain the biker would take out his hatred for his father on him.

      He didn’t have much time to dwell on such things, though. His mind was reeling from what he had just seen, as was Vincent’s. After the rocket had exploded, it looked like most of the tenth floor of the skyscraper was on fire. And judging from the tremendous force of the explosion, both boys were certain that their fathers could not have survived.

      The shock of this realization was too much to handle. Anthony and Vincent both sat down on the snow-covered street, dragging the bikes down with them, and put their heads in their hands and wept. None of the other boys were near them, nor were any of the bikers, so there was nobody nearby to witness their weeping. Both boys had endured the experience of a beloved pet dying before, but as crushing as those times had been, they did little to prepare them for this. They already felt as if the rugs had just been pulled from under their feet, and felt like their whole worlds had been turned upside down, but now it felt as if the end of everything had truly come.

      Anthony wasn’t sure how long he sat there bawling, but through his terrible pain and grief, he heard Paul yelling about bringing out the pigs to kill them. He looked up, shocked, and saw Vincent staring at Paul and his men with the same expression of surprise on his face. Could their fathers somehow have survived the explosion?

      It didn’t really matter, though, Anthony thought mournfully. If they were still alive, they would just end up getting murdered by these brutes, like Mr. Edwards had been.

      “What the hell is taking so long?!” Paul roared. “Jack, Scars, go down into that parking garage and see what the fuck those clowns are doing!”

      Two bikers carrying guns and camping lanterns ran across the street and disappeared into the parking garage. They returned a short while later, and the looks on their faces immediately informed everyone that something was wrong.

      “They’re dead!” one of them yelled to Paul. “Some motherfucker with a crossbow took ‘em all out! And the pigs got away, there were some cut zip-ties on the ground!”

      Anthony glanced at Vincent and saw that his friend was wearing the same expression he was: one of immense surprise and sudden hope against all odds. Neither of them had any idea how their fathers could have survived, but it seemed that they had – and that they had an ally with them.

      Paul’s face was expressionless, and he didn’t seem to react at all for a few moments. Then, however, he walked over to his bike, which had a large fireman’s axe strapped to it. He took off the axe and strolled casually over to one of the Vipers who had been wounded in the gunfight. The biker had been shot through the leg, and while his wound was bad, it definitely wasn’t fatal.

      “Help me boss, help me get up,” the biker pleaded. “I just need to get this leg cleaned up, and I’ll be okay. Just help me—”

      With a vicious swing, Paul buried the axe in the biker’s face. The big blade slammed home with a sickening wet thud, caving the man’s face in in a mess of gore and blood. Paul ripped it out and then started howling with ferocious fury while hacking with the huge axe at the biker’s head and body again and again until there was almost nothing recognizable left of him.

      Sprayed with blood and panting from the effort of utterly obliterating his former companion, Paul stepped back, his face a mask of murderous fury. “All right, all right,” he gasped. “Now I feel a little better … not nearly as good as I would have felt ripping those pigs’ guts out and throttling ‘em with ‘em, but better.”

      “What do we do now, boss?” Pete asked. “Those fuckin’ cops are still out there, and they seem to have a buddy with them who knows how to use a crossbow.”

      “Fuck ‘em,” Paul said with a shrug. “If they’re stupid enough to come after us again, they’ll get what’s coming to ‘em. There’s no way they’ll survive another battle with us. There are what, three of those assholes? Against all of us? No fuckin’ chance. I hate those pigs with all my heart and soul, but I’m no fuckin’ moron. I’m not gonna waste time and effort going after ‘em, it’s a lost cause. And once we’re gone, they’ll be stuck in this city with all the rest of the rats. They’ll die like the rest. We’ve wasted enough time in this shithole already. Time to go, get the pack mules ready. Now, we move out!”

      “Shit,” Anthony muttered.

      “What do we do now?” Vincent asked.

      Anthony looked up and saw Pete striding in their direction with an evil glower on his face. A strange cocktail of both hope and despair was flowing through his veins. He was immensely happy that his father was still alive, but he couldn’t see how they would have any hope of escaping now.

      “I don’t know, dude, I don’t know,” he said to Vincent. “Just keep your head down for now and do what they say, and try to look for an opportunity to escape.”

      “On your feet girls!” Pete yelled. “Break time is over! Get up off your asses, you lazy lil’ shitstains!”

      One by one the boys all came out of their places of cover. The bikers herded them into lines and then set off. The bridge loomed up ahead, and the sight of it filled the boys with dread, for they knew that once they crossed it things would be even worse. The fact that Anthony still had the gun gave him a measure of comfort, as did the fact that his father was still alive, but things were looking increasingly dire and he was finding it difficult to hold on to the courage he had to go on. One look at Vincent’s face told him that his best friend was feeling exactly the same.

      They got to the bridge, which was filled with abandoned vehicles, after a short and miserable trip through the cold. Anthony noticed that the sky was starting to clear up overhead, but the sight of a few stars in the dark bowl only increased his dread. Without the clouds’ insulating effect it would become even more bitterly cold, and he was suffering badly enough already from the icy weather.

      Nobody was manning the bridge, and not a soul was to be seen anywhere near it. Anthony briefly wondered where the cops were; aside from his father and Leo, he hadn’t seen any since this whole thing had started. From the time they had been taken captive he had heard the sounds of gunfights, shouting, and what sounded like rioting echoing through the city, and he had guessed that perhaps the police were there, dealing with those things … but now he wondered if they really were, or, if like most people, they had simply abandoned their jobs and positions and gone off to fend for themselves. This truly was a state of lawlessness, he thought, unlike any that had existed for hundreds of years in the civilized world. Men like Paul Kirby made the laws now – men with the power, weapons, and brutality to force others to do exactly what they wanted.

      “Say goodbye to the city!” Paul roared as the train of bikers and boys began to cross the bridge. “This shithole can burn in hell! We’re never coming back … and we’re about to go make a new country! An empire! An empire in which I’m the fucking emperor! I’m the new Genghis Khan, motherfuckers! From this point on, I write history!”

      “Move your asses, girls!” Pete said, striding up and down the line of boys and lashing out at them with a thick strip of rubber he’d found. The blows from the strip weren’t heavy enough to injure the boys, but it hurt enough to sting badly.

      “What’s wrong sunshine, you daydreaming over there?” Pete snarled, lashing the rubber strip across Anthony’s face. “Wake the fuck up!”

      Anthony winced and gasped as the sharp blow burned a welt across his cheek. He wanted to curse at the big biker and whip out his pistol, but all he could do was grit his teeth, hold his tongue, and swallow both his pride and the pain.

      The bridge was a long one, and because of the traffic clogged up across the entire length of it, it took the bikers and the boys quite a while to get across to the other side, where the road split off in a number of directions.

      When they got to the other side, they saw that a number of bikers were already there, waiting on their dirt bikes for the rest of the Vipers. At this point Anthony and Vincent noticed a strange sight: a number of boxes with a mining company logo on them, all ripped open and scattered around the bikes.

      One of the bikers in this new group, a tall, broad shouldered man with long gray hair and a thick handlebar mustache, walked up to Paul. “It’s ready, boss,” he said. “Of course, I had to wire up a fuse the old-fashioned way with gunpowder, but it’ll work.”

      It was then that Anthony saw the fuse, a long one which led along the ground to somewhere beneath the bridge.

      “Then let’s do this,” Paul said, grinning. “Everyone get your asses away from the bridge!” he roared.

      “Move it girls, get the fuck up the road unless you rats wanna be vaporized!” Pete yelled, moving up and down the line of boys and lashing with the rubber strip.

      The boys hurriedly pushed their bikes up the road to where Pete was pointing. Anthony glanced over his shoulder and saw Paul squatting down and using his Zippo to ignite the fuse, which hissed with a fizz of bright orange sparks in the dark. The trail of spitting sparks traveled quickly along the fuse and then disappeared under the bridge, while the bikers all watched with eager suspense.

      Nothing happened, not for a very long time, it seemed. The bikers seemed to be holding their breath for nothing … but then it happened. A bigger explosion than Anthony and Vincent had ever seen, or indeed could have imagined, ripped through the night. The shock wave from the blast was enough to bowl them all over, and the thunderous clap of it, like the earth itself breaking in two, left their ears ringing with a shrill whine. A monstrous flash of light seared everything with blinding brightness for a brief and terrifying second, and this was followed by a billowing cloud of dust and debris the size of multiple skyscrapers.

      The bikers whooped with savage delight and glee – even though they too had been bowled over, and their ears were ringing – and scrambled back to their feet, roaring out cries of triumph and victory.

      The boys were initially too shocked and disoriented to realize what had happened, but as the immense cloud of dust finally began to clear, they saw what the bikers had done. Half of the bridge had simply … disappeared.

      “Holy shit,” Vincent murmured. “They blew up the bridge!”

      “And our dads are stuck on the other side, trapped in the city,” Anthony said glumly. “Now we’re in real trouble, dude … now we’re in serious, serious trouble…”
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      “Where are you taking us?” Troy asked Heavy J. “We can’t afford to let our boys get out of sight.”

      “Relax man, you think I wanna let those Vipers get away?” Heavy J retorted. “I ain’t no fool – but you seem to be. Shit, if it wasn’t for me you’d be nothing but a corpse swinging from a lamppost about now. We can’t take on those motherfuckers right now, not until we’re packing way more serious heat. And I’ve got that heat, trust me, I got all the heat we need … but it ain’t here. We have to go get it, and then we can go after the Vipers. So just chill, pig, fuckin’ chill.”

      “Working with a dirtbag like you might be a little easier for all of us if you stopped calling us ‘pigs’, homie,” Leo muttered sourly.

      Heavy J chuckled. “Does it matter what I call y’all? Who gives a shit? I’m a dirtbag, you’re pigs, whatever. What matters is that we’re killers – and that we focus that killin’ energy on Paul Kirby and his redneck fuckin’ bikers. Maybe y’all think of yourselves as ‘good’ killers and me as a ‘bad’ killer, but killin’ is killin’, and killin’ is what we gotta do.”

      “All right, all right, let’s focus on that and forget about our differences for now,” Troy said. “I do still want to know where we’re going, though.”

      “Same place I picked up these silent killers,” Heavy J said, patting one of his crossbows. “A place none of my homies knew about – a place nobody but me knows about, because I don’t got nobody I trust well enough to tell about it. And for good reason too; it was one of my own homies who betrayed me and my Reds to Kirby and his Vipers. The motherfucker who did it is dead now, but that don’t matter, because his betrayal cost me … everything. Well, almost everything.”

      The men walked through the downtown streets, which were eerily deserted and silent, until they got to a sleazy strip club. The place was dark, like everywhere else, and locked up.

      “One of your business interests, I’m guessing?” Troy said.

      “Yeah, but this ain’t an official Reds business,” Heavy J said, taking them around to the back of the strip club. “None of my Reds homies know – knew – I had shares in this place. I kept that a secret, for a good reason.” He set the crossbows down and unlocked the back door. Inside a camping lantern was burning, and the cops followed Heavy J into the room, which seemed to be a stockroom for the club, filled with liquor crates and other supplies.

      “I don’t see no guns in here,” Leo muttered.

      “That’s coz you ain’t lookin’ in the right place,” Heavy J said, shuffling over to the sink, in which a bunch of dirty dishes and glasses were sitting.

      “The faucet ain’t gonna work, there ain’t no hot water,” Leo said as Heavy J pulled on the faucet. “After what happened, there probably ain’t ever gonna be any running water in this city again.”

      “I ain’t turning on no water,” Heavy J said. He turned the faucet a few clicks, and then spun it the opposite direction, and did this again. At this point the cops realized that it wasn’t actually a faucet – it was a hidden dial for a safe. “This is all mechanical, don’t need no electricity to work.”

      There was a click behind the far wall, and a shelf stacked with beer crates swung open, revealing a hidden door and staircase there. Heavy J took the camping lantern and shuffled through the hidden door, then disappeared down the stairs. The cops glanced at each other in the gloom and then followed him down.

      The stairs led down to a basement room … and when the cops entered it, they gasped at the sight that greeted them. All sorts of firearms lined the walls, and crates of ammunition were stacked all over the place. There were also plenty of combat helmets, bulletproof vests and other items of body armor, as well as a plethora of unconventional weapons like crossbows, swords, spears, and other things. There were also a few RPGs, rockets, and grenades.

      “You like your weapons, huh?” Troy remarked.

      “Always have, ever since I was a kid. I still got the first weapon I ever owned – a BB gun I shoplifted from Walmart when I was seven,” Heavy J said proudly.

      “You started your life of crime early, huh?” Leo said sourly.

      “Don’t act all high and mighty, fool,” Heavy J retorted. “I know who you are. You from the same streets I’m from, and I know you ran with gangs when you was growin’ up, back before you became a pig.”

      “Where the hell did you get all this stuff?” Troy asked, amazed at what he was seeing. Some firearms were so rare and niche that he had only ever seen them in magazines.

      Heavy J shrugged. “If you’ve got mountains of cash and know people in the underworld, you can get just about any damn thing you want on God’s green earth. And me, I wanted weapons. Lots of ‘em, of all different kinds. This is where all my coke dealin’ money went, buying myself an arsenal worthy of a fuckin’ army. Except now, I don’t got no more army to wield ‘em … so you pigs will have to do. You asked where I was taking you? This is where I was taking you. Pack as much heat as you can, take whatever fuckin’ weapons and ammo you want. Then we’re gonna bring that shit to the Vipers, hit ‘em like a damn skyscraper comin’ down on ‘em.”

      “I’m as eager to take the Vipers down as you are,” Troy said to Heavy J, “and these weapons will certainly help us to do that, but there’s one big problem you might have overlooked. There are only three of us, and there’s only so much we can carry.”

      “Yeah,” Leo added, “and without a car, most of this stuff is just gonna have to stay here, hidden in this basement.”

      “I got a whole bunch of different rides, from a Lamborghini to a Range Rover,” Heavy J muttered, shaking his head and scowling. “An’ every damn one of ‘em is dead as those Vipers are gonna be. Like every other car on the damn road … except those motherfuckers’ dirt bikes. How come they work and everything else is dead?”

      “There was an EMP attack,” Troy explained, “and I’m not going to waste time explaining the details behind it, but like you’ve seen, it’s taken out everything electrical or electronic, and that includes most vehicles. The Vipers’ dirt bikes work because they’re simple vehicles, all made in the early 80s or late 70s, from what I’ve seen. They don’t rely on electronics to work.”

      “Wait a second,” Heavy J said, furrowing his brow. “If dirt bikes from the 70s are still good, would a car from that time be okay?”

      “Many cars from the 70s and earlier will still work, yes,” Troy said. “But it’s not as if you see many these days.”

      “Shit, why didn’t y’all say so sooner?” Heavy J said. “I got a ride from the ‘60s, a Cadillac, man! You tellin’ me it’s still gonna work even after this EMV shit?”

      “It’s ‘EMP’,” Troy said, “and yeah, I’m 99 percent sure it’ll still be good.”

      “Word,” Heavy J said. “You wait here and get some weapons and ammo together. Start bringin’ it all upstairs into the kitchen. I’ll go get the Cadillac.”

      Troy and Leo started getting weapons and ammo ready, bringing them up to the kitchen, while Heavy J went to get his Cadillac. Soon enough the cops had brought up enough weapons and ammo to supply an army. Heavy J, meanwhile, pulled in to the parking lot behind the club in a spotless mid-60s purple Cadillac.

      “It’s a pretty car, but it ain’t gonna stay like that for long,” Leo remarked as he carried a bundle of assault rifles out to the Cadillac.

      Heavy J shrugged. “I don’t give a shit if I have to burn this ride to the ground if it means I get to put a bullet through Paul Kirby’s head. Load it up.”

      Just as they were loading the first guns into the Cadillac’s trunk, however, a tremendous boom exploded through the city, like a thousand thunderclaps exploding simultaneously. A brief but immensely bright flash lit up the sky.

      “What the fuck was that?” Heavy J asked.

      “I don’t know, but it came from the direction of the bridge,” Troy said, looking worried, “which is where the Vipers and our boys were headed.”

      “Then we’d best get this ride loaded up and find out what it was,” Heavy J muttered. “If they did something to the bridge, I don’t know how we’re gonna get outta this city to hunt ‘em down. This car can do many things, but it sure as shit can’t fly.”

      The men hastily loaded as many weapons and as much ammunition into the car as they could, and then they set off for the bridge, each greatly worried about what they would find when they got there.
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      Movement through the dark, cold woods was difficult and felt tortuously slow. The branch Julia was using as an improvised crutch was awkward to hold, and anytime she slipped and inadvertently put weight on her injured ankle a blast of hot, almost paralyzing agony ripped up her leg. Her good leg was becoming weary from all the effort, and it felt like it took twice the effort to only move half the distance she would have had both ankles been okay.

      Tim’s howls of anger continued to echo across the valley from time to time; it seemed that he wasn’t about to give up on finding and capturing Julia. This provided some much-needed motivation to keep going instead of simply lying down in the snow, which she sometimes felt like doing.

      The sky remained clear, allowing her to at least figure out in which direction she was going. Not that it felt as if it was doing much good, though; she had no idea how she would be able to cover the vast distance that lay ahead when traveling even a mile on one leg and a sick belly felt like running a marathon while suffering from a terrible case of flu.

      Julia had to keep forcing thoughts of her husband and her son back into her head to keep her going. Buster also provided some encouragement with his bubbly, indefatigable attitude. The roar of the river served as an aural beacon; Julia felt that the rushing waters held the key to escaping from this place, although she wasn’t sure how yet. She only knew she had to keep going.

      So, through the pain and agony and crushing weariness and churning nausea, she pushed on. Exhaustion, sickness, and cold did their best to cripple her and sap every last drop of energy from her, but she refused to allow them to do this. Step by painful step, she moved through the dark, icy woods.

      Finally, after what felt like hours of tortuous agony, she saw the flashing glint of running water through a gap in the trees. “All right boy,” she said to Buster, gritting her teeth with agony, “we’re almost there. I’m not sure what we’re gonna find there … but I just know we need to get there.”

      Even though the river looked as if it was maybe a hundred yards away, it felt as if it took almost an hour to traverse those hundred yards on her single aching good leg. Finally, though, she got through the trees and found herself on the riverbank … but when she arrived there, she felt not triumph or relief, but instead dismay.

      “I should have known from the sound of it,” she muttered, shaking her head. “I should have known, I should have known…”

      The river, a broad and tumultuous body of water, was in flood from melting snows upstream. Even in the dim starlight Julia could see that to step into the water would be suicidal; the surging current was furious, and this section, as far as she could see downstream, seemed to be an endless series of potent rapids. Even if she had had some sort of sturdy watercraft, no boat or raft could survive such rapids, not even with an expert pilot at the helm. And somewhere in the back of Julia’s mind she had imagined that she would be able to lash a few logs together and construct a makeshift raft, and drift merrily on down the stream while giving her ankle a much-needed break. One look at the raging river immediately told her just how foolishly impossible this notion had been.

      She hobbled over to a boulder near the angry white waters and sat down, cradling her head in her hands. She wanted to break down and weep; it all seemed so hopeless now. The cold was once again starting to seep into her bones and slow down her movements, and the rotten jerky was sloshing around her guts and causing wave after wave of nausea to hit her. Her ankle throbbed with an ungodly intensity of agony.

      “I’m stuck,” Julia whimpered. “I’m trapped, I’m lost, I’m too weak and hurt to go on … we’re a hundred miles away from home, Buster, and I don’t even feel like I can walk another yard, let alone another mile, never mind a hundred miles! I should have just stayed in the car … it would have been a more comfortable way to die, at least.”

      She cradled her head in her hands and wept for a few minutes, while Buster did his best to comfort her, licking her face and whimpering softly. Through the blur of tears, however, something caught Julia’s eye: a glint near her foot. Sniffing and sobbing, she wiped the tears from her eyes and looked down, and was surprised to see a beer can there. She picked it up and immediately noticed it was unopened. It looked fresh, as if it had only been there for a day or two; there was no dirt on it at all.

      She looked around and saw another few beer cans scattered around the area, although these were crushed and had been consumed. She got up, feeling a sense of tentative hope, and searched the area. There was also an empty chip bag and some bits of discarded fishing tackle. For once, Julia felt immense joy instead of anger at finding such litter in nature, for it meant that civilization was, perhaps, a lot closer than she had imagined it to be.

      And if civilization was nearby, then perhaps so too was a means to get to the homestead that didn’t involve walking a hundred miles through the terrible cold. This hope gave Julia the boost of strength she needed to go on. The first thing she did was crack open the beer and drink it; not only did it provide some much-needed calories, she also hoped the alcohol in it might help with her stomach.

      She felt better after drinking it, and felt as if she was able to move a little faster. She and Buster followed the course of the river, and after an hour of travel found a jetty and a dirt track. This section of the broad river was obviously a lot calmer when not in flood, and people seemed to launch small boats here. She followed the track, which led into the trees and joined up with a dirt road.

      “All right, let’s follow this road and see where it takes us,” she said to Buster, checking the starry sky before setting off to make sure she was going in roughly the right direction.

      She noticed something as she was heading along the road, hobbling along on her makeshift crutch. In the distance there was a droning roar, deeper and more bassy than the sound of the flooded river, and the closer she got to it, the louder it became. She was quite sure it was a waterfall – and a huge one at that.

      Suddenly, over the roar of the waterfall came another sound, one that sent dread coursing through Julia’s veins. It was Tim … but this time his howls of rage weren’t coming from up above on the clifftop. They were coming from the river.

      “Oh no,” Julia gasped. “He’s realized I went down the cliff, and he’s come down after us. He’s tracking us, Buster, he’s tracking us…”

      Tim may have been partially disabled with his gammy leg, but even so, he could move faster than Julia could with the limitation of her injured ankle. And she had left footprints all through the snow, footprints that Tim had clearly discovered. It was no longer a matter of whether he would find and catch her – it was a matter of when.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            30

          

        

      

    

    
      Everyone’s ears continued to ring for a long time after the blast, and the cloud of dust from the titanic explosion hovered in the air like a dense fog. Anthony and Vincent still couldn’t believe what they had just seen, and what they were looking at; half of the huge bridge, which had been so real and solid a few minutes earlier – the literal ground beneath their feet when they had crossed it – was simply gone now.

      The Vipers mounted up their dirt bikes and got into formation, with Paul Kirby and his lieutenants leading the group. Other bikers rode alongside the boys to make sure none of them tried to slip out of formation, and more bikers covered the rear, also to make sure no boys slipped away.

      “Get ready for the ride of your lives, girls!” Pete sneered at the boys. He was one of the bikers whose duty it was to ride alongside the boys and keep them in line. “We’re going a long way tonight, and there ain’t gonna be no stopping, y’hear?! If those lil’ legs of yours get tired, you’d best just push through the pain, because if you stop, I’m gonna cause you way worse pain than some aching legs, I promise you that.”

      “What do we do, dude?” Vincent whispered to Anthony.

      “I don’t know, but for now we’d better just do what they tell us.”

      “What about our dads, they’re still gonna try rescue us, right?” Vincent asked worriedly.

      “I’m sure they will,” Anthony said, “but I don’t know how and when, because who knows how long it’s gonna take them to find another way out of the city and into the hills now that the bridge is gone. We have to rely on ourselves for now.”

      “Hey! Shut your damn mouths and start pedaling, or I’ll cut that busy little tongue right out of your fucking mouth, you rat!” Pete yelled at them as he rode past on his dirt bike. “Let’s go, ladies, let’s go!”

      The large convoy of dirt bikes and motorcycles set off. The dirt bikes rode at a snail’s pace so that the bicycles could keep up, but even so it was tough going, for the winding road, which led first through some suburbs and then out into the forested hills, was all uphill from this point on.

      Anthony and Vincent pedaled on in grim silence. They were both fit and healthy, as were most of the scout troop and the other teenagers the bikers had captured, but with the heavy packs on their backs and the unrelenting uphill gradient they soon started to get tired, and their legs grew weary and started to burn and ache. The gun tucked into his pants gave Anthony a small measure of comfort, but with his hands being locked to the handlebars, there was little he could do with it. It also simultaneously caused him a great degree of worry and anxiety, for if Pete or any of the other bikers discovered that he had it, there would be hell to pay.

      The suburbs were as eerily quiet and dark as the rest of the city. In many houses a light or two burned – camping lanterns and candles – and when the convoy initially entered the suburbs, a number of curious people came out of their houses at the sound of the many dirt bike engines. However, the bikers did not hesitate to yell aggressively and fire warning shots at anyone who came out to stare, and this got any curious onlookers hastily scampering back inside their homes. It quickly became depressingly clear that nobody was going to attempt to help the boys.

      After around an hour of grueling uphill riding, Anthony noticed that one of the older teenage boys seemed to be growing completely exhausted, beyond the point at which he could carry on. His bicycle started to weave and sway dangerously, and his breathing was loud and ragged.

      Pete noticed this and rode up to the struggling boy on his dirt bike. “What’s going on, sunshine?” he asked in a mocking voice. “You getting a lil’ tired there?”

      The boy was too exhausted to answer. He gasped raggedly, swerved suddenly, and crashed into the ground. Pete had a whistle dangling around his neck, and when he saw the boy had collapsed, he blew it. The piercing sound caused the other bikers to stop, which in turn got the whole convoy to stop.

      Breathing hard, with every muscle in his lower body aching, Anthony stopped too. He felt terrible about it, but he couldn’t help feeling a small measure of relief at the other boy’s collapse, simply because it gave him an excuse to rest.

      “What the fuck is going on back there?” Paul yelled.

      “We’ve got a downer!” Pete yelled back.

      “I guess it’s time for a little chemical fuel for the pack mules then!” Paul yelled back. “Dose ‘em up and then let’s get moving!”

      Anthony and Vincent shot each other a worried glance. Neither of them liked the sound of this.

      Pete grinned, reached into a compartment on his backpack, and took out a plastic bag filled with small white pills. “Any of you rats ever tried speed?” he asked. “It’s good stuff, girls, great stuff when you need to get some shit done! After you pop one of these, you’ll be pedaling without stopping until you reach the fuckin’ Canadian border! It’ll make y’all just like a bunch of Energizer bunnies, hahaha!”

      He dismounted his bike and walked over to the boy who had collapsed. Taking a large bottle of water out of his backpack, he squatted down next to the boy, who was gasping like a fish pulled out of water, utterly exhausted. “Open wide, you chubby piece of shit,” Pete growled, shoving an amphetamine pill at the boy’s mouth. “You swallow this down good, or I’ll curb stomp your ugly lil’ mouth.”

      The boy weakly opened his mouth and Pete popped the pill into it, and then pressed the opening of the water bottle against the boy’s lips. “Swallow the fucking pill, you lil’ bitch,” Pete growled. “Do it!”

      The boy gulped down a mouthful of water and swallowed the pill.

      “Good, good,” Pete said. “You’ll be pedaling like a champion again in a few minutes. Now listen up, assholes!” he yelled to the rest of the boys. “Every one of y’all is gonna take one of these magic pills now! We don’t want no more of you shits stopping and slowing us down! I’m gonna put the pill in your mouth, and by God you’re gonna swallow it, or I’m gonna tear your fucking teeth out with pliers and make you swallow those instead!”

      He went around to each boy, popping an amphetamine pill into their mouths and then forcing them to swallow a mouthful of water right after that.

      “I don’t wanna take drugs!” Vincent whispered urgently to Anthony.

      “As soon as it’s in your mouth, slip it under your tongue,” Anthony whispered back. “It’s what I used to do when my mom tried to give me this medicine I didn’t want. Just hold it under your tongue and swallow the water, then when he’s not looking you can spit it out.”

      Before either of them could say anything else, Pete walked up to Anthony. “Open wide,” he said mockingly. Anthony complied, and Pete popped a pill into his mouth. Anthony hastily closed his mouth and slipped the pill under his tongue, and then allowed Pete to put a mouthful of water between his lips.

      Since Pete was focused on getting the pills as quickly as possible to all the boys, he wasn’t paying particularly close attention, so Anthony was able to get away with this little trick of deception, as was Vincent. As soon as Pete turned his back they both spit the pills out onto the street and discreetly crushed them under their shoes.

      Most of the other boys simply swallowed their pills, though, out of pure fear. The bikers all took a pill each too, voluntarily of course; most of them were already heavy speed users. While the bikers were waiting for the effects of the amphetamines to kick in, they had some whiskey and snacks, talking and joking in loud, brash voices.

      Soon enough Anthony and Vincent began to notice changes in the other boys who had taken the drugs. They started to become agitated and twitchy. The bikers noticed this too and roared with laughter. “They’re feeling it now, the lil’ turds are feeling it now!” one obese, bearded Viper yelled.

      “Let’s get moving then!” Paul yelled. “Start your motors boys, and let’s get the pack mules moving!”

      “You heard him, rats,” Pete growled, walking among the boys and lashing them with his strip of rubber. “Start pedaling!”

      The convoy set off again, and Vincent and Anthony pedaled reluctantly onward. They noticed that the other boys now seemed a lot more energetic and showed no signs of tiring. Indeed, Vincent and Anthony were now having to put a lot more effort into their pedaling to avoid being left behind.

      They exited the suburbs, leaving the last of the houses behind, and then they were in the hills, which were densely forested. The bikers’ headlamps lit up the road, but beyond these pools of light everything was pitch black. Anthony began to think of escape, now that they were out here in the woods and hills. If he and Vincent could somehow get into the woods, there was little chance that the bikers would find them in the dark. However, the fact that they were handcuffed to their bicycles meant that their mobility in the woods would be severely hampered, so much so that it would ruin any escape attempt before it even began. Without getting themselves free of the bicycles, Anthony thought glumly, there was no chance of escape.

      The journey was becoming ever more grueling, and despite how fit Anthony and Vincent were, both of them were utterly exhausted and drained, and were having to dig deep into their very last reserves of energy to keep pedaling. The boys who had taken the speed, however, seemed to have no problems.

      Anthony glanced across at Vincent and saw that his friend was just as utterly exhausted as he was. He feared that one of them would be the next to collapse – and if they did, they would have to face Pete’s wrath, for he would then know that they hadn’t taken the drugs. As spent as they both were, they had no choice but to keep going, as tortuous and draining as this was.

      Even with such a threat looming, though, Anthony felt as if he had reached the point at which he simply couldn’t go on. Every cycle of pedaling felt as if it would be the last, and his legs felt as if they had been filled with lead, feeling heavier and more dead than he could ever remember them feeling. The backpack also felt as if it were filled with pure lead, and its weight was causing his back and shoulders to feel as if they had been doused in liquid fire. He was drawing on every last ounce of willpower he possessed, but he could feel a collapse coming on, and he knew that when it hit he would be powerless to resist it.

      He kept on fighting for a few more minutes, but then he finally reached it: the point at which he could no longer go on. Like the chubby teenager had earlier, Anthony swayed and swerved on his bike, and then finally pitched over and crashed into the road.

      “What the hell?!” Pete yelled angrily. “You sorry lil’ son of a whore, what the hell are you doing?! He blew his whistle, causing the entire convoy to stop, and then got off his bike and walked over to Anthony, who was gasping for breath on the ground, completely exhausted. “You spit out your medicine, didn’t you, you lil’ shit?!” Pete snarled, standing over Anthony. “You wouldn’t be like this if you’d taken the damn pill, you lying motherfucker!”

      Anthony was too exhausted to respond. He felt as if he was on the verge of losing consciousness; nothing felt real anymore, and the whole world was swimming. Pete’s voice, as loud and angry as it was, sounded muffled and muted in his head, as if it was coming from miles away.

      “This lil’ asshole spit out his speed!” Pete yelled to Paul. “Now he can’t ride no more!”

      “We ain’t got no more time to waste,” Paul said coldly. “Put a bullet in the lil’ prick, then we’ll keep moving.”

      “You heard what the boss said,” Pete muttered, drawing his pistol and aiming it at Anthony’s face. “You did this to yourself, you lil’ piece of shit. If you’d just taken your medicine like I told you, I wouldn’t have to put you out of your misery like the lame mule you are. Anyway, this is a lesson for the rest of you rats! This is what happens if you disobey us, this is what happens!”

      “No!” Vincent screamed, staring in helpless horror at the unfolding scene. “No, don’t kill him, please, don’t do it!”

      As Pete was about to squeeze the trigger, though, another interruption stayed his hand … for racing toward the convoy, carving through the thick darkness of the mountain road, was a pair of car headlights.
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      “They blew it up,” Troy muttered, shaking his head with disbelief at the sight of the destroyed bridge, over which a cloud of dust was still hanging. “The sons of bitches actually blew it up.”

      A large crowd had gathered, drawn out of the relative warmth and safety of their homes and apartments by the sound of the enormous explosion. Now they were all standing on the intact side of the bridge, staring in shock at what had been done, and buzzing with excited conversation. The sight of Heavy J’s working car was also drawing their attention, and not all of it was welcome.

      “I smell a mob forming,” Leo said. “And in desperate times like these, people are gonna get crazy. We need to get the hell out of here before they decide they want this car.”

      “Let ‘em try to take it,” Heavy J growled. “We got an arsenal bigger than that of most army units in the trunk. The first motherfucker who lays a finger on my Cadillac is gonna get his ugly-ass head blown off.”

      “I think it might be a little late for getting out of here,” Troy said worriedly, staring out of the rear window. The crowd was rapidly swelling in size and had blocked off the exit to the bridge. Because of all the dead cars clogging up the lanes on the bridge, there was no way to get the big Cadillac – which was about a quarter of the way across the bridge – back off it without reversing all the way.

      “You two pigs are still in uniform,” Heavy J said. “Get out and make the motherfuckers move.”

      While it was true that Leo and Troy were still in their SWAT uniforms, neither man believed that the agitated mob would respect their authority or listen to whatever orders they gave. Still, it was worth a shot, and about the only chance they had to get off the destroyed bridge without resorting to violence.

      “We have to try,” Leo said. “Heavy J, back up slowly but firmly. Don’t stop, and for God’s sake don’t run us over. We’ll do what we can to clear the crowd.”

      The mob’s energy was picking up, and people were already starting to move toward the car, with some of them breaking into a run.

      “They’re about to start swarming,” Troy said. “We’d better shut this down before it spirals completely out of control.”

      He and Leo – who had both armed themselves with M-16 rifles – stepped out of the car. Both of them had experience with crowd control, and they both knew how fast mobs could get dangerously violent in the right conditions … conditions just like these.

      Troy knew that to have any hope of overcoming the mob before they got into riot mode, he would have to intimidate them rapidly and definitively. With this in mind, he loosed a burst of fully automatic fire into the air the moment he stepped out of the vehicle. This time, with the Cadillac stacked full of ammunition, he didn’t have to worry so much about conserving ammo.

      The thunderous hammering of the rifle was enough to stop the excited runners in their tracks and enough to temporarily halt the determined advance of the rest of the crowd. Troy wasted no time in following up his burst of fire with a loud, intimidating yell.

      “Everyone get back!” he roared. “This is official police business and if you interfere, we will use lethal force!”

      “Clear a path!” Leo yelled, blasting a few shots into the air as well. “Clear a path, get out of the way!”

      Heavy J, keeping an eye on the cops behind him, started to slowly reverse.

      “That don’t look like no police car!” someone from the crowd yelled.

      “Yeah, looks more like a pimp-mobile!” someone else shouted. “These people aren’t real cops!”

      “Give us the car!” another person yelled.

      Both cops could feel the crackling energy of the mob in the air. It was getting to a dangerous level; both men sensed this. To ramp up the level of intimidation, they leveled their rifles at the crowd, which was growing thicker and slowly becoming bolder, despite the cops having fired shots already.

      “What the hell is going on in this city?” an angry man demanded. “If you’re really cops, tell us what the hell is going on! Why ain’t there no power, why are all our phones and cars and stuff dead? Tell us, we deserve to know!”

      Troy knew that it would be futile to try to explain what an EMP was, and it would be a waste of time, which would allow the growing mob to gather even more dangerous momentum than they already had.

      “Disperse and return to your homes!” he yelled aggressively. “This is government business! We will use lethal force if you do not comply!”

      “It’s the Chinese, isn’t it?!” someone else yelled. “I heard they’ve invaded! I heard hundreds of thousands of Chinese troops are landing on the West Coast!”

      To Leo, this sounded like a wild, baseless rumor, but then again, the EMP was undeniable evidence that someone powerful had attacked the United States. However, right now he didn’t have the time to think about such things; all he could focus on was getting his son back, and at this point in time, simply getting out of this increasingly dangerous situation in one piece.

      “We are not here to discuss rumors!” he yelled as the crowd grew bolder, and started advancing slowly but determinedly. “Stay back! Clear a path!”

      “These pigs are part of it!” someone else from the crowd yelled. “It’s the government that did this, it’s an inside job like 9/11 was!”

      Angry murmurs of approval rippled through the mob at this wild accusation. It was glaringly apparent that they – as was always the case with mobs – were looking for a target on which to focus their anger and frustration, and the car and its occupants were proving to be a perfect target.

      “These motherfuckers know what’s happening, but they won’t tell us because they’re in on it!” another person yelled angrily. “We’re freezing to death in our homes and we don’t have any food or power, but they’ve got a working car! It ain’t right!”

      “They blew up the bridge! It was them, I saw them!” someone else screamed, caught up in the mob’s rising hysteria.

      “We should kill the bastards!” someone else roared as the jostling, growing mob started to become bolder and more aggressive. “They’re liars and traitors to this country!”

      “Get back, all of you!” Leo roared, firing another few rounds into the air. “We don’t have anything to do with this shit!”

      “Then why is your car working while everyone else’s is dead?!” a woman screamed. “You did this!”

      Leo’s burst of fire had halted the advance of the front ranks of the mob, but this turned out to be only temporary. Soon enough they were pushing forward again, and now a couple of them were only a few yards from the car, and from the two police officers.

      “This is your last warning!” Leo yelled, swinging his rifle and aiming it at anyone who dared to step too close to him. “If anyone comes any closer, we will open fire!”

      “There’s only two of ‘em, and over a hundred of us!” a man shouted. “We can take ‘em! Then we can take the car!”

      Troy shot a worried glance at Leo. Neither man wanted to fire on a crowd of civilians whose frustrations and anger were certainly understandable, but it was becoming painfully obvious that if they didn’t start shooting, they would be overrun. The crowd was close packed now, presenting a wall of tense bodies and wild eyes that was closing in around the car and the cops with relentless force.

      “Get the pigs!” a man with a crazed look in his eyes and a baseball bat in his hands suddenly screamed, breaking free from the crowd and charging at Leo.

      Before Leo could shoot the man, however, a shot rang out, dropping the charging maniac in his tracks. Then there was a burst of automatic fire, and three people in the front row collapsed as the bullets thudded home. A wave of panic immediately blasted through the crowd, and the mob disintegrated into panicked flight as people started screaming and fleeing, knocking each other over and trampling each other in their haste to flee from the gunfire.

      “Run, motherfuckers!” Heavy J roared, spraying the crowd with automatic fire from his Tec-9. “Come near my ride again and you fuckin’ die, every last one of you!” He then turned to stare at the cops with rage in his eyes. “Get the fuck back inside the car, you useless assholes! Move it!”

      Both men had to admit that they were grateful that Heavy J had acted before they could; neither of them would have dealt well with the guilt of having to shoot innocent people. They piled hastily back into the car and Heavy J reversed at speed down off the bridge, not caring whether the path was clear of people or not. The cops heard a few sickening thumps as the Cadillac slammed into anyone who wasn’t fast enough to get out of the way. Heavy J came off the bridge, slammed on the brakes, and then stomped on the gas, spinning the tires with a howling shriek as he sped away.

      “You pigs gonna thank me or what?” he growled as they sped off.

      “For what, killing innocent people?” Troy said sourly.

      “For saving your damn asses again,” Heavy J muttered. “That’s twice in one evening now. You motherfuckers owe me big time.”

      “I was about to take out that crazy son of a bitch with the baseball bat,” Leo muttered. “You just got there first. You didn’t save us from nothin’, man.”

      “Whatever, pig.”

      In terse silence, they drove down the long road that followed the course of the river. The only sounds were the roar of the motor and Heavy J’s frequent curses every time he had to drive on the sidewalk to get around pileups of dead cars in the road. Finally, though, he spoke. “So how the fuck are we gon’ get this Cadillac across the river now that the bridge is gone?” he asked.

      Troy had been thinking about this. “Drive to the docks,” he said.

      “The docks?” Heavy J asked. “What the hell are we gonna do there? You ain’t seriously thinkin’ ‘bout putting this ride on a boat, are you?”

      “That’s exactly what I’m thinking,” Troy said.

      “Are you fuckin’ crazy, man?” Heavy J yelled. “I ain’t puttin’ my car on no damn boat! And what’s the point of that shit anyway? All the boats gon’ be as dead as the cars with this EMP shit. You think the three of us are just gon’ dip our hands in the water and paddle a huge fuckin’ boat with a fuckin’ big-ass car on it all the way across the river?”

      “No,” Troy said, “but I’m pretty sure I can figure out a way to get us across that river if we can find a boat that we can get the car onto. And before you say anything else, Heavy J, you need to understand that at this point, this is literally our only option to get the car, guns, and ammo across. Otherwise it’s one firearm each and whatever little ammo we can carry, and we kayak across and try to somehow track down the Vipers on foot.”

      “Wait,” Leo suddenly said. “There’s another option. It’s a lot riskier than a boat, but it’ll get us across the river a lot faster than trying to get the car onto a boat and rig up some sort of manual propulsion system, which, let’s be real, could take us until well into tomorrow morning.”

      “All right,” Troy said, “what’s this other option?”

      “The new West Bridge.”

      “It ain’t finished, genius,” Heavy J muttered sourly. “They still got what, 120 feet of bridge to still build? And unless you can magically make my Cadillac fuckin’ fly, I don’t see how we’re gonna get ourselves across there. The white boy is right, a boat is the only way.”

      A slow grin spread across Troy’s face as he began to realize what Leo was proposing. “You watched a lot of Dukes of Hazzard when you were a kid, didn’t you, Leo?”

      “I sure did,” Leo replied with a grin, “and this situation of ours got me thinking of it…”

      “What the hell are you two pigs talking about?” Heavy J asked.

      “We’re going to jump the gap,” Troy said.

      Heavy J’s flabby jaw dropped. “Are you out of your fuckin’ mind, man? I’ve heard crackheads talk more sense than you! Didn’t you just hear me say that there’s still around 120 feet of unfinished bridge? How the hell do you think we’re gonna jump that shit?”

      “With enough speed and enough of an angle on the ramp,” Troy said. “I know that the world record for a car jump is something like 270 feet. We can manage less than half of that, trust me. Go to the West Bridge … we can do this, I know we can...”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            32

          

        

      

    

    
      “We have to move boy, come on, we have to move faster,” Julia said desperately as Tim roared out again.

      It sounded as if he was perhaps a mile behind her, maybe closer. With snow everywhere, there was no way to move without leaving footprints, so all Julia could do was push on and pray that she came across a means of escape before Tim caught up with her.

      With this motivation spurring new energy and strength into her, she increased the pace of her painful limping and pressed on. Julia didn’t know what she was going to do, but if it came down to it, she was prepared to fight for her life. She still had Tim’s rusty knife, and she knew that Buster would join in the fight if it came down to it. However, despite Tim’s gammy leg, he had a distinct size and strength advantage, and being as weak and injured as she was, Julia wasn’t sure if she stood much chance against him. She had to escape, somehow. Fighting was only a desperate last resort.

      A distraction from these worrying thoughts came in the form of the waterfall’s deep, booming roar, louder than that of the rushing river. When Julia had first noticed it, she had known that it had to be a big one. Now, however, she was beginning to realize that the waterfall had to be truly massive. In her earlier moments of desperation she had thought that perhaps jumping off the waterfall would be a way to escape from Tim, but now that she was starting to understand just how huge it had to be, this plan fell to pieces. Jumping off a waterfall of this size would be suicidal.

      “Damn it, damn it,” she muttered under her breath, feeling surges of icy fear and panic racing through her veins as Tim yelled out again, sounding as if he was even closer this time. “There’s gotta be a way out of this, there has to be!”

      She tried to increase the speed at which she was hobbling along, but putting even the slightest pressure on her wounded ankle sent horrendous blasts of crippling agony shooting up her leg. Her arm and shoulder were burning with pain too from supporting her weight on the makeshift crutch. She had no idea how she was going get away from Tim, much less travel the hundred miles that stood between her and her family’s homestead.

      With these troubling, panic-inducing thoughts crashing around her mind, she turned a corner in the dirt road and found that there was a small parking area just off the road. There were two trucks and a station wagon parked in it. Gritting her teeth against the pain, Julia glanced over her shoulder and hurried over to the vehicles to see if there was anyone or anything in them that could help her.

      She quickly discovered that all three vehicles were empty, but all three had the same equipment inside them: Hang gliders. A burst of inspiration and hope flashed through Julia’s mind; she had been hang-gliding before, and she knew how to launch and fly and hang-glide. She guessed that this waterfall was a popular launch spot.

      She had never guessed that flying out of this situation was even a remote possibility, but now it seemed that, as crazy as the idea was, it might be the only way to escape. The problem was, the hang gliders in the cars were packed up and disassembled, and while she had flown one a few times before, she had never assembled one. And considering the fact that she would hundreds of feet off the ground, any mistakes made in the assembling of the hang glider could end up being lethal ones.

      Tim screamed out an enraged obscenity from somewhere behind Julia. He sounded a lot closer now, and she knew he was gaining on her rapidly. Even if she knew how to assemble one of these things, Julia realized, she wouldn’t have enough time to put it together before Tim got to her.

      The situation seemed hopeless. It appeared that there was no way out of this but a fight – possibly to the death – with a crazed madman. Julia pulled the long knife out and gripped it in a trembling hand, trying to muster up the courage to get herself into fighting mode. She had never been in a fight before and hadn’t even played any contact sports growing up. She had always been a gentle person, and although she could shoot very well, she’d never actually had to shoot anything living; Troy and Anthony were the ones who always did the hunting when they were out in the countryside at the homestead.

      Now she would not only have to fight a grown man who was possibly armed and certainly very dangerous, there was a very real chance that she might have to stab him with a knife. The thought of performing this kind of brutal, egregious violence made Julia want to vomit, but she did her best to steel her nerves.

      Just then a gentle gust of wind blew through the parking lot, and it carried with it an object that wrapped itself around Julia’s legs. She glanced down, and despite the darkness she could see quite clearly that it was a bag – an empty hang glider bag.

      The dim, sputtering flame of hope surged brightly within her. If there was an empty hang glider bag here, then there was probably an assembled hang glider nearby too. Julia guessed that the hang gliders must have panicked and left in a hurry when the EMP hit and all their phones, equipment, and cars died.

      Tim shouted again, and this time it sounded as if he was very close; less than a hundred yards away. Julia couldn’t waste any more time. She hobbled as fast as she could along the trail that led out of the parking area toward what sounded like the waterfall.

      The roar of the waterfall was immense now, and with every limping step Julia took toward it, the thunderous sound grew louder. The trees thinned out and the ground became more rocky, and because of the rocks and boulders strewn across the trail, Julia had to be a lot more careful. Buster started to growl and bark; he could sense Tim getting closer.

      Julia could sense it too; she couldn’t smell his awful stench yet, but she could hear his footsteps, with their telltale limping cadence, getting closer. She prayed that the sign sent by the wind was correct, and that there really was an assembled hang glider waiting for her beyond the trees.

      She finally got out of the trees into a clear area, and when she saw the sight of it in the dim, graying light of the approaching dawn, it took her breath away. The thunder of the waterfall was deafening here, and mist rose from the pool hundreds of feet far below, but through that mist she could see a vast valley beyond, stretching out as far as the eye could see.

      And just a few feet away, blown into a tangle of bushes, was an assembled hang glider.

      “Come on, come on,” Julia gasped as she hobbled over to the aircraft, her heart racing.

      “You ain’t got nowhere left to run!” Tim roared out from the trail, perhaps fifty yards behind her now. “The spirits of the forest brought you to me, and you’re gonna stay with me forever, you ungrateful whore!”

      The rage in his voice was unmistakable – and unmistakably murderous. Julia knew that if she couldn’t hang-glide out of here, she would die in this place. This spurred a fresh boost of desperate energy into her, and she tossed the makeshift crutch aside and stood on both feet so that she could haul the glider out of the bushes. Eye-watering pain ripped up her leg from her ankle and she couldn’t stop herself from screaming, but she gritted her teeth and pushed through the agony, yanking the glider out of the bushes.

      The harness looked like it was for a large man, but this was a good thing, because it meant that Buster would be able to fit inside it with Julia’s body. Whimpering with pain, she pulled the glider out to the edge of the cliffs where the great river tumbled hundreds of feet down in a sheer drop into the valley.

      “Come on … Buster,” she gasped, sobbing from the pain and the fear, with tears streaming down her cheeks. “Get … over here!”

      Buster ran over to her, as she was climbing into the harness, and with great difficulty she picked him up and stuffed him inside the harness with her, zipping it up before he could protest or wriggle out. When it was zipped up, he was held securely in it, his back pressed against her torso, and just his head was sticking out of the top, pressed against her face.

      Just as Julia got herself into the harness, Tim burst out of the trees. In the half-light of the breaking dawn she saw a look of terrible fury on his face, and in his hands were a fistful of arrows and his crudely made but powerful bow.

      “Where the hell do you think you’re going, you filthy bitch?!” he snarled, nocking an arrow to the string, which was made of deer sinew. “You’re mine, the spirits of the forest gave you to me!”

      Julia looked out over the edge of the cliff a few yards away. It was a sheer plunge hundreds of feet down with jagged rocks waiting below, and if she messed up the takeoff, it would be game over.

      “Get out of that, that devil’s contraption,” Tim hissed, drawing the bowstring back and taking aim at Julia. “Get out of that thing before Tim cuts you down like a fat, juicy deer…”

      There was no point in trying to speak to Tim; he could not be reasoned with, that much was clear. And from the savage look in his eyes, a look of pure madness that struck terror into Julia’s core, she understood that he would kill her as soon as he got his hands on her. She had no idea how accurate a shot he was with his bow, but considering the fact that he had obviously lived off the land and hunted for years with it, she guessed he was a pretty good shot. What she needed in order to give herself the opportunity to take off was a distraction … so, without speaking a word to him, she flung the rusty knife at him with all her might.

      The blade spun through the air and Tim flinched, and this was all Julia had needed; she knew she couldn’t hit him with the knife, for she didn’t know a thing about throwing knives. All she needed was that flinch that would throw his aim off. As soon as the knife left her hand, she turned and bolted toward the edge of the cliff, with every step blasting horrific pain up her injured leg … and then she jumped, soaring over the edge with nothing but sky beneath her.
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      It took Heavy J, Leo, and Troy around half an hour to get to the new West Bridge, with much of the painstakingly slow progress involving getting dead vehicles out of the big Cadillac’s path. Initially, if the path ahead was totally blocked, Troy and Leo had gotten out, smashed a car’s window, and then put it in neutral to push it out of the way. Heavy J, however, had put a huge scratch in the side of his car while squeezing through a gap between two trucks, and from that point on had resigned himself to the fact that his prized vehicle would end up getting damaged and beaten up on this night. After that, he had told the cops not to waste time pushing cars out of the way; he simply used his powerful Cadillac to do the pushing, not caring that the front end was getting all beaten up. His thirst for vengeance against Paul Kirby and the Vipers burned with just as fierce a fury as the cops’ desire to rescue their sons.

      The new West Bridge, which was still under construction, was closed off. However, on this catastrophic evening, all the security guards and construction workers had abandoned the site, and it was completely deserted. The men just had to move a few barricades out of the way, and then they were on the bridge.

      “I’ll bet I’m the first non-construction vehicle to drive on this bridge,” Heavy J remarked as they drove up.

      “And you’ll likely be the last, too,” Troy said. “Who knows if cars will ever be a thing again? At least in the way they have been for all of our lives.”

      They drove in somber silence up to the end of the bridge, where the fresh road dropped abruptly off into the river below.

      “A hundred feet down, and looks like about a hundred feet to the other side of the bridge,” Leo said, staring across the gap. “If we don’t make this jump…”

      “We should have just gone with the boat idea,” Heavy J muttered, staring down at the rippling currents of black water far below.

      “What’s the matter Heavy J, is a big bad gang banger like you scared of a little jump?” Troy teased.

      “That ain’t no ‘lil’ jump, pig,” he snapped. “And I ain’t scared of nothin; I just don’t want that motherfucker Paul Kirby to escape the bullet with his name on it coz I’m lyin’ at the bottom of the river.”

      “We’ll make the jump if we can hit the ramp at the right angle with enough speed,” Troy said. “I was gonna be an engineer before I decided to become a cop. Gimme a sec to work out how fast we need to go and what angle we need to get the ramp at to clear the gap. You know how much this car weighs, Heavy J?”

      “Over five thousand pounds,” Heavy J said.

      “Add our weight, and all the guns and ammo we’ve got in it,” Leo said.

      “I’ll make it six thousand to be safe,” Troy said. He got out of the car, took out his ticketing notebook and a pen, and scribbled some calculations down, working in the glow of the big Cadillac’s headlamps. “I’d say to safely clear this, we’d need to hit it at a hundred and ten miles an hour,” he said after a few minutes. “At an angle of at least forty degrees, but not more than fifty degrees.”

      “Shit, we’re gonna need a big runup to build up that kinda speed,” Heavy J said. “How are we gonna make a ramp anyway?”

      “With that,” Leo said, pointing down to the end of the bridge, where there was a huge truck used to transport some of the smaller construction vehicles. The back of the truck was essentially one huge ramp. “We just need to tow it up here and get it in position.”

      Heavy J drew in a deep breath, and then let it out with a long sigh. “Man, I’ve done some whack shit in my life, but this shit, this shit’s on another level. Ah, fuck it, let’s do it. If I’m gonna go out tonight, it might as well be by doing something ass-crazy like this. You sure your math is good, white boy? We can make this jump?”

      Troy nodded. “If you can hit the ramp at 110 miles an hour, we can clear that gap.”

      “Let’s do it,” Heavy J said, punching his right fist into his left palm.

      The men towed the big eighteen-wheeler up to the edge of the bridge, and Troy made sure it was lined up perfectly. Then the men went back down to the street across from the bridge, which was long and straight, and spent an hour clearing dead cars out of the way until they had a long enough runup to hit 110 miles an hour. Anyone who came out of the dark buildings nearby to investigate the commotion quickly got harsh words or occasionally warning shots blasted in their direction by Heavy J.

      After two hours of preparation, the ramp and the runup were finally ready. Heavy J got his Cadillac into position at the end of the improvised runway and revved the motor.

      “Remember, once you commit, there’s no pulling out,” Troy warned him. “When you get onto the bridge, you keep that gas pedal floored. We’ll be going too fast to brake at that point, and if you try, we won’t stop in time and we’ll end up going over the edge. If you don’t hit a fast enough speed, we won’t make the jump. In both of those cases the ultimate outcome is the same: we all die.”

      “I ain’t gon’ pull out, man,” Heavy J growled, revving the motor again. “I’m ready to do this.”

      “Shit, I can’t believe we’re about to do this,” Leo muttered, shaking his head. “Maybe we should have gone with the boat idea…”

      “We can do this,” Troy said confidently. “My calculations said so.”

      “Fuck it,” Heavy J growled. “Let’s go. In one minute we’ll either be dead at the bottom of the river, or driving up into the hills across the river. I don’t feel like waiting no more to find out which one is gonna end up being the outcome. Hold on to your asses, pigs!”

      With that he punched the accelerator and the powerful car surged forward. Troy was up front in the passenger seat while Leo was in the back, digging his fingers into the seat with a white-knuckled grip while murmuring a desperate prayer.

      The car raced through the darkness, and Troy watched the speedometer with grim fascination as the numbers steadily climbed. The motor roared, and Heavy J cycled determinedly through the gears. Sixty miles an hour, then seventy, then eighty, then ninety … then they were onto the bridge, and the eighteen-wheeler, with its twin vehicle-loading ramps angled up to the sky, was suddenly looming before them.

      “We’re not going fast enough!” Troy roared. “Punch it harder!”

      “I’m flooring it, motherfucker!” Heavy J roared back. “I’m giving it all I’ve got!”

      Troy watched the speedometer with a rapidly mounting sense of dread. It had only just passed one hundred, and he saw that they would never make 110 by the time they hit the ramp. He had allowed for a margin of error in his calculations, but even so, he now couldn’t be sure whether they would make it, and the possibility of falling short – and plunging to their deaths – was almost paralyzingly terrifying. There was nothing he could do, though, but hold on; as he had said to Heavy J, once they committed and got onto the bridge at speed, there could be no hesitation, no pulling out.

      They hit the ramp and hurtled up it at 105 miles an hour, and then, with a horrifying lurching feeling, they were airborne, scything in an arc through the chilly night air.

      “Oh shiiiiit!” Leo howled from the back.

      “Fuuuck!” Heavy J screamed, gripping the steering wheel so tight it looked as if his knuckles would burst through his skin.

      The other side of the bridge was racing toward them … but so was the deadly gulf of air and black water below. Troy could feel the immense speed and the sucking pull of gravity, and all he could do was watch, completely uncertain whether the next few seconds would bring him life … or death.

      They hurtled through the air, and then with a tremendous impact the vehicle landed, hitting the asphalt of the other side of the bridge. The suspension bottomed out and the body slammed into the ground, sending up showers of sparks on both sides of the racing car, which bounced and lurched and pogoed as it sped forward.

      Inside, all three men howled with triumphant joy, even though their heads had been smashed into the ceiling of the car with the violent landing and their bodies were aching from being jerked and wrenched by the impact. They had made the jump, and they were alive.

      With triumph and adrenalin coursing through their veins, they raced into the hills to chase down the Vipers and face them in a decisive battle.
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      For a second there was a sickening lurching feeling as the ground beneath Julia’s feet simply vanished, and gravity sucked her mercilessly downward, but then the hang glider’s wings caught an updraft and pulled her into a horizontal flight. The wind was booming, rushing in her ears, but from behind she heard Tim scream with crazed fury. He had recovered from his flinch, and he loosed an arrow at Julia as she flew away. The projectile streaked through the air, punching a hole through one of the glider’s wings. It zipped past Julia’s face, missing her head by mere inches, and disappeared into the vast chasm of the canyon below. Howling with rage, Tim nocked another arrow to his bowstring and took aim to fire, but now, owing to the speed of her flight, Julia was out of accurate range, and his second shot missed the hang glider by a yard or two. There would be no third shot, for by the time Tim nocked his next arrow, she had flown completely out of range.

      Tim’s screaming was quickly drowned out by the rush of the wind in Julia’s ears and the thunder of the waterfall. Buster wriggled and writhed inside the harness, but he was zipped up tight and there was no way he could squeeze himself out – and this was fortunate, because if he had he would have plunged hundreds of feet down to his death below. He whimpered with fear for a while as his canine brain tried to deal with the terror of suddenly inhabiting a mode of existence previously only reserved for birds, but when he realized that Julia was relaxed and in control, he soon calmed down and stopped whining and struggling.

      The fact that they were both pressed tightly together in the harness made things uncomfortable, but it also served to keep both of their bodies warm against the terribly chilly air. It had been many years since Julia had flown in a hang glider, and she had only ever done it twice before – once as a passenger, and once as a pilot, which had only been on a very short, safe flight – but the skill came back to her as quickly as riding a bicycle. Controlling the aircraft was simple enough, but it was the landing she was worried about. That required far more skill to pull off smoothly, and was, along with taking off, by far the most dangerous aspect of hang gliding.

      Her ankle throbbed with a terrible pain; at this point she was certain that it was fractured, not just sprained, and she knew she had done more damage to it in the last minute before takeoff, when she had yanked the hang glider out of the bushes, but she knew she had had no choice; if she hadn’t discarded her makeshift crutch and put all her effort into hauling the glider out of the bushes, Tim would have caught her.

      The sky was growing lighter now, and the clouds over the distant mountains were rimmed with dazzling tones of red and orange as the sun began to rise. There were still a few stars in the sky, but Julia no longer needed these to navigate; with the rising of the sun, she knew exactly which way was east.

      What had seemed like an insurmountable impossibility, and indeed, almost certain death just minutes earlier – escaping Tim and somehow traversing one hundred miles of mostly wild country on a broken ankle – was now seeming a lot more achievable. Julia remembered her old gliding instructor telling her that some pilots flew their hang gliders for hundreds of miles in a day. She knew that one hundred miles would be no cakewalk, and that getting even a quarter of that distance would require very favorable thermals and air currents, but she was determined to try.

      While her ankle still hurt horrendously, the feeling of nausea from Tim’s tainted jerky was at least beginning to subside somewhat. She was also utterly exhausted from all the stress and lack of sleep, but adrenalin and wonder now kept her wide awake. The first rays of the sun crested the distant mountaintops and started to bathe the land below in rich golden light. Despite everything, the glorious sight of this was enough to put a smile on Julia’s face.

      “Look at that, Buster,” she said. “Have you ever seen anything so beautiful? God must have been watching over us, or a guardian angel or something.”

      She steered the glider slightly northeast; that was the direction in which she was headed.

      “Hold up,” she said, feeling another surge of hope. “A hundred miles is what it would have taken me on foot, but now that we’re literally going ‘as the crow flies’ it’s going to be a lot shorter, maybe just fifty or sixty miles … I think we have a real shot of getting there today, boy, I really think we do!”

      Despite the boost this new hope had given her, Julia could not ignore the horrendous pain in her ankle. It was a burning, intense pain, as if someone was continuously pouring molten metal over her lower leg. She knew the damage was bad, but what was worse was the knowledge that she may never walk properly again. The EMP would have destroyed almost every item of modern medical equipment, and if the bones were shattered, there was also a very real chance that infection or even gangrene could set in … which would require nothing less than amputation of her leg. And the amputation would have to be performed under, essentially, crude battlefield conditions, and this thought utterly horrified Julia. She tried to push it out of her mind and instead focus on the gorgeous display of scenery below.

      Riding the updrafts and thermals like a giant artificial eagle, she kept her course steady. After an hour of gentle, steady flight she saw the first signs of civilization down below her. The wooded hills and steep-sided valleys were giving way to farmland, and a small town loomed on the horizon. At the sight of human settlements, Julia began to feel a little nervous. She was, of course, too high up to be at risk of anyone doing anything to her – unless some psychotic crackpot decided to take a shot at her with a rifle – but even so, she feared what she would see.

      As soon as she started to see roads below her, she quickly began to notice abandoned vehicles stranded in random places. As she got nearer the town, she started to see more and more of these. She didn’t see any people yet, though. It was still very cold, and she guessed most people would be indoors. A few houses had smoke coming out of the chimneys, so it was clear that people were still in them. Where else would they be, though, she thought. Most people had no idea something like this could ever happen, and most of them had no plans for any kind of emergency, let alone something of this world-changing magnitude.

      A sudden wave of sadness suddenly hit Julia like a fist out of the blue. She pictured families huddled together in their freezing cold houses, trying to warm themselves by fireplaces, eating what little canned food they had in their pantries, desperately wondering when the power would come back on, when stores would open again, when help would come … except it wouldn’t. And soon enough they would either have to do what was necessary to survive, however violent or brutal or distasteful that might be … or die.

      “God damn whoever did this,” she whispered to herself, with tears burning the rims of her eyes. “God damn them.”

      She knew this town. Not well at all, but she had driven through it a few times on her many travels, and she knew at least that she was definitely headed in the right direction. She flew over it and didn’t see any signs of life aside from smoke from some buildings. It was quite an eerie sight.

      Now all she had to do was follow the road for around twenty miles, and then she would be over the hills where her in-laws’ homestead was. She drifted lazily along, doing her best to ignore the throbbing agony in her ankle and the anxiety that the thought of having to pull off a landing in difficult conditions, with this injury, brought to her mind.

      The morning drew on, and still there was no sign of life anywhere, aside from a few cows in fields. The signs of civilization grew thinner, and the relatively flat terrain gave way to undulating hills and woods, and mountains in the distance.

      By late morning Julia had traveled most of the way, and the end of her aerial journey was in sight. Now came the problem of landing. As a raw beginner with very little experience in hang gliding, even landing on a smooth, soft grassy field was a challenge for Julia, and there were no such places here. What there was, however, was a dam on the outer perimeter of the homestead. It wasn’t a large dam by any means, but it was large enough for an emergency landing.

      She guessed that the surface of the dam would have been iced over in the recent cold, but hoped that this morning’s sun, which was unusually warm, would have melted the ice by now. The water would still be freezing cold, but a plunge into icy water was definitely preferable to slamming into the hard ground at a potentially lethal speed. The main challenge would be to get into position to actually pull off the water landing.

      Julia saw the homestead coming up in the distance and angled herself to begin her descent. She figured she would have to approach in a broad arc in order to get into position to hit the dam. Soon enough she was only a hundred feet off the ground, and still descending. The broad, flat surface of the dam was in sight, and Julia banked the glider as she began to swerve in a wide arc toward it. She realized that she would hit the water at speed – hopefully not enough speed to injure herself further. Now that she had committed, though, there could be no pulling out.

      “Hold on Buster, hold on,” she said, clenching her jaw and tensing her body as she raced toward the sparkling surface of the water – water which was, aside from a few stubborn chunks floating here and there, thankfully ice-free.

      She came hurtling down, doing her best to slow the hang glider, but her lack of experience meant that she got caught in a terrifying spin. However, it happened just beyond the shore of the dam, and with a powerful splash she plunged into the water.

      The cold of it hit her like a thousand fists, driving her breath out of her body, and the impact of the landing, even on water, felt as if she had hit concrete. However, while it had certainly bruised her, she hadn’t broken any more bones, and the surge of adrenalin that came with this crash landing allowed her to fight her way out of the harness and, with Buster in tow, swim free of the floundering hang glider.

      She couldn’t breathe, her ankle was screaming with agony and her entire body felt as if it had been run over by a bus multiple times … but she was home, and she was safe. Doing her best to suck some air back into her lungs, she started to swim through the freezing water toward the shore.
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      “We got trouble!” Paul yelled, glaring at the car headlamps that were barreling down the road toward them. “Get ready to light those motherfuckers up!”

      In the darkness, it was impossible to see how many people were in the car or even what sort of car it was. The only thing the boys and the bikers knew for sure was that it was speeding toward them with single-minded intent, hurtling down the straight like a cruise missile locked on its target.

      Vincent was still staring with horror at Pete, whose gun was aimed at Anthony’s head. Pete whipped the firearm up and aimed at the oncoming car instead. “I’ll waste this little turd after we smoke whatever idiots are in that car,” he muttered.

      Anthony, meanwhile, lay semi-conscious on the ground with his bicycle on top of him, barely aware of anything that was happening around him. It was all a blur of confusion, with exhaustion completely taking over.

      “Fill that piece of shit with hot lead!” Paul roared, brandishing an M249 machine gun. “When we’re finished firing, there ain’t gonna be nothing left of whoever’s in there but mincemeat and shattered bone fragments. Light it up!”

      He opened fire with his M249, peppering the oncoming car with bullets, and his Viper comrades did the same, hammering the vehicle with fire from their shotguns, AK-47s, AR-15s, and various submachine guns and handguns. Hundreds of bullets tore through the vehicle, blowing out the windscreen and tearing up the body, punching innumerable holes through it … but still it kept coming, racing at the bikers without slowing down.

      “Fuck me, is there a fuckin’ Terminator robot driving that thing?!” Pete gasped as he popped a fresh clip into his .45 pistol and took aim at the approaching vehicle, which was steaming toward them at seventy or eighty miles an hour.

      Vincent, meanwhile, had used this distraction to drop down and creep over to Anthony, dragging his bicycle with him, since he couldn’t get his wrists free of it. He wanted to check on his friend, but he also wanted to get the gun. If Anthony was incapable of using it, then he knew he had to take over that responsibility.

      The bikers poured a withering storm of gunfire into the approaching vehicle, but nothing would slow it down; the driver and occupants seemed to be completely invincible … and now, as it continued to race toward the bikers, it was becoming terrifyingly clear that the vehicle was neither going to stop nor slow down – instead, it was going to plow right into them.

      “Oh shit!” one of the Vipers yelled. “We can’t stop it! Get out of the fuckin’ way!” The bikers all dropped their guns and hopped onto their dirt bikes, scrambling to get out of the path of the speeding car.

      The boys on the bicycles, who had more time to get out of the way seeing as they were behind the bikers, hastily scrambled out of the road, sprinting with their bikes off to the side. As soon as Vincent saw that the car was about to plow through all of them, he forgot about trying to get the gun and instead tried to grab Anthony’s armpits so he could drag him out of the road.

      Because their bikes were in the way, though, Vincent couldn’t grab his friend like this. Thinking fast, he grabbed Anthony’s ankles instead and cried out with effort as he did his best to drag his semi-conscious friend out of the way.

      At that moment the speeding car smashed into the midst of the Vipers, cannoning into them like a bowling bowl scattering pins in a high-speed strike. Those bikers who hadn’t been able to move fast enough out of the way were either crushed beneath the speeding vehicle or slammed high up into the air, cartwheeling like flung ragdolls, or they were hurled off the road at brutal speed into the woods.

      The car blazed a path of violent destruction through the bikers, smashing through them as easily as a charging rhinoceros plowing through a troupe of small monkeys. The boys had all managed to get off the road by the time the car tore through the patch of asphalt they had been on, and they watched in awe and terror as the speeding, bullet-riddled vehicle raced past.

      Vincent screamed as the car went by, missing him and Anthony by mere inches. He saw as it surged past that there was nobody in it, but it did seem to have a broomstick jammed through the steering wheel. He watched, his eyes locked with horror on the beat-up vehicle, as it carried on straight, and then, where the road curved, it sped off the road and slammed with a crunch into a tree, finally coming to rest.

      The attack on the Vipers was far from over, though; long before the car veered off the road and crashed into a tree, a barrage of gunfire erupted from the trees up ahead. The shots were coming from three different locations, and all three shooters were clearly wielding machine guns. Their savage fire poured into the Vipers’ ranks from triangulated positions, and there was nowhere for the bikers to take cover but behind the flimsy shields of their own dirt bikes, which were little better than piles of wet cardboard when it came to stopping machine gun rounds.

      Before the beleaguered bikers could even begin to try to return fire at any of the three spread-out positions, half of their number had already been cut down. The slaughter was as heinous as that of any First World War battle, in which hapless troops had been forced to advance across open ground in the face of withering machine-gun fire.

      The Vipers were tough and brutal men, but they were not soldiers. They were plunderers, not warriors with a code of honor, and they preferred to take on opponents who couldn’t fight back. Now that the shoe was on the other foot, with them facing terrifying opponents who were clearly trying to kill every last one of them, most of them had no desire to stay and fight. Instead, those who hadn’t been cut down jumped on their dirt bikes and sped away, ditching their guns, ammo, and supplies in their haste to flee.

      Paul howled with fury as he saw his men abandoning him, but he knew that if he stuck around and tried to fight, his life would be over in minutes if not sooner. Tossing his machine gun aside, he hopped onto his dirt bike and sped away into the darkness.

      The shooters in the woods picked off a few more bikers as they fled, and kept on firing until the last of the Vipers’ taillights had disappeared into the darkness. After the last few shots had rung out, an eerie quiet descended over the scene, as did a heavy darkness, since the dirt bikes were no longer around to illuminate the road with their headlamps, aside from a few bikes that had toppled over in the firing, and were shining beams of light in random directions. The boys were all lying on the ground, their eyes wide with fear, panting like terrified animals. They had no idea whether the mysterious attackers were friends … or even worse monsters than the Vipers.

      Vincent managed to pull the pistol out of Anthony’s pants, and with it gripped in his trembling hands he waited with bated breath, staring fearfully at the dark woods. And then, after a few tense minutes, he and the other boys heard the sound they had been dreading: footsteps coming through the dark toward them.
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      “Vince! Are you there, son, are you there?!”

      Vincent gasped and immediately lowered his pistol. The voice coming from the dark was a familiar one – a very familiar one. “Dad!” he yelled. “I’m here, I’m here! So is Ant!”

      “I’m coming, son, hold on!”

      The cops came running through the shadows, following the sound of Vincent’s voice.

      “It’s my dad guys, he’s a cop!” Vincent yelled excitedly to the other boys. “We’re saved, we’re saved!”

      The boys all let out a cheer, both the scouts and the other teenagers who had been abducted by the Vipers. Troy and Leo came running over to them, their eyes glistening with tears of raw emotion and overwhelming relief that their sons were safe. Pete had been cut down in the battle, and the keys to the boys’ handcuffs were in his backpack, so soon enough Troy, Leo, and Heavy J had freed all the boys.

      Troy found some candy and soft drinks, and these helped to rouse Anthony from his exhaustion-induced stupor. He was still utterly weary after having some food and drink, as was Vincent, but he was at least capable of speaking and walking now.

      “Who’s that guy, dad?” Anthony asked Troy, pointing at Heavy J. “He looks like one of the Reds…”

      “He isn’t just one of them,” Troy answered. “He’s their leader.”

      “You guys are working with the leader of the Reds?” Anthony gasped. “The world really has been turned upside down.”

      “It’s a long story, son,” Troy said. “And I’ll tell it to you on the way to grandpa’s place. But not now. Now, we need to get going.”

      “Who’s the fourth person?” Anthony asked. “The person who was driving the car. I mean, I didn’t see anyone in the driver’s seat, but a car can’t drive itself, not unless it’s a Tesla, and I’m pretty sure none of those Teslas work anymore…”

      “It’s a broomstick and a brick on the gas pedal that was driving that car,” Leo said with a chuckle. “We knew if one of us did it, we’d end up with more holes than a piece of Swiss cheese, and this road is long and straight in this section, so it was perfect for a little ‘autopilot’, which worked out pretty well for us.”

      Once all the boys had been freed, Troy addressed them. “You’re all free to go now,” he said. “And those bikers won’t be coming after you again. I suggest you ride back to your homes, but I can’t guarantee you’ll be safe there. Maybe try to find your families and then get out of the city. I know these packs you’re carrying are heavy, and you probably feel like ditching them, but you need to hang onto them. The supplies that are in them will keep you and your families going for a while. You know the way back; follow the road all the way down to the bridge. To get across the river, though, you’re going to have to either swim or kayak – and the second option is far safer. There’s a kayak club two miles down the road from the bridge; just turn right at the bridge and follow the river. Take a gun from one of these dead bikers, and if you have to, use it. The old laws and the society we knew just a day ago is gone, and in this new world only the strong will survive. Good luck, boys.”

      The rest of the boys rode off, frightened and shaken up but glad to be free.

      “What are you going to do now?” Troy asked Heavy J.

      “If my car still works after smashing into a tree and having about a thousand fuckin’ bullets put through it,” he said, “I’m gonna get right back onto Paul Kirby’s trail and hunt that motherfucker down. I ain’t stopping until one of us is dead. I don’t got nothin’ left to live for no more, nothin’ but vengeance against that piece of shit.”

      “And if the car doesn’t work?” Leo asked.

      Heavy J shrugged. “Fewer guns and ammo, but the same plan. I’ll hunt Kirby down, but I’ll have to do it on one of these dirt bikes. What about you pigs and your boys, what are you doing? Y’all don’t wanna help me finish off Kirby and his Vipers?”

      Troy shook his head. “I’m done fighting. My son is safe, and that’s all that matters. Next I have to find my wife and make sure she’s safe too, and then we’re going to start a new life at my parents’ homestead in the mountains and do what we can to survive in this crazy new world.”

      “And you?” Heavy J asked Leo.

      “The same, man,” Leo answered. “I’m going with him. And I’m done fighting, I’ve done enough fighting and shooting tonight, enough for a few lifetimes. I just want peace and a safe place to live.”

      “You guys are fucking pussies,” Heavy J muttered. “And you’re fools too. We’ve got the Vipers up against the ropes; with one more attack we can finish ‘em for good.”

      “It won’t be like the battle we’ve just had,” Troy countered. “We had the element of surprise on our side, and perfect positioning for a heavy ambush. Kirby and the Vipers had no way of knowing we’d made it out of the city when they blew up the bridge … but now they do know that we’re out here, and they’ll be ready for another attack. And even though we took out over half of them, there are still a lot more of them than there are of us, and they’ve got more guns and ammo. We were lucky here tonight, because everything went perfectly, which is a rare thing with plans, and I don’t think it’s wise to assume that things will work out just as perfectly again. In the next battle one of us will likely be killed, maybe all of us. And for what, as petty a thing as vengeance? No Heavy J, I don’t think that’s a chance worth taking. Maybe you do, but as for me, I’m grateful that I’m still alive, and that my son, my best friend, and his son are still alive, and I don’t want to take any more chances. I’m done. We’re done.”

      “Fine,” Heavy J muttered. “But you assholes are gonna regret giving up this chance, I promise you that. This is gonna come back and bite y’all in the ass one day.” Then, without another word he turned and stomped off down the road to his wrecked car.

      The boys and the cops watched as he climbed into the wrecked, bullet-riddled vehicle. Miraculously, he was able to reverse it out of the woods and get back onto the road. The motor sounded horrible, as if it was about to detonate, and smoke was pouring out of the crumpled bonnet, and every window had been blown out, but somehow the struggling vehicle was still running and wasn’t utterly dead.

      Heavy J pulled up alongside the cops. “Y’all want any more guns and ammo outta this thing before I go?”

      They took some extra ammunition and guns, as much as they could carry, and then bid farewell to the big man. “Fuck y’all, stupid pigs,” he muttered in response, and then drove off in a cloud of thick smoke, the damaged motor rattling and popping.

      After this the cops and the boys got their supplies and weapons together, and then mounted two of the dead bikers’ dirt bikes.

      “It’s gonna be a long and uncomfortable ride,” Troy said to Anthony, who was perched on the passenger seat behind him, “but we’ll be safe and sound at grandpa’s place by lunchtime, and then all of this will be nothing but a bad memory.”

      Leaving the scattered corpses of dead Vipers and their bullet-riddled bikes strewn chaotically across the dark road, the four of them set off into the dying night, praying for a safe trip and a successful new beginning in this crazy new world.
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      Winter seemed like a long time ago now that the summer sun was shining so brightly, and the sky was such a rich hue of intense blue. “You’re getting the hang of it now, dude!” Anthony yelled to Vincent, who was cautiously walking his horse across a shallow creek.

      “I’m still a little nervous, but I’m lot more confident than I was when I first tried riding one of these things!” Vincent yelled back. For someone who had never been on a horse in his life up until a few months ago, Vincent had made good progress when it came to horsemanship. His abilities were a long way behind Anthony’s, but he was doing a good job of catching up.

      “I’ll race you to the top of the hill!” Anthony said, grinning, once Vincent had successfully crossed the creek.

      “Hey, don’t get too far ahead, guys!” Julia, who had not yet crossed the creek, yelled out from behind them. Buster, who was walking alongside Julia and her horse, barked out excitedly as if to agree with her.

      While the boys had had a relatively easy few months since arriving at the homestead in the mountains, which belonged to Troy’s parents, Charlie and Penny Vance, Julia had had a much rougher time. As she had suspected, she had completely shattered her right ankle, and her worst fears about the injury had come to pass. The bone fragments had opened up wounds, which despite everyone’s best efforts had become infected. After spending weeks bedridden, trying to fight off the infection with all-purpose antibiotics that the homesteaders had stored for just such wounds, Julia’s condition had worsened. Gangrene had set in, and the family had had to make the difficult decision to amputate her lower leg.

      After the amputation – done with a hacksaw and chloroform, the stump cauterized by red-hot steel – Julia had been weak and bedridden for a further few weeks. Her spirit had proved to be indomitable, though, and she had recovered fully. Troy and Leo had raided an abandoned hospital in a large town fifty or sixty miles away and had found a suitable prosthetic leg for Julia. She was still getting used to walking with the prosthetic, but despite her disability, she had mostly recovered her mobility.

      Troy, of course, had grown up here and slipped easily back into this rural, simple existence, in which the pace of life was slow but the work hard and demanding, but greatly rewarding. Leo, who had never even been out of the inner city until well into his twenties, and who had always been a city person, had found the transition a lot more difficult, particularly without the distraction of TV and sports games to watch, but he was doing well enough. The bright, starry sky fascinated him endlessly, since he had barely seen any stars in the smoggy, light-polluted sky of the city for most of his life, and in the evenings he would often sit on his own in the dark outdoors and simply stare up at the heavens, watching them with as rapt attention as he had formerly given his TV set in his old life.

      Troy, Anthony, and Charlie had helped Leo and Vincent to renovate a disused cabin in the woods on the property, a few hundred yards from the main house, so that they could have their own little space and some privacy. Charlie, who had met Leo a few times before, had told him that he was welcome to stay for the rest of his days and that he could consider the cabin his and Vincent’s property. All that he asked for in return was that they help out when it came to working the land and raising crops, which they were happy to do.

      The homestead had, on its many acres of land, a great number of crops as well as livestock and beehives. As Charlie and Penny were horse enthusiasts, there were plenty of horses in the stables too, and both Leo and Vincent had had to learn to ride, since the vehicles – a few dirt bikes and an 80s-era Land Rover – were kept for emergency use only, with gasoline now becoming a rare and precious commodity.

      On this summer afternoon, the two families were out on an extended horse ride. This was not simply for leisure, though; they were patrolling the boundaries of the homestead and making sure there were no fugitives traveling through the woods. The homestead was very out of the way, and nowhere near any roads, but even so they had had a number of fugitives, drifters, and less savory characters come wandering onto the property in recent times.

      Most of these lost souls were mere beggars, looking for scraps of food, but some were more dangerous and aggressive than that. A few warning shots usually sent them on their way, but everyone had noticed that the people who found their way to the homestead were increasingly of the aggressive criminal variety rather than the starving beggar kind. In response to this increased threat, Charlie had everyone conduct patrols on horseback four times a day, and everyone had one day a week in which they had to stay up on night watch.

      While everyone was worried about fugitives and raiders, Anthony and Vincent, caught up in the carefree years of their youth, would often forget about the serious motives of the patrols and turn them into adventures, in which they would race their horses and explore the woods. On this bright and sunny afternoon, Anthony decided to do just that, ignoring his mother’s request to wait and not get too far ahead. “Come on Vincent, are you gonna race me or what?” he yelled. “Ready or not, here I go!”

      He galloped ahead, and Vincent, not wanting to look like a slowpoke, raced along behind him, while Julia’s protests were lost in the drumming thunder of the horses’ hooves as they galloped through the woods.

      “You can’t catch me, Vince!” Anthony yelled, whooping with delight as he jumped his stallion over a fallen tree. “You’ll never catch me, dude, you’re way too slow!”

      Suddenly, however, Anthony’s heart leapt into his mouth and terror blasted through his veins as a strange man came stumbling out of the bushes just a few yards ahead of him. Anthony only barely managed to steer the speeding stallion around the man and avoid running him over, and with his heart pounding he reined his horse in and turned around.

      He saw Vincent come racing up the trail, and as soon as Vincent saw the man he too slowed down and stopped. Anthony, gasping with fright, saw the same terror in his own eyes mirrored in Vincent’s as he stared at the stranger … for the man’s left hand was missing, and where it should have been was a bleeding stump. His white shirt was sprayed with blood, and it was streaming out of his nose too and splattered all over his face.

      “Help me, please, help me,” the bleeding stranger rasped, before stumbling, pitching over, and crashing face-first into the dirt.
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      The first thing the boys noticed about the stranger – aside from his horrific wounds – was that he looked very different to the usual stragglers or fugitives who sometimes came stumbling onto the property. Unlike those wretches, who were almost always emaciated, filthy, and wearing ragged, dirty clothes, this young man was clearly healthy and well-fed, and aside from the fresh splattering of blood on them, his clothes were clean, even though they were drenched with sweat. It was clear that he was no wanderer or fugitive.

      “Anthony!” Julia exclaimed as she came trotting along the path. “I told you not to—” Her mouth hung open with shock, for she had seen the stranger. “Oh my,” she gasped when the initial shock of it had passed. Then, however, she shifted immediately into combat mode. She drew the .45 pistol she kept on her at all times and peered through the trees, her heart racing. “Boys, get your damn guns out!” she hissed. “Move it!”

      Anthony and Vincent, too shocked and scared to do anything else, hurriedly obeyed and drew their own pistols from their holsters.

      “Buster, go look!” Julia commanded. Over the past few months, Julia had trained Buster to go on short reconnaissance runs to search for the presence of hidden enemies. The dog knew this command well, and he sprinted off into the trees.

      While they waited for him to come back, Julia, Anthony, and Vincent dismounted and examined the unconscious man. He was a Hispanic man in his early thirties, and both his hair and goatee were neatly trimmed. It looked as if he had shaved just this morning, for his jaw and throat were clean of any stubble. Julia noticed that he had a holster on his hip, but it was empty. He had either discarded or lost his firearm, but there was a long hunting knife in a sheath on his other hip.

      “Vincent, keep your gun on the man while I search him,” Julia said. “Anthony, you cover the trees, and if there are any signs of movement shoot first, ask questions later.”

      The boys did as they were told, and Julia quickly pulled out and tossed away the man’s hunting knife. Even though he wasn’t much of a threat in his injured state, especially with one hand missing and the blood loss that had accompanied this terrible injury, Julia wasn’t going to take any chances.

      “What are we gonna do, mom?” Anthony asked.

      “I’m gonna tie a tourniquet around this guy’s arm to stop the bleeding, and then we’re gonna wait for Buster to let us know that there’s nobody else around. Then you’re gonna go fetch your father and Leo. Vince and me will wait here with this guy.”

      After a few minutes, Buster came back. He hadn’t barked, so Julia knew that there was nobody else nearby. She sent Anthony to fetch the others, so he went galloping off on his horse. At this point, the man started to regain consciousness. His eyes flickered open, and he coughed weakly.

      “Invaders,” he rasped, before Julia could say anything. “Invaders,” he said again, coughing.

      “Who are you?” she asked, speaking in a firm but not unkind tone. “And why have you come here?”

      “Water … please … water,” the man begged.

      Julia took her water flask off her belt and pressed it to the man’s lips, and he drank eagerly and greedily.

      “Th-, thank you,” he eventually gasped. “I’ve been … running … all day.”

      “Sir, you need to answer my questions,” Julia said as she took a rag out of one of her horse’s saddlebags to tie a tourniquet. “I’ll help you with your arm, but unless you tell me exactly who you are and what you’re doing here, we can’t help you with anything else.”

      “Is this the … Vance homestead?” he asked.

      “First you answer my questions,” Julia said as she began to tie the tourniquet. “I’m sorry, but I’m not giving you any information until I know a little more about you, and what you’re doing here.” She was, of course, alarmed that he knew exactly where he was and what their names were, but she kept her poker face on and didn’t allow him to see this.

      “I’m … Pedro Gonzalez,” he said. “From the … Williams homestead. Have you … heard of us?”

      Now, at least, Julia knew where the man had come from. The Williams homestead was a similar setup to theirs, with everything being off-grid and self-sustaining. Troy’s parents knew the Williams couple, who owned the homestead, although they were not close with them and had not seen them since the EMP event. The Williams homestead was half a day’s ride on horseback from their own homestead, and was much closer to the nearest town.

      “I know where that is, yeah,” Julia said as she finished up the tourniquet. “And why have you come here? I don’t mean to sound unfriendly, but these are dangerous times, and we all have to keep to ourselves…”

      At this point Pedro began to weep. “They’re all … dead,” he gasped between sobs. “Everyone … is dead.”

      Julia and Vincent glanced at each other, sharing a worried look.

      “Who’s dead? Who, exactly?” Julia asked.

      “Everyone … on the homestead,” Pedro answered tearfully. “I was … the only … one who escaped…”

      “What happened to them?” Julia asked, now with a feeling of cold, ominous dread creeping through her veins.

      Pedro stared up at her, and in his eyes was a look of abject terror. “Bikers … a biker gang … on dirt bikes. Heavily armed, military grade weapons … we tried to … fight ‘em. But they were … too strong. They killed … everyone. Took all our food. They cut off … my hand … for fun. They were gonna … cut off my other hand … and my feet. Sick, evil bastards … this guy, Paul I heard them call him … he told them to … torture me with … boiling water. That’s how … I escaped. Two of them were … gonna pour the boiling water … onto my face … I headbutted the pot … and it splashed all over them … I ran … and didn’t look back.”

      “My God,” Julia gasped.

      “I worked for the Williams’s … for five years,” he continued. “I once heard … old Mr. Williams say something … about another homestead like his … off-grid and stuff … good people … the Vance homestead. I remember him … saying it was … in these hills … I’m sorry … but my family and friends … are all dead … town is dead and abandoned … I don’t know how I remembered … him mentioning this place … I didn’t even know … if it even existed … but it’s all I have … I’ve been running … for hours … everyone is dead … I have … nothing left…”

      Julia tended to his wounds as best she could with the limited first aid kit she kept in her saddlebag, and after some time Anthony returned, galloping hard through the woods with Troy and Vincent following close behind.

      The men hastily dismounted and hurried over to Julia and Pedro. As soon as he repeated his story to them, the two cops shared a deeply worried look between them. They were quite certain that they knew exactly who had done this.

      It was Troy who said what was on both of their minds: “He’s back … Paul Kirby is back, and it sounds like he’s got an army of Vipers with him…”
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      “What do we do?” Leo asked grimly. “It’s only a matter of time before they come here.”

      Everyone was gathered in the living room of the main house. They had allowed Pedro to stay temporarily and had made a bed for him in the loft of the barn, where he was currently resting. A fire was burning in the fireplace, and further light was provided by beeswax candles that Penny Vance, Troy’s mother, had made.

      “We can’t be sure of that,” said Charlie Vance, Troy’s father. While Penny was slim and willowy in build, Charlie and Troy shared the same tough, compact build, and even though he was in his seventies, Charlie, who engaged in heavy manual labor every day, still looked as if he could wrestle a grizzly bear and come out victorious. “This Pedro guy, he said he only heard the Williamses mention our homestead once. Chances are those bikers murdered them before they had a chance to say anything.”

      “I’m not so sure about that, Dad,” Troy said. “They were planning on torturing Pedro, presumably for information, and they may well have done that to other people. He said that he didn’t see what he did to other people who weren’t killed in the initial battle, just that he supposedly knows they killed ‘em. I’d say that Paul tortured them for whatever information he could squeeze out of them before he killed them … and any information they might have, especially from the Williamses, would lead the Vipers here.”

      “We’ve got plenty guns and ammo here, son,” Charlie said, “and I know you and Leo have had your fair share of combat experience, but the rest of us don’t, and I don’t think we’re ready to be fighting battles against thugs – no, not just thugs, killers. Murderers. That’s what they are; they’re not only enemy soldiers, they’re pure, cold-blooded murderers. And I can’t help thinking that as brave as we are, we wouldn’t stand a chance against men like those. Especially since we’d likely be outnumbered by at least three to one, based on what Pedro said. And I don’t believe he was exaggerating their numbers.”

      “I agree with your father,” Penny said. She had always been a pacifist and a gentle soul. “It would be a terrible idea to take on these men at something they do best: hurting and killing others. We wouldn’t stand a chance, even with you and Leo and your experience as cops.”

      “Well what are you suggesting we actually do then, Mom and Dad? We’ve got a small army of savage killers on our doorstep, and doing nothing about it simply isn’t an option. So what do we do?” Troy asked. He was beginning to feel exasperated, if not outright angry. He respected his parents tremendously in many ways, but sometimes they butted heads about certain things. Troy felt that they had been living out here mostly away from human civilization so long that they had become out of touch with the real world.

      “We lay low until they’ve moved on,” Charlie said. “No fires, no smoke, no noise, no moving around outside for a few days. The trail leading to this place is so overgrown, they wouldn’t think there’s anything out here.”

      “And what about the horses, the cows, the chickens?” Troy asked. “They’re not just going to shut up and stay quiet inside because we tell ‘em to. And yeah, the trail might be overgrown, but Pedro found our property easily enough, didn’t he? And we have no way of knowing what they know about us.” He shook his head and sighed. “Look, Dad, it would be suicidal to assume that they didn’t torture any information about us out of the Williamses. If they catch us completely unprepared, then we don’t stand a snowball’s chance in hell. At least if we’re prepared, we have something of a chance.”

      “We could go on a long trek,” Penny suggested. “We could carry enough provisions to survive for at least a month, maybe even two, in the depths of the woods. Since it’s summer, we don’t have to worry about freezing to death or anything. It’d be like an extended hike. If those evil men do know anything, they’ll come here, find the place deserted, and assume we abandoned it.”

      “Yeah, and then they’ll slaughter all the livestock, steal the horses, wreck our crops, take our winter stores, and probably burn the place down too just for the hell of it,” Troy said sourly.

      “At least we’ll all be alive and safe,” Penny countered.

      “And then what do we do?” Troy asked. “Start from scratch halfway through summer, when there isn’t enough growing time left to raise crops to get us through the winter months? No, Mom, we can’t just pack our bags and hike off into the wilderness for two months and let those scumbags pillage this place and burn everything we worked so hard for to the ground.”

      “Were the Williams people drinkers?” Leo suddenly asked, speaking for the first time. He had been listening the whole time and turning a few things over in his head.

      Everyone turned to stare at him with puzzled looks on their faces.

      “What do you mean?” Charlie asked, raising an eyebrow with bemusement.

      “Did they like to drink? You know, beer, wine, whiskey?” Leo asked.

      “I know Dan Williams was very fond of his bourbon as a younger man,” Charlie said, “but I don’t see what that has to do with anything we’re talking about here.”

      “It has everything to do with it,” Leo said. “I know gangsters, trust me. When I was a kid, I used to be one. And whether they’re inner city thugs or biker hoods like these Vipers, they’re all the same in one way: after a big victory in battle, they like to get trashed. Pedro told us they attacked in the early hours of this morning. If there was any booze at the Williamses’ place, you can be sure they’re smashing all of it now, just chugging bottles down.”

      Troy was now beginning to cotton on to what Leo was suggesting. “So,” he said, “they’re probably all very drunk and wasted about now.”

      “I’d bet my life on it,” Leo said. “And you know how those Vipers like to party. They’re probably going to keep on drinking all through the night until there isn’t a drop left.”

      “So we take the fight to them,” Troy said, punching his fist into his palm. “We hit ‘em hard and fast, when they’re least expecting it.”

      “In my eyes, it’s the only way we’re gonna come out of this on top,” Leo said. “And it don’t have to be all of us; just you and me could go, hit ‘em guerrilla style, pick ‘em off while moving silently and laying low. With a pair of rifles and scopes, we could do some serious damage, especially if half of ‘em are too drunk to stand.”

      “You’re right,” Troy said determinedly. “You’re absolutely right. The only way we’re going to win this fight is if we strike first, strike hard, and strike fast. We need to start making plans right now, and head out no less than an hour from now…”
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      “You can’t come with us, Ant,” Troy said firmly to Anthony.

      “But I can shoot as well as you can, Dad!” Anthony protested. “And Vince can too, you’ve seen us shoot!”

      “Shooting targets, hell, even shooting deer isn’t the same as shooting a man, son,” Troy said. “And it’s especially not the same when that man you’re trying to take down also has a gun, and wants nothing more than to put a bullet through your skull. I’m sorry, Ant, but it’s a hard no. What me and Uncle Leo are doing tonight is far, far too risky.”

      “And that’s why you need me and Vince to help you!”

      Troy shook his head slowly and folded his arms across his chest. “No. I’m not saying it again, so don’t bother asking; that’s all I have to say.”

      “I’ve shot a man before,” Anthony muttered, angry and frustrated that his father refused to listen.

      “He has, Uncle Troy,” Vincent said. “I was there, I saw it.”

      “You shot someone?!” Troy gasped, his jaw dropping with disbelief. “When?! How?!”

      “When the Vipers had us,” Anthony said defiantly. “When you attacked them from that office building. They were distracted shooting at you two, so I shot the guy who murdered Mr. Edwards. I shot him three times, and he looked at me before he died. So I know what it’s like to kill a man, Dad.”

      Troy’s jaw tightened. “And how did you feel after you did that, huh?” he demanded. “Even though he was a scumbag who undoubtedly deserved to die, how did you feel, did you feel good, did you feel proud, like you’d done something wonderful?”

      Anthony wanted to say yes, he had, in order to prove his point, but the truth was, he couldn’t. Even though the biker had been a vile criminal, a murderer, he had felt no sense of justice or satisfaction when he had shot the man. Instead, he had only felt a sense of horror and disgust, and the man’s ugly face had haunted his nightmares since then.

      Troy saw this on his son’s face, and his attitude softened. “I’m not trying to treat you like a baby, Ant,” he said. “And believe me, I know how good a shot you are – both of you. I know how brave you both are too. I’m not telling you to stay here because I think you aren’t capable of handling yourselves. I’m telling you to stay here because someone has to lead this place and lead whatever small community grows here in the next years and decades – and one will grow, eventually, there’s no doubt about that. You know these bikers; you know how dangerous and ruthless they are. There’s a good chance that one or both of us may not come back tonight, or even if we do, that we’ll be seriously wounded. Your grandparents are healthy, but they’re not going to be around forever. It’s up to you two to lead this place; or, at least, it will be.”

      “We need you boys to stay alive, to stay strong,” Leo said. “To protect Julia and the old folks here. And Pedro, and whoever else might eventually join this fragile little group of survivors. If you two were to come along with us tonight and get yourselves killed, what future would there be for this place? It’d all be wiped out. If me or Troy bites it tonight, well, at least you guys can carry on. But if this mission turned out to be a real disaster and all four of us got taken out, then what? Then all this hard work we’ve put into this place will have been for nothing. Nada. I’m sure you boys don’t want that, do you?”

      “No,” they both said glumly, staring at the ground.

      “Now you boys go load up your AR-15s,” Troy said. “You need to patrol the property the whole night until we get back in the morning. And if we aren’t back by tomorrow evening, it’s up to you two to lead the others out of here, because that will mean…”

      Nobody wanted to say it, but everyone knew what he meant. If neither of the men had returned by the following evening, they had either been captured or killed. And if they ended up being captured, they were as good as dead anyway. If this happened, the survivors of the group would go with Charlie and Penny’s plan, and take as many provisions as they could carry on an extended trip into the wilderness to evade the Vipers, and pray that the biker gang didn’t completely destroy the homestead when they inevitably found it.

      “I know,” Anthony said. Now he raised his face and looked his father in the eye. “We’ll patrol all night, Dad, we won’t sleep a wink,” he said proudly. “Won’t we, Vince?”

      “You can count on us,” Vincent said. “We won’t even let a squirrel get past us tonight.”

      “And if there is any trouble, don’t try to be heroes and do something reckless or stupid,” Troy cautioned. “Get Julia and the others out of here as fast as possible.”

      “We’ll do that.”

      The cops hugged their boys and said goodbye to them, and then went and said an emotional farewell to the other members of the group. After that, they mounted their horses and set off into the night. It was a good evening for riding; the air was cool and crisp, so the men weren’t hot and sweaty in the combat gear and bulletproof vests they were wearing. A bright full moon hovered high in the clear dark sky, drizzling down silvery luminescence and lighting up the hilly woods almost as brightly as if it were day. The men had loaded up the horses’ saddlebags with as many weapons as they could carry. There weren’t only firearms and the ammunition to go with them, there were also more stealthy weapons: crossbows, throwing knives, and heavy medieval-style maces that could brutally crush a man’s skull with a single blow. They had found these in the house of a man who seemed to have been some sort of medieval weapon fanatic on one of their rare forays into town, and had kept them since they were very useful melee weapons.

      The men rode in stoic silence for the first hour or two, each lost in his own thoughts, ruminating on the battle that lay ahead. Leo finally broke the silence just after they crossed a shallow creek, the gurgling water of which sparkled in the bright moonlight. “You think we’ll come back from this?” he asked.

      “I hope so,” Troy said grimly, “but if I was a gambling man, I wouldn’t put any bets on that outcome. It’s the two of us against dozens of them. Those odds aren’t good, even with stealth and surprise on our side, and the bikers’ drunkenness working against ‘em – which in itself is a gamble, since we can’t be sure they’re all in a boozed-up, drugged-up stupor. If we’re unlucky and a bunch of ‘em are sober, we won’t last five minutes.”

      “Let’s pray those fools are the same kinda idiots most gangsters are,” Leo said. “And I have a feeling that they are. But yeah, you’re right, I don’t know how much chance we have of getting out of this alive. As long as we can survive long enough to take out enough of the scum to weaken them to the point where they won’t have enough men to really threaten our homestead, though, I’ll count it as a victory.”

      “I really hoped we’d left it all behind,” Troy said, sighing, as they rode up the bank into the woods. “I hoped that we’d be able to live a peaceful life in this strange new world.”

      Leo chuckled humorlessly and shook his head. “People ain’t never gonna let an honest man live like that, not in any world, this new one or the old one we were cops in. I learned that early on, growing up in the ghetto. But as long as you’ve got a good man watching your back, you stand a much better chance of making it through life without catching a bullet than you would on your own.”

      “And there’s nobody I’d rather have watching my back than you, brother,” Troy said. “We’ve saved each other’s lives countless times on the street … and I’m honored to have you fighting by my side tonight.”

      “Right back at you, brother,” Leo said. “Right back at you.”

      They rode on in silence for a while, each lost in his own thoughts, climbing a gentle but long slope. Finally, at the top of it the trees thinned out a little, and they were greeted with a view of the broad, shallow valley beyond. And there, in that valley, was the Williams homestead – or, at least, what remained of it. The main house was on fire, burning like a great pyre in the darkness and billowing up a tower of black smoke into the sky.

      Troy and Leo raised their binoculars to their eyes and scoped out the scene. While they were still a few miles away, they could make out the figures of bikers stumbling around, drinking or passed out on the grass. At the sight of this, each man felt a measure of relief; the bikers were definitely inebriated.

      The cops looked at each other and gave each other a nod. Then they set off toward the burning homestead, ready to do battle.
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      Troy and Leo got within a few hundred yards of the homestead before they decided to attack. It was still dark, but the sky was slowly beginning to grow lighter in the east, so they would only have the cover of darkness for another hour or so. They were on a small tree-covered mound overlooking the homestead – or, at least, what was left of it after the bikers had set fire to most of it. The men left their horses here; they didn’t tie the animals up, because if they ended up being killed, chances were the horses would be stuck here and would die a horrible death of starvation.

      “All right,” Troy said. “I’ll move across to that mound two hundred yards away on the west. As soon as you hear me fire my first shot, you start shooting too.”

      “Got it,” Leo said. “And we target anyone who looks like they might pose a threat.”

      “That’s it. Take the biggest, baddest sons of bitches out first. And especially anyone who looks sober and might raise an alarm. Of course, when the gunshots start echoing across the valley, they’ll quickly figure out they’re under attack, but hopefully the bastards who are passed out will stay that way, and those who are stumbling around drunk and high outta their skulls will take a few minutes to register what’s going on.”

      “If we hit ‘em hard and fast, I think we can pull that off.”

      “Phase two,” Troy continued, “we drop the hunting rifles and move in for closer kills with our M-16s. You approach in a wide arc this way,” he said, pointing out a path through the trees, “and I’ll come in from the right. That way we don’t risk getting caught in each other’s fire.”

      “A pincer movement, kinda,” Leo said.

      “Again, deal with the biggest and most dangerous threats first,” Troy said. “And once we’ve run out of M-16 ammo…”

      “We move onto Uzis. By that time, we’ll be on the lawns outside what’s left of the main house.”

      “If we’re still alive by then, of course,” Troy muttered.

      “With God’s help we will be, man, with the Lord’s help we will be.”

      “And if we get that far, and use up our Uzi ammo, we’re on to pistols, and maybe even these maces for close combat.”

      “Brings a whole new meaning to ‘I’m about to go medieval on your ass’, don’t it?” Leo said, chuckling.

      “Damn straight,” Troy said, grinning, thankful for this brief moment of levity. “You ready to do this?”

      “As ready as I’ll ever be,” Leo answered. The cops shared a tight embrace, each silently wondering if it would be the last time he would ever see the other alive, and then Troy slipped away into the shadows.

      While he was waiting for Troy to get into position and start the attack, Leo raised his hunting rifle and peered through the scope, picking out a series of targets. He had five rounds in his ammo clip, and another five in the spare clip for the semi-automatic rifle. Through the scope, he was able to get a clear view of the front of the house, where a large number of bikers were drinking and passed out. He was sickened to see a number of bloodied corpses hanging from nooses in the trees; the unfortunate members of the Williams homestead who had been massacred by the Vipers.

      “Motherfuckers,” he snarled. “Evil, psychotic motherfuckers.”

      He couldn’t see Paul Kirby, but he saw some faces he recognized from his previous battles against the Vipers. He scrutinized each of them, trying to decide who to take out first. Most of them had firearms on them, but only a few actually had guns in their hands; they clearly weren’t expecting an attack – and, after all, why would they? Leo picked out a target, a big man with an AK-47 who looked more sober than his inebriated companions, and lined the man’s chest up in his crosshairs. A headshot would be difficult from this distance, but a hit through his center mass was easily doable. Now all he had to do was wait for Troy to begin the attack…

      Troy, meanwhile, was in position on the mound to the west of the house. Like Leo, he hadn’t yet seen Paul Kirby. He had, however, picked out a target: a tall, skinny biker with an M-16 rifle who seemed to be mostly sober, and who was patrolling the edge of the lawn.

      Troy breathed in a deep breath and held it in his lungs as he lined up the man’s chest in his crosshairs. Once he squeezed the trigger, there would be no going back. “Time to die,” he whispered, and he wasn’t entirely certain whether he was talking to himself or to the bikers … or perhaps to both.

      Then he slowly released the air from his lungs and pulled the trigger.

      The shot rang out like a crack of thunder, resounding across the broad, shallow valley in a series of echoes. Troy’s aim was perfect, and the bullet took the biker in his chest. His body jerked as the rifle bullet ripped through his torso, and then he swayed on his feet for a moment and pitched forward, smashing into the ground face-first, dead. The battle had started.

      As Troy swung his scope onto the next target, he heard another crashing boom thunder across the valley; Leo had joined the fight. Two men down, but still almost forty to go, he thought grimly. Some of the drunk bikers had heard the shots and were looking around, but they hadn’t yet figured out that they were under attack. They would soon enough, though. Troy took out another one, and then another, and by the time the third man collapsed, the others had realized that they were being attacked and were scrambling for their weapons.

      Troy had to use the last two bullets of this clip on one man, because his first shot only hit him in the leg. Then he popped the empty clip out, slapped a new one in, and kept firing, swiftly moving from target to target each time he took one down.

      At this point the bikers – those who weren’t passed out, at least – were all aware that they were under attack, and they started firing back. All they could see were the rifle’s muzzle flares flashing briefly in the darkness, but that was enough to give away the cops’ approximate locations, so soon enough bullets were whizzing through the trees around Troy.

      He hastily fired off the last few rounds from his hunting rifle, taking out two more bikers, and then dropped the weapon and grabbed his M-16 before racing through the woods toward the homestead.

      The drunken bikers were still shooting at the spot up on the mound where he’d been sniping from, so now the bullets were zipping harmlessly over his head. Adrenalin coursed through his veins and his pulse raced, and despite the terrible danger he felt alive, exhilarated on the high of intense combat.

      He got within a hundred yards of the burning house and saw the bikers stumbling around in disarray, yelling slurred orders and insults at each other and the unknown enemies they were firing blindly at. Troy was completely hidden in the shadows, so they had no idea he was nearby. He lined a man up in his sights and blew him away, then hastily swung the sights onto another and shot him before anyone had even realized the shooting was now coming from a completely different location. Hope surged within him; the attack was going far better than he could have dreamed, and from the sound of furious firing to his left, it sounded like Leo’s attack was taking as intense a toll as his own was. What had seemed like an utterly impossible mission at the outset was now looking like it could be a runaway success, with both cops not only escaping with their lives, but possibly without any injuries at all.

      Grinning, Troy swung his sights onto another biker and blasted him … but then saw a sight he had not expected to see, one that almost paralyzed him in his tracks. Two horses came galloping out of the dark woods at the far side of the property, and on them were two riders and two passengers … two passengers who were bound and gagged. Two passengers who Troy recognized immediately, and the sight of them like this was enough to chill the blood in his veins.

      Paul Kirby was riding one horse, and a big, white-bearded biker the other. And on Paul’s horse, tied up and lashed to the animal’s withers, was Anthony, and on the big biker’s horse, similarly bound, was Vincent.

      Kirby galloped out in front of the burning house, his ugly features lit up in bright tones of red, orange, and yellow from the inferno. “I know you’re out there, Vance!” he roared. “And your cop buddy, he’s out there too! Well look at what I found, motherfuckers! And unless you two pigs want to watch me gut these two boys like a couple of catfish I just pulled out of a river, you’d best lay down your weapons and surrender right fucking now! You have two seconds before I start cutting these squirming little bags of piss and blood wide open, and I swear to God you’ll watch me unravel their intestines from their little bellies if you don’t fucking listen! Drop your guns and come out of the woods now or the boys die! Now!”
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      All the blood drained from Troy’s head. An unsettling numbness tingled in his limbs, and a shrill whine buzzed in his ears. He couldn’t believe what he was seeing and hearing; it was like he had stepped through the veil of reality into some strange, surreal world of dreams.

      “One second!” Paul roared, raising his hunting knife above his head. “You have one second to declare yourself and surrender, Vance, before I open your son’s torso up like a fucking autopsy dissection!”

      Troy couldn’t believe how quickly things had turned around. A mere few seconds earlier it had seemed as if the result of their impossible mission would be a stunning victory, but now the pendulum had swung the other way, and he and Leo had been utterly defeated. He could try to shoot Paul Kirby, but then what? Another of the many bikers nearby would simply grab Anthony and either maim or kill him. It was over. He and Leo had lost, all in one fell swoop.

      “All right!” Troy yelled. “I surrender! Don’t hurt my boy, I surrender!”

      Paul Kirby grinned evilly. “You’re smarter than I thought, pig. Good decision, wise decision!” he yelled. “Now come on out of those woods with your hands behind your head! Move your ass before I change my mind about gutting this little shit!”

      Feeling utterly crushed, Troy dropped his M-16 and began trudging through the woods toward the lawns, which were lit up in tones of orange and red by the burning house.

      “I surrender too, I’m coming out!” he heard Leo yell. “Don’t hurt my son, please, don’t hurt him!”

      Paul Kirby and his bikers watched as the two cops emerged from the dark woods, walking with their hands behind their heads and sheer defeat written across their faces.

      “Get ‘em down on their knees,” Paul grunted to his men. “Bring the fuckers here. I wanna kick the shit out of ‘em before I cut their stupid pig heads off.”

      A couple of the bikers, all drunk and high, stumbled over to Leo and Troy, grabbing them and dragging them over to Paul and his right-hand man. Anthony and Vincent, meanwhile, writhed and struggled futilely on the bikers’ horses, weeping, their cries muffled by the gags in their mouths.

      “Why don’t you tenderize ‘em for me, boys?” Paul said as he dismounted.

      The bikers around Troy and Leo chuckled darkly and started raining down punches and kicks on them until both cops were lying on the ground, beaten and bloody, gasping for breath.

      “You motherfuckers thought you could take us out like a couple of sneaky snipers, huh?” Paul said as he strolled over to them, twirling his hunting knife in his right hand. “I guess you thought it would be a good time to strike, because all my boys would be drunk, huh? Well here’s the thing, you stupid sons of bitches: yeah, most of my men drink, but I don’t. And I was out patrolling the woods when I found these two little pups prowling around with guns. I only had to cut two of their fingers off before they blabbed about your little plan to attack me.”

      Even though both cops were dazed and groggy from the heavy beatings, they looked up with horror when Kirby said this, and saw that he had indeed chopped a finger off each of the boys’ hands.

      “So I came back here as fast as I could,” Paul continued. “Not fast enough, though, because you motherfuckers have already done plenty of damage. It don’t matter though; fewer mouths for me to feed in these desperate times, more fuel for the survivors’ bikes. But for every one of my men you killed, I’m gonna deal you some real pain. I’ll start by taking your toes off, one by one. Then your fingers. Then your ears, lips, nose, tongues, dicks and balls. Then your hands and feet. I’ll leave your eyes until last, so that you can see me taking each of these things from you.” He paused here to chuckle evilly. “But I’m getting ahead of myself. Boys, get their boots off so we can start removing toes…”

      The bikers grabbed the cops’ legs and started pulling their boots off.

      “Oh,” Paul continued. “And one more thing. I’m gonna let you keep your eyes until last to see one more thing I’m gonna do: gut your sons and unravel their intestines in front of you.”

      “You motherfucker!” Troy snarled, spitting blood. “You said you’d let them go!”

      “I said no such thing, pig,” Paul muttered. “I just said I wouldn’t gut ‘em then…” He knelt down at Paul’s feet, brandishing his hunting knife, with a wicked gleam in his eyes. “Now it’s time to get started on your toes. Which one should I take first? I think—”

      The tense air was shattered by a booming thunder of machine gun fire. Bullets scythed through the air, cutting down bikers in swaths. Two of them collapsed, dead, across Troy’s chest, and Paul howled out in pain, dropping his knife as a machine gun bullet ripped through his left thigh.

      “This is for the Reds, motherfuckers!” Heavy J roared as he charged out of the woods, firing an M249 machine gun from the hip. “Eat this hot lead, fuckers, choke on this shit!”

      Leo grabbed a pistol out of a dead biker’s holster and started blazing away from the ground, while Troy shoved the dead bodies off his chest and dived onto Paul Kirby. He had no weapons on him but his fists, but these were all he needed for the man who had been ready to torture and murder his son. He slammed his fists into Kirby’s face again and again, pounding them home with vicious force, smashing his punches into his hated foe’s face with such force that he began breaking his own knuckles and the bones in his hands.

      A fierce battle was raging all around Troy, but all he could see was his foe, and all he could hear was the dull, sickeningly wet thud of each punch slamming into the biker’s face, pulverizing it and caving it in. And he simply kept on going, punching over and over and over again.

      Heavy J’s machine gun ammo ran out, so he tossed the heavy firearm aside and whipped out two .45 pistols, dual-wielding the handguns. A burst of Uzi fire ripped through his stomach as a biker popped out from behind the burning wreck of one of the old cars, but the bullets didn’t stop the big gangster. He turned around, calmly took aim at the biker, and then put a bullet through his face.

      Another burst of fire, this time from an AK-47, erupted from behind a wall to Heavy J’s right. This time the bullets tore through his legs, and finally the big man toppled and fell. He wasn’t dead though, not by a long shot, and, growling with rage and fierce determination, he dragged himself across the grass with one hand in the direction of his foe, and when the man popped out to fire again, he shot him dead with his .45.

      “You just ran out of lives, Heavy J,” Kirby’s lieutenant, the big white-bearded biker, said as he jumped out from behind cover and aimed his shotgun at Heavy J’s head.

      Before he could squeeze the trigger, though, a shot rang out. The big biker gasped and staggered forward, and then another shot rang out and he dropped his shotgun. A third shot rang out, and the big man pitched forward and crashed into the ground, dead.

      Leo walked over to him and put one more bullet in the back of his head, just to make sure. Then he shot another drunk biker who came lurching out from behind a wall, and then he used his last bullet on another one who came staggering out from the barn, wildly shooting an AK-47.

      That was it. That was the last of them. Leo had been shot through his calf and his forearm, but he had suffered no lethal wounds. He limped over to Troy, who was still weakly pounding the pulverized mess of blood and meat and broken skull that used to be Paul Kirby’s face.

      “It’s over … brother,” Leo gasped, pulling Troy off the dead leader of the Vipers. “It’s … finally … over.”
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      “Can we go look at the bones?” Anthony asked eagerly. As he, Troy, and Julia sat on the porch, the summer sun shone brightly across his face, which looked a lot more manly than it had a year ago, although it was still undoubtedly the face of a boy. “It’s been a whole year now, there won’t be nothing left but bones there.”

      “And why do you wanna see ‘em, son?” Troy asked. “That place is cursed … there’s nothing but bad memories there. Don’t go there. Go ride somewhere else with Vincent. Not there … not there.”

      Troy thought back to that fateful night, a year and a day ago. It all seemed like some surreal, terrible nightmare now, but there could be no denying that it had happened – and the many skeletons strewn across the overgrown wasteland that had once been the Williams’s homestead were the evidence of that night of violence and horror.

      Heavy J had died of his wounds, but he had died with a smile on his face, knowing that he had finally completed his quest of vengeance after tracking the Vipers and hunting them for months. In return for saving their lives a second time, he had asked Leo and Troy to give him a gangster’s send-off, but had told them to leave the bodies of the dead Vipers out in the open to rot, for crows and other scavengers to feast on.

      They had built him a great funeral pyre and had burned his body on it after dousing his corpse with expensive whiskey; it was as gangster a funeral as they could manage in these times of deprivation, in this post-EMP world. Then, in accordance with Heavy J’s dying wishes, they had left the corpses of the dead bikers out in the open to rot.

      As for the bodies of the dead members of the Williams homestead, the family had cut them down from the trees and given them a decent burial on their land. Nobody had gone back to that place since then, for all were haunted by the images of the dead and the terrible spectacle of destruction and violence the bikers had wrought there.

      Now, though, a year after that terrible day, Vincent and Anthony, growing from shy adolescents into daring teenage boys, were starting to make noise about going there to look at the skeletons of the bikers.

      Anthony and Leo forbade it, but the men knew the boys would disobey them sooner or later and go there on their own. There was no longer any danger there, but neither man wished to ever see the place again.

      “Ugh, okay, we won’t go there,” Anthony said, rolling his eyes. He stuck his hands in his pockets and slunk away, looking disappointed.

      “He’s growing up fast,” Julia remarked.

      “Too fast, I sometimes think,” Troy said, sighing. “But in this new world we’re in, he doesn’t exactly have much of a choice, does he? Both of those boys have had to grow up way too quickly.”

      Julia stared up at the wide-open, deep blue sky. “Sometimes it feels like just yesterday that we were in our old apartment, curled up on the sofa together, watching TV, sipping Starbucks coffees, playing with our phones. Other times that all feels like some sort of weird dream that didn’t even really happen.”

      “I know, beautiful,” Troy said. “Sometimes I feel like a time traveler who got sucked out of his old life and transported to a different century … one he can never escape from.”

      “Do you miss it?” Julia asked. “The old world. Electricity, cars, cities, jobs, supermarkets, the internet…”

      Troy chuckled. “Sometimes. But then I look at what I’ve got,” he said, turning toward her and taking her hand in his, and looking deeply into her eyes, “and I don’t miss it at all. Because everything I truly love, everything we truly need, is right here. And that, that’s more precious than anything the old world could have ever offered me.”

      “You’re right, Troy Vance,” Julia said, “and none of that is going anywhere. Not for a long, long time…”

      

      THE END

      

      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!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Sign up for new release updates and receive your free copy of “Missed Connections: A Small town Mystery”, Free Audible codes, and deep discounts on new releases! Click Here

      

      Read more EMP Thrillers! Click Here!

    

  

cover.jpeg
OFF » GRID








